
C A R O L I NA  C OUN T RY  Gardens

A rain garden is a way to treat water on your property as 
an asset rather than diverting all of it somewhere else. Rain 
gardens are popular among urban planners because they 
not only slow the flow of runoff into storm drains, rivers 
and lakes, but also function as traps for retaining and often 
neutralizing pollution in runoff. Rain gardens also help 
recharge groundwater in residential and community wells 
and aquifers.

A rain garden isn’t a pond or wetland—it’s not meant for 
cattails and water lilies. A properly constructed one holds 
water no more than a couple of days, just long enough for 
water to soak slowly into the ground. Plants in rain gardens 
must be versatile, able to tolerate temporary inundation as 
well as brief periods of dry weather. A thoughtfully designed 
rain garden should draw attention to its beauty, not its func-
tion. It can be a bed or border, any shape or size. A wide 
variety of grasses, shrubs, trees and flowering plants will 
thrive in rain gardens. 

You don’t have to hire an engineer to plan a rain garden, 
but you do need to evaluate and understand where and how 
water flows across your property. It’s helpful to survey and 
observe your property during and after a storm. Ideally, you’ll 
build a garden sized to capture most or all of the runoff you 
have—hard surfaces such as roofs and paved sidewalks and 

driveways are major sources. Any size garden, however, is ben-
eficial, but you still need to plan the size before you start dig-
ging. The handy reference chart at this Web site will help you 
calculate your runoff amount and decide on garden dimen-
sions: www.bae.ncsu.edu/topic/raingarden/sizing.htm.

Depending on the size garden you’re building and how 
many extra hands are about, you could construct a rain gar-
den in as little as an afternoon. Most gardens need be only 3 
to 6 inches deep. To avoid compacting the soil, use the least 
destructive tools necessary to excavate. Shovels or tillers 
may suffice to create the desired saucer-shaped depression. 
On slopes, you’ll need to create a slight berm to help retain 
water, but don’t make it so substantial that it turns your gar-
den into a sediment trap or puddle. 

It’s best to use plants from containers or fairly mature bare-
root plants, rather than sowing seed directly. This will lessen 
competition with weeds and create a lower-stress environ-
ment to become established. Plant as you would any other 
garden, keeping the plant’s crown level with the soil surface. 
Top with about 2 to 4 inches of organic, heavy hardwood 
mulch (pine straw or bark may wash away too quickly). 
Don’t pile or spread mulch around the bases of plants. Water 
well and regularly until roots are well established. (See Rain 
Gardening Resources for suggestions of appropriate plants.)
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Once built, a rain garden can be a low-maintenance gar-
den, but it’s not a no-maintenance garden. Rain gardens 
need to be mulched regularly to hold soil in place and 
provide a continual source of organic material. The garden 
may also need periodic weeding to keep it from becoming 
overgrown. Supplemental watering may be necessary dur-
ing the establishment stage and sustained droughts. A few 
stepping stones for access will help you avoid trampling and 
compacting soil.

RAIN GARDEN MUSTS:
 3 Choose a site that is at least 2 feet from the high-water 
table. If the soil surface in the garden is near the water 
table, a wetland garden is more appropriate.

 3 Locate the garden at least 10 feet from a house 
foundation and at least 25 feet from a septic system 
field or wellhead.

 3 Determine the location of underground utility lines to 
avoid disturbing them.

 3 Ensure that rain gardens won’t direct any water 
toward a building.

RAIN GARDENING RESOURCES
 3 The N.C. Cooperative Extension has an online 
clearinghouse of information on rain gardens, including 
instructions for design and planting, lists of plant species 
appropriate for Piedmont, mountain and coastal plain 
regions, suggestions of plants for both sunny and shady 
gardens, sample design templates, and construction 
photos. Visit www.bae.ncsu.edu/topic/raingarden/material.htm. 
Find more sample designs at www.lowimpactdevelopment.org/ 
raingarden_design/templates.htm.

 3 In “Rain Gardening in the South” (April 2009), authors 
Helen Kraus and Anne Spafford, professors of horticul-
tural science at N.C. State University, describe their own 
experiences designing and building rain gardens. The 
book contains color photos, a few sample designs and 
a 20-page reference section of suggested plant species. 
Available from Eno Publishers (www.enopublishers.org).

 3 Many public gardens, municipalities and educational 
facilities have built rain gardens to handle their own run-
off and to educate and inspire gardeners. To find dem-
onstration gardens in your area, check with your local 
extension office. c

Plant Choices
Many grasses, shrubs, 
small trees and flowering 
plants are suitable for 
rain gardens.

Soil Amendments
Add organic matter to 
very sandy soil and porous 
material to clay soil. A 
good mix is 50–60 percent 
sand, 20–30 percent 
topsoil and 20–30 percent 
compost. 

Location
Gardens may be located in sun or 
part shade. Site at least 10 feet from 
foundations and at least 25 feet 
from septic systems and wellheads.

Not Too Wet
A properly built rain garden fills with a few inches 
of water in a storm, and water filters slowly into 
the ground. Water should not stand longer than 24 
hours. Don’t construct where seasonal high water 
table is within 24 inches of the soil surface.

Depth
Most gardens need be only 
3–6 inches deep.

RAIN GARDEN DESIGN

Illustration by Warren Kessler

Carolina Country   MARCH 2010   15



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo false
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 100
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 100
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 1.30
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 1.30
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 1.30
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 1.30
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 300
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e5c4f5e55663e793a3001901a8fc775355b5090ae4ef653d190014ee553ca901a8fc756e072797f5153d15e03300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc87a25e55986f793a3001901a904e96fb5b5090f54ef650b390014ee553ca57287db2969b7db28def4e0a767c5e03300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for on-screen display, e-mail, and the Internet.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020d654ba740020d45cc2dc002c0020c804c7900020ba54c77c002c0020c778d130b137c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor weergave op een beeldscherm, e-mail en internet. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing false
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


