
Class 4: Designing Guilds 

Seasonal Orientation 0:00-0:10 

- What are plants doing? Animals? People? Current season, and looking to next season. 

Checkin & Review 0:10-0:40 

- How has design been going? Nursery beds? What questions are coming up? 
- Advanced gardening - managing water, soil, mulch, plants & space. 
- Polycultures - roots, time, advanced. 

Preview 0:40-0:50 (break) 

- Guilds as advanced evolving polycultures heavy in perennials, often with a central crop 
- Stable wild ecologies in our regions are our best teachers. 

Wild Ecology Workshop 1:00-1:30 

- Physical characterization: soil, slope, aspect, light, water, etc. 
- Biological characterization: plant diversity, types, and densities 
- History and successional status of the site. 

Introduction to Guilds 1:30-1:50 (break) 

- What are some examples? 
- native forest, savannah, or prairie 
- guilded tree - a tree surrounded by perennial companion plants 
- forest garden and hedgerows - many guilded trees 

- Well designed guilds are ecologically whole, or close to it 
- Stable over time with minimal, targeted intervention 
- Richly supportive of wildlife habitat 
- Resilient through various climatic and other conditions 

- Be ready to iterate and refine - creatively use and respond to change 

Specific Guild Designs - Work from Pattern to Details 2:00-2:30 

- Hedgerow 
- Fruit tree guild 
- Strawberry / mint / comfrey 

Workshop time 2:30-3:00 

- Review zone map, iterate as necessary 
- Pick some guild designs, customize and place them in your map 

 



Designing Guilds 
Many horticultural societies have words similar to the Australian Aboriginal word "Waru," