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What is Companion Planting? 

 Plants have personalities...sort of 

 Some are aggressive, some are universally 
friendly; most are in between 

 Plants can poison each other, limit one 
another’s growth, or make mutual 
problems worse 

 They can also repel each other’s bugs, 
improve each other’s soil, provide shade 
and mulch and nutrients 

 Companion plants can limit the need for 
chemical fertilizers and pesticides 



Good Companions 

 Plants with similar needs (soil pH, 
water, light) usually go well together 

 Sometimes needs are different but 
complementary (tomatoes shading 
lettuce, or succession crops) 

 No more monocultures: interplant 
vegetables, herbs and flowers 

 Garden companions often mirror 
culinary uses (tomatoes, peppers and 
basil) 

 Companions should work 
aesthetically too 

 Do your research before planting! 



Good Bugs and Bad Bugs 

 Use plants and other techniques to 
attract pollinators and predators 

 Get rid of insect pests by planting to 
confuse, trap or repel them 

 NEVER spray a broad spectrum 
insecticide!! 



Invite the Good: 
Pollinators 
 

 Essential for fruit and vegetable 
production 

 Most brightly colored flowers attract 
pollinators, but natives are best 

 Favorites: butterfly weed, bee balm, 
coneflowers 

 Marigold, zinnia, borage and mint do 
double duty, attracting pollinators while 
repelling pests 



Hummingbirds 
 

 Hummingbird friendly flowers are much safer and easier than feeders 

 Plant native honeysuckle (Lonicera sempervirens) on a trellis near the 
window 

 Hummingbirds love any red/orange/hot pink flowers, like columbines, 
fuchsias, red hot poker, and bee balm 



Invite the Good: Predators 
 

 Parasitic wasps like nectar 
from dill, cilantro, asters 
and alyssum (living mulch) 

 It’s a bug (and bird) eat bug 
world out there 

 Lure ladybugs, lacewings, and 
praying mantids with water 
and shelter 



   Predatory Birds       
 

 Birds eat seeds, insects and 
fruit 

 Dietary preferences vary by 
species and time of year 

 Insects are often preferred 
while nesting 

 Encourage insect eaters by 
placing feeders near where 
pests occur, then removing 
them 

 Be careful near fruits and 
vegetables! 



Discourage the Bad Bugs: Confusion 
 

 

 Don’t plant crops that attract similar pests 
(e.g. tomatoes and corn) near each other 

 Space out crops where pests travel easily 
from one plant to another (e.g. onions) 

 Plant strongly scented herbs like mint to 
confuse carrot and onion flies 

 Two strong smelling plants (with different 
pests) next to each other, like leek and 
carrot, can confuse each others’ pests 



Discourage the Bad Bugs: Trapping 
 

 

 Surround your prize veggies with a 
sacrificial “trap crop” that bugs prefer 

 Make sure to choose the right trap for 
your bugs 

 Devote up to 20% of planting area to trap 
crop 

 Dill traps tomato hornworm, chervil traps 
slugs, nasturtiums trap aphids, whitefly 
and blackfly, mustard traps flea beetles 

 Sunflowers trap stink bugs and other 
beetles; four-o’-clocks, Japanese beetles  

 If trap crop becomes totally overrun, you 
can rip it out 



Discourage the Bad Bugs: Repelling 

 

 Many aromatic herbs and flowers repel 
insect pests 

 Like trap crops, repellers work best 
when encircling the crops to be 
protected 

 Rue repels Japanese beetles near roses 
and fruit trees 

 Radishes repel squash and cucumber 
beetles 

 Parsley repels carrot flies and rose 
beetles 



Absolutely Alliums 
 

 Onion family includes onions, 
garlic, scallions, chives, 
ornamental alliums 

 All-purpose bug scarers: deter 
spider mites, Japanese beetles, 
borers and aphids 

 Surround young conifers with 
alliums 

 Don’t plant near legumes 

 



Repelling Critters 
 

 Some plants may repel four-
footed garden pests 

 Fences and cats or dogs are still 
your best defense 

 

 

 Rabbits and other rodents: mint, 
garlic spray 

 Cats: rue; or distract them with 
catnip and gainful employment 

 Deer: bee balm, aromatic herbs 

 Ghosts: rue  



The Heavy Hitters:  
Marigolds (and Zinnias) 

  

 Marigolds + Zinnias might be the 
best all-around companion combo 

 Marigolds deter tomato 
hornworms, cabbage worms, 
squash bugs, whitefly, most beetles 

 Zinnias repel many of the same 
pests, plus attract pollinators  

 Marigolds discourage nematodes, 
but the effect takes more than a 
year to build up in the soil 

