
1

Monica Milla

Monica Milla is a master gardener, master 

composter and MBGNA volunteer. She lives 

within 15 feet of Malletts Creek and every 

year she turns a little more of her lawn 

into garden beds.

 

Want a beautiful, low-maintenance 
garden that also slows and cleans storm 
water runoff? Rain gardens do exactly that 
and they are easy to create in any home 
landscape.

Rain gardens allow water to slow 
and cool down (it can be 140° F when 
coming off the roof), and they filter out 
nutrients and pollutants. According to the 
Rain Gardens of West Michigan website, 
www.raingardens.org, “Rain is 
natural; storm water isn’t. Up to 70% of 
the pollution in our streams, rivers, and 
lakes is carried there by storm water. 
About half of the pollution that storm 
water carries comes from things we do 
in our yards and gardens!”

Rain gardens let about 30% more water 
soak into the ground than a lawn does, 
and keep 90% of pollutants out of our 
waterways. How? They simply use water 
that would otherwise run off your property 
each time it rains. They collect and hold the 
water from downspouts or driveways to 
give it the chance to filter slowly into the 
ground rather than to flow off quickly. 

Storm water specialists in Maryland 
introduced rain gardens, or bioretention 
systems, in 1990. Since then they are 
becoming popular all over the U.S. in both 
residential and commercial settings. When 
homeowners create rain gardens, they are 
mimicking the natural hydrologic function 
of a forest where a spongy “litter” layer 
of leaves and needles soaks up water and 
allows it to penetrate the soil layer slowly. 
The plants, soil, roots and mulch of the rain 
garden serve the same function.

Rain Garden Basics
A rain garden should be located strategically 
to intercept water runoff. It can be created 
by directing a downspout into an existing 
garden, by installing plants in a low area 
where water tends to pool up, or by 
creating a garden in an area of lawn where 
water tends to run. Making a rain garden is 
similar to creating any other new garden:  
evaluate your site, create a design, dig and 
amend the soil, and plant. For step-by-step 
instructions and sample designs, see the 
website cited above.
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will flow and pool in a rainstorm. You can 
make adjustments, like digging certain areas 
deeper or adding a berm, so that water 
spreads evenly into the entire garden. After 
making the adjustments, let the soil drain 
and dry. Redo the test until the water fills 
the area evenly. Now you’re ready to plant!

Rain Garden Plants
When it comes to choosing plants, go 
native! Native plants, those that grew in 
this area prior to settlement, are ideal for 
using in rain gardens. They are adapted to 
thrive in our climate without any care from 
humans. Many natives are drought-tolerant, 
so you don’t have to water them. However, 
they can also handle a good downpour 
and don’t mind standing in water for a 
while. Native plants also provide food and 
shelter for birds, butterflies, bees and other 
beneficial insects.

For a list of Michigan native plants 
ideally suited for rain gardens, see “Ask 
the Experts” (p. 14). For a more complete 
list of all Michigan native plants, see 
Ann Arbor’s Natural Area Preservation’s 
website, http://tinyurl.com/c7g7p.

After your plants are in place, water 
them as you would any new plantings. 
(Once they are established, they will be able 
to thrive only with rainwater.) Finally, mulch 
the garden with leaves or a shredded wood 
to retain moisture and suppress weeds.

Area Rain Gardens
Rain gardens are becoming more common 
in Michigan. Last year, the Washtenaw 

The garden must be located away from 
buildings and utilities, with runoff diverted 
to it. It can be large or small, designed in 
various shapes and readily added to any 
landscape. It should be a bit lower than its 
surrounding area: it’s a slight depression 
or saucer-shaped indent containing soil 
amended with compost or humus to better 
absorb water. You need to dig up slightly 
more soil than you replace to create this 
shape. (That extra soil may be used to 
create a berm or mound with sloping sides 
to direct the water to the garden or to 
keep it in if your site slopes downward.) 

