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Re-landscaping a Parkway to a Perennial Border
by Thea Fiskin, UC Master Gardener
This fall I decided to re-landscape the parkway (the area between the sidewalk and the street) along
the side of my house. I live on a corner, so on the eastern side of my property I have a long, skinny
parkway that measures 4' by 100'. I moved into this house three years ago and this strip was originally
landscaped by the contractor with tall fescue lawn. I have faithfully watered, mowed and edged this
lawn every week to keep it looking good for the neighborhood. Although it is aesthetically pleasing most
of the year, I really don't have the time to spend maintaining this underused lawn. So I got the bright
idea to eliminate the fescue and replace it with drought tolerant, easy to maintain bulbs, herbs and
perennials.
When designing this area I tried to keep several things in mind. First, I had to leave enough room for
people to get in and out of their cars, especially by the mailboxes. Second, the plants had to be low
maintenance and tough enough to withstand people and pets walking around them. Third, the redesigned
area had to be interesting and look well kept. I tend to like perennial borders that continue to evolve
after planting. Since I sometimes forget where I plant some of my bulbs, they pleasantly surprise me
when they pop-up and bloom. This is how I envisioned changing the parkway to a perennial border that
was functional, low maintenance, appealing, and changing with each season.
Converting lawn to landscape
My first step was to spray Roundup on the fescue to kill it. I was careful to do it on a windless day to
prevent any drift to the roses across the sidewalk near the side of my house. After a week I sprayed
again to get the spots that had been missed. At this point I'm sure my neighbors were wondering what
had happened to my green lawn. They were not sure if it was dying on purpose or that my sprinklers
weren't working. A third spraying was needed to get the edges, that fescue just didn't want to go.
My second step was to mow the dead lawn as short as I could without causing any sprinkler damage. I
could have broken up the dead fescue, added soil amendment, and turned the soil over with a shovel or
small rototiller, but I decided to take the easy way out this time and just plant into holes that I dug
through the decaying sod.

So, next I got ready to plant my selections. I used miniature roses down the middle with perennials and
herbs interspersed around them. Some of my choices were creeping thymes, daffodils, daylilies
(Hemerocallis), ornamental onions (alliums), re-blooming German Iris, grape hyacinth (muscari),
lambs-ears (stachys), penstemons, salvias, several varieties of stonecrop (sedums) and verbena. Before
I dug the holes for each plant I arranged them over the area and played around with their exact
placement until I was satisfied with the overall look of the area. I left some room for them to fill in and
grow and I'll wait until next spring to see if I need to add any more plants to cover any bare spaces.
After planting I placed several layers of newspaper down around the plants, and then spread decorative
bark mulch over the newspaper. The paper helps prevents weeds and will decompose to provide food for
the earthworms, which in turn will provide nutrients to the soil. The mulch also controls weeds and
conserves water during the summer.
The last step was to apply a preemergence herbicide suitable for use in landscapes. I spread it over the
entire area to prevent any weed seeds blown in by the wind from germinating.
More than six weeks have passed and so far I am happy with the result. There is less maintenance for
me and frankly it looks a lot less boring. I hope my neighbors enjoy it as much as I do and will "stop to
smell the flowers" as they visit the mailboxes. Children are encouraged to pick the flowers and share
them at home. Hopefully they will pick them with stems long enough for Mom to put in a vase.
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