 Dwarf varieties would be ideal, but 
new hybrids may not have the scent  



The Heavy Hitters: Borage 

 Rivals the marigold/zinnia pairing as 
best ever 

 Brilliant for pollinators 

 Hugely attractive 

 Deters tomato hornworms, cabbage 
moths, and other pests 

 Improves the flavor of strawberries 
and possibly tomatoes  

 Flowers and leaves are great in 
salads or iced tea  

 Reseeds easily 



The Heavy Hitters:  
Nasturtiums 

 Deters pumpkin and squash 
beetles 

 Predatory insects love them 

 Trap crop for aphids and 
cabbage worms 

 Fantastic in salads 

 Large yellow, orange, red 
flowers look stunning against 
green vegetables 

 Variegated leaf varieties exist  



The Heavy Hitters: Tansy 

 Predators’ favorite 

 Beautiful leaves 

 Late yellow flowers help pollinators 
after much else has faded 

 Deters beetles 

 Particularly helpful near roses and berry 
canes 

 Spreads vigorously 

 Go for fernleaf, not regular, tansy 



The Heavy Hitters: Fennel 

 Attracts predatory insects 

 Repels aphids 

 Not compatible with most annuals 

 Perfect near roses 

 Main host for black swallowtail 
butterfly larvae, loved by other 
pollinators too 

 Grow bronze fennel as perennial 



The Heavy Hitters: Mint 

 Pollinators love it; many pests hate it 

 Improves the flavor of peas, cabbage, tomatoes 

 Scent deters aphids, flies, beetles, moths, rodents 

 Long growing season 

 Many varieties, differing in color, texture, flavor 

 Spreads extremely vigorously; grow in containers 
if this is a problem 

 Use as groundcover to stabilize banks or provide 
a living mulch 

 Shorter varieties (e.g. chocolate or orange) are 
great for interplanting 

 Plant near paths or lawn edges to enjoy the scent 



Short and Tall 
 

 

 Use your vertical space, above and below 
the ground 

 Taller vertical plants provide light shade to 
shorter ones 

 Spreading plants are living mulch, 
extending season for heat sensitive crops 

 Salsify and watermelon: melon vines chill 
the roots of salsify; by the time the vines 
get big, salsify foliage is already high 
enough to keep getting sun  

 Marigolds and narcissus: root at different 
levels, flower successively, marigolds 
protect narcissus bulbs from nematodes 



Three Sisters: Corn, Beans & Squash 
 

 Native American classic 

 Corn provides a pole for beans to 
climb 

 Beans replenish soil nitrogen 
depleted by corn and stabilize 
corn’s roots 

 Squash shades out weeds and 
preserves moisture 



Asparagus and Strawberries: 
Perennial Companions 

 
 Asparagus beds have a lot of open space 

to weed, and tend to look boring 

 Underplant with strawberries to choke out 
the weeds and add some color 

 They root on different levels and have the 
same fertilizer and mulching needs 

 In the heat of summer, the asparagus 
fronds are a built-in shade cloth for the 
strawberries 

 Add spinach, rhubarb, borage or marigolds 
if you have space  



Fruits 
 

 Plant an orchard with a 
pollinator meadow (check out 
federal funding for pollinator 
habitats) 

 Garlic around fruit trees 
discourages borers 

 Plant tansy near berry canes 

 Tomatoes may protect 
gooseberries 

 Avoid a monoculture! 

 



Companions for Your Soil 
 

 Nothing will work if your soil is 
bad 

 Do a soil test!! 

 Wide rows improve soil 

 Legumes add nitrogen 

 Consider cover crops 

 Amaranth brings nutrients up 
from subsoil; it’s also nutritious 
and decorative 

 Use succession and relay planting  

 Spinach is a good pre-crop 

 Rotate strategically 



Design 
 

 Edible gardens can be beautiful too! 

 Consider aesthetics when companion 
planting 

 One of the benefits of breaking up 
monocultures is visual interest 

 Contrast colors, shades, leaf textures, and 
heights 

 Experiment with variegated mints, basils, 
thyme, and sage 



Sustainability Matters 
Upcoming Events 

 

 Adventures in Gardening: 
Vegetable Garden Problems (May 
19, 3 pm, New Market Library) 

 Historic Virginia Gardens, June 27, 
noon, JMU Arboretum 

 Plant, Seed & Produce Swap: 3rd 
Thursdays, 6-7:30, Woodstock 

 EarthWorks Book Club, 3rd  
Tuesdays, 3 pm 

 Follow our Facebook: 
Sustainability Matters Virginia 


