
How to Make Your Garden Look “Natural” 

A few weeks ago I was walking the property of new landowners, helping them identify 

the trees, grasses and forbs on their land.  At one point I observed a medium-sized 

pecan tree, but upon approaching it I noticed two other pecans and I told the owners 

that these had been planted several years ago.   

They wanted to know how I knew they were planted instead of being natural.  The 

answer was that they were in a perfect straight line and exactly equally spaced and 

about the same size.  The probability of Mother Nature doing that is very remote. 

Humans plant things in rows, evenly spaced, or in some other recognizable pattern—

the result, I guess, of our innate sense of order. 

In Nature, there is no such pattern as to where plants are located.  What we see in a 

walk through a natural area is the result of the plants that have survived growing in the 

place where we find them.  I am reminded of the difference between humans and 

Mother Nature in the placement of new plants every time I walk around our yard and 

observe all of the volunteer plants that have come up in the past 10 or 12 years. 

With the exception of a few grasses and forbs here and there, virtually all of the 

volunteer plants in our fenced yard are under trees.  Since we didn’t plant any of the 

things I am referring to, Mother Nature must have been involved.  Why would Mother 

Nature show a preference for the areas under trees?  Probably for a couple of reasons:  

first, the areas under trees are shaded and therefore the soil is more moist and the new 

sprouts will be shaded and not baked in the hot sun.  Secondly, most of the volunteer 

woody plants that have come up in our yard that are clearly not root sprouts from a 

mother tree are of species that produce berries—hackberry, escarpment black cherry, 

possumhaw and prairie flame-leaf sumac.  Birds like to eat berries.  Birds like to sit in 

trees. The bird droppings under the trees thus contain seeds. 

Most people have driven down country roads and noticed the unusually high 

populations of numerous plant species along the fence rows—all for a similar reason. 

Birds like to sit on fences too. 

One of the things I do find surprising is that a larger percentage of the volunteer trees 

under our trees are growing up close to the trunk.  I wouldn’t expect birds to spend more 

time up next to the trunk than out among the outer limbs, so I have no explanation for 

the volunteers being close to the trunks. 

But it is certainly true, that in nature it is not uncommon to find young trees growing near 

the trunk of a much older tree of a different species.  We humans would never walk up 



to a mature tree and try to dig a hole to plant a young tree just a few feed from the trunk.  

It is just not logical to us and would limit the growth of the new tree anyway. 

Likewise, it is common to find multiple native species growing all intertwined together.  

Common examples are agarita, hackberry, grape, and greenbrier all intermingled 

together, the hackberry and grape getting some protection from the agarita and 

greenbrier.  At another time you might find an escarpment black cherry and cedar elm 

growing up in the middle of a prickly pear. 

Most all native grass areas are a complicated mix of up to a dozen species of grasses 

and sometimes even more species of forbs.  The seeds of most all grasses and many 

forbs are not scattered by birds, but by the wind.  In fact, when recommending 

reseeding of a grassland, most experts will recommend planting mixtures of grasses 

and forbs with at least a dozen species, because the odds of getting something to grow 

and to mimic Mother Nature are better with mixes. 

So the next time you are out in your garden and thinking about adding some native 

plants, think mixtures and diversity, not straight lines and uniformity.  You will be 

surprised at how “natural” your garden will look, and the birds and the butterflies will 

love it too.  But don’t get me wrong, if it best fits your sense of aesthetics, native plants 

will grow in neat rows too. 

Until next time… 
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