Recommendations for the depth of 
the amended soil cover a broad range, 
anywhere from three inches to two feet. 
Obviously, the deeper the good soil, the 
more water it can absorb and filter. If you 
have been gardening and amending your 
soil for a long time, or are otherwise 
blessed with good, well-draining soil, you 
will need to dig out less and make fewer 
amendments. While sandy soil provides 
good drainage, you will need to add 
compost or topsoil to grow the plants. If 
your soil is heavy clay, you’ll need to dig 
deeper and make major amendments to 
the soil. Otherwise, you’re creating a huge 
bowl that will hold water, but won’t drain 
well. Although many native plant roots grow 
several feet deep, helping future drainage, 
a rain garden needs to drain adequately 
from the beginning. Of course, you must 
also listen to your lower back. If you can’t 
dig out a large, deep area, it may be more 
practical to create a smaller, deep garden.

Some “recipes” for the ideal amended 
soil emphasize sand, others contain large 
amounts of compost. Don’t worry about 
this lack of agreement; various combina-
tions are all effective. The great thing about 
gardening is that there are often many right 
answers. As long as you amend the soil, 
your rain garden will turn out just fine!

Once your amended soil is in place, you 
need to check drainage patterns. To judge 
how evenly water will fill your garden, turn 
on your hose and place it near the water 
source. This will show you where water 

Rain, Rain, You Can Stay, continued from page 1
County Drain Commissioner received a 
grant from the Michigan Department of 
Environmental Quality to help property 
owners in Ann Arbor’s Allen Creek 
watershed create rain gardens. The City 
of Ann Arbor partnered on this project, 
contributing matching funds. This pilot 
project seeks to address the needs of 
reducing phosphorus and bacteria in the 
creek, and of slowing water running into 
the creek. Twenty rain gardens are being 
created for residents who applied for the 
program. Collecting data on the gardens’ 
effectiveness (which requires the plants to 
have matured) starts this fall.

Last summer InSite Design Studio, an 
Ann Arbor-based landscape design firm, 
designed a rain garden and plan for Carrie 
Turner’s home at 910 Bath Street in Ann 
Arbor. (She welcomes visitors but suggests 
you walk since it’s a dead-end street.) Then 
she provided the labor. She thoroughly 
enjoys the garden and its benefits. 

Turning to public gardens, the Gateway 
Garden at the Reader Center in Nichols 
Arboretum, is a good example. The garden 
includes a series of dropped pools and 
connecting dry creeks to capture and 
slow the rainwater that rushes through 
the garden from the cemetery and parking 
lots above it, preventing further erosion 
of School Girls’ Glen below. It showcases 
colorful flowers and native Michigan sedges 
and grasses. 

Another public rain garden is the 
Buhr Park Children’s Wet Meadow at 
1751 Packard in Ann Arbor. It filters storm 
water runoff from the park grounds, 
provides habitat for native plants and 
animals, and serves an educational site. 
See www.wetmeadow.org.

Finally, as part of its Healthy Lawns 
and Gardens Program, the Southeastern 
Oakland County Water Authority 
encourages area residents to create rain 
gardens. The City of Lathrup Village 
also helps residents create rain gardens. 
For photos of such rain gardens, see 
www.socwa.org/rain_garden_
registry.htm.

 

P R O F I L E : Aunita Erskine

Rain garden in Nichols Arboretum’s Gateway Garden, 
summer 2003

Get Lost
Tom Gaffield

Tom earned an MSE in Electrical Engineering 

in 1960 from the University of Michigan. He 

designed digital electronics for both the Apollo 

and Mars seismometers, as well as radar and 

electro-optical airborne and ground support 

systems. A docent since 1995, his hobbies include 

gardening, furniture building, and jazz piano 

– performing monthly at Glacier Hills in Ann 

Arbor and Silver Maples in Chelsea.

The trails at the Gardens provide an excep-
tional opportunity for interpreting the wide 
variety of plants that grow in the variable 
topography of the site. My favorite is the 
Sam Graham Trail that begins along Fleming 
Creek with its delightfully rushing water. 

