
DEER RESISTIVE DEMONSTRATION GARDEN 
 

 We who live in the Willamette Valley, the Coast Range and the Cascades share this territory 
with black tailed deer.  Deer are foraging animals, feeding on a wide variety of plants including a 
good portion of what we like to grow in our ornamental and food gardens.  Deer Resistive does not 
mean Deer Proof -- there are few plants deer will avoid completely, particularly as plants begin to 
grow in the spring and deer with young fawns visit a garden area.  In general, deer will avoid toxic 
plants like foxglove (digitalis) and daffodils (narcissus), plants with strong odors like lavender, sages 
(like salvia), and carnations (dianthus), plants with hairy or spiny leaves or stems like barberry 
(Berberis spp.), blanket flower (gallardia), and black-eyed Susan (rudbeckia).  Our demonstration 
garden is an example of how to create an ornamental garden using plants that deer generally will 
avoid.   
 This demonstration garden hosts three well-established trees:  paper birch (Betual papyrifera), 
horse chestnut (Aesculus hippocastanum), and crape myrtle (Lagertroemia).  The canopy of these 
trees creates dense shade over a good portion of the garden plot during spring, summer, and early 
fall.  The west side of the garden plot has full sun.  There is a section of this garden plot where 
these two areas meet that is defined as partial shade.  Plants within this garden plot not only 
demonstrate deer resistant plant varieties, but also deer resistant plant varieties appropriate to the 
degree of sun exposure.  One area on the north east corner under the paper birch has been walled 
off to provide constant shade.  Many of the plants in the semi-shade and shade areas are native to 
Oregon. 
 One focus of this demonstration garden is on the use of native plants where possible.  Most of 
these native plants are located within the areas of dense shade.  Another focus of this 
demonstration garden is on sustainability:  Can one establish a deer resistive flower garden that 
does not require a great deal of work once the garden is established?  Another focus of this garden 
area is to avoid invasive or highly toxic species of plants.  To meet these goals we have chosen not 
to use the following plants that are deer resistive: 

 Pampas grass (Cortaderia selloana) – an ornamental grass native to southern 
South America with large creamy plumes.  Considered an invasive plant by 
Washington and California, among other states, pampas grass emits some 
50,000 seeds in each plume, has sharp-edged blades which can cut someone 
who brushes it, creates a hollow core which becomes a home to rats and other 
vermin.  Pampas grass is fast-growing, reaching 12 feet in height and 6 feet in 
diameter in a few years of growth.  We took out the specimen that had been in 
this garden area. 

 Daphne Odora (Daphne) – sweet smelling early blooming daphne, every bit of 
which is seriously toxic.  In a public garden where people often pick flowers, we 
have chosen to avoid the lure of daphne in this garden plot. 

 Barberry (Barberis) – barberry shrubs offer beautiful foliage with enough thorns 
to keep deer away.  Weeding around a barberry, however, is no fun, and we 
have chosen to remove this shrub from our garden plot. 

 Heavenly Bamboo (Nandina domestica) – widely used by commercial 
landscapers, Heavenly Bamboo has lovely fall colors and a profusion of bright red 
berries.  Those berries contain a healthy dose of cyanide and other alkaloids that 



are toxic to berry-eating birds:  cedar waxwings, bluebirds, robins, among others.  
We have removed this shrub from our garden plot.   

 Bearded Iris (Iris Germanica) – lovely for about 2 weeks of 52 weeks in a year.  
The rest of the year the rhizomes grow big and nobbly, spreading, erupting from 
the ground, taking over space.  Control means digging the rhizomes up at least 
every other year and dividing them, replanting, and finding friends for the extras, 
friends who want the same experience.  In our judgment, bearded iris is not a 
plant for a sustainable garden. On the other hand, Dutch iris and Siberian iris, 
also deer resistant, are wonderful additions to a deer resistant garden space. 

 Among the showy perennials in our garden you will find calendula, coreopsis, lobelia, 
phlox, milkweed, yarrow, penstemon, geum, lavender, carnation, delphinium, lupine, 
columbine, foxglove, bell flower (campanula), Oriental poppy, day lily, Italian blue thistle, and 
crocosmia.  
 Bulbs for spring blooms include snow drop, daffodil, snow in summer, grape hyacinth, 
Dutch iris, Japanese iris, and crocus. 
 Shrubs include two varieties of box honeysuckle (lonicera nitida), false holly (Osmanthus 
heterophyllus), St. John’s wort (Hypericum ‘hidcote’), tall Oregon grape (Mahonia aquifolium, 
also known as Berberis aquifolium), red flowering currant (Ribes sanguineum), yellow flowering 
currant (Ribes oderatum), mockorange (Philadelphus lewisii), and weigela (Weigela florida). 
 Vines include clematis and honeysuckle.   
 Ground cover along the walkway to the birdbath includes various kinds of oregano and 
mint as well as chocolate clover.  In the shaded portions of the garden ground cover includes 
violets, Redwood oxalis, spreading strawberry.   
 The shade garden hosts epimedium, various fern, hellebore, Japanese anemone. 
 Splashes of colors come from annuals like nasturtium, cosmos, zinnia, nasturtium, and 
pagoda plant.   
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