When I give tours, the Sam Graham 
Trail allows me to explain biodiversity as 
it relates to floodplains. This lovely trail, 
which starts just over the bridge at the 
constructed wetland, provides a complex 
of different types of plant communities 
ranging from aquatic habitats to wetlands 
to uplands.

The constructed wetland was built to 
protect groundwater quality by acting as 
a contaminant sink. The wetland removes 
contaminants by sedimentation of soil 
and organic particles to the bottom of 
the wetland. Also, the 60 varieties of 
aquatic plants remove a significant amount 
of damaging nutrients. Both plants and 
bacteria degrade the pollutants.

After leaving the constructed wetland, 
you will encounter several different types 
of floodplain communities with muck soils. 
These include wet meadows and swamps 
with white cedar, prickly ash, hazelnut, 
nannyberry, musclewood, tamarack, silver 
maples, and several varieties of dogwoods.

As you turn left at the foot bridge and 
start going upland, you will come to an open 
area that is currently being planted with 
100 new trees, along with prairie grasses 
and wildflowers to form an oak savanna 
restoration project.

Come and “get lost” at MBGNA.

Karen Sikkenga

Aunita Erskine is the head of our Volunteer 
Committee, a long-time steward of the 
MBG reconstructed prairie, and a member 
of our Director’s Council. I spoke to her in 
our Conservatory on a cold, clear day in 
February 2006.

To Aunita Erskine’s eight-year-old 
eyes, the spotted knapweed (Centaurea 
biebersteinii, pictured below) in the 
abandoned gravel pit near her Lake Orion 
home was a pretty purple wildflower. 
Decades later, she devotes as much as 
twenty hours a week to educating people 
about this and other invasive species and 
helping to remove them from natural areas 
such as Ann Arbor’s Furstenberg Park. 

Aunita got involved in Furstenberg Park 
through her interest in the master gardener 
program ten years ago. The native plant 
garden at that time was in a state of neglect, 
choked with weeds and without a steward. 
After a tour of the park with botanist 
Bev Walters, “I was hooked,” says Aunita. 
“I couldn’t believe that wild coffee was 
growing right here in Ann Arbor.” Aunita 
became the first designated steward in 
the City of Ann Arbor Natural Areas 
Preservation (NAP), which is now a model 
for natural areas preservation throughout 
the country. “When you fall in love with 
something, you want to take care of it.”

As an undergraduate in English at 
U-M, Aunita never imagined that she 
would become a voice for environmental 
stewardship. “I thought I’d go to law school 
some day,” she says with a smile. Instead, 
she started working at U-M’s Mott Hospital 
as a financial counselor… and found she 
loved it. “I’m really making a difference 
in the lives of families with severely 
ill children,” she says. “And besides, 
working at the hospital is like being 

part of a family.” Though she didn’t know 
it at the time, two of her co-workers were 
indeed future family members. “My future 
husband’s mother and sister were working 
there; that’s how we met.”

You might recognize Aunita’s husband’s 
voice. Dean Erskine is the sales manager of 
WAAM and also does voiceovers for other 
radio and television broadcasters all over 
the country. At restaurants, even when 
he speaks softly, people turn their heads. 
“He sounds just like J. P. McCarthy.”

Aunita has been studying prairie flora 
throughout Michigan. She will share that 
knowledge when she teaches a prairie class 
in September through the MBGNA adult 
education program. In addition, she will 
lead tours of the reconstructed prairie at 
MBG and the natural prairie at Nichols 
Arboretum. To enroll, or to obtain a 
copy of Aunita’s 2003 article in the Friends 
newsletter about the reconstructed prairie, 
call our main number at 734-647-7600.

I asked Aunita what environmental 
stewardship means. “Stewardship means 
taking care of the land. It means cutting 
down buckthorn and honeysuckle on your 
property. It means picking up trash on the 
street. It means teaching children to respect 
the land. It means planting native plants in 
your garden, showing up for a volunteer 
workday, or donating a piece of land to 
a conservation organization. Anyone can 
do it. And it makes a difference.”

“And once you see the difference it 
makes, you’ll fall in love.”
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Found! The answer to last issue’s floodplain…  see next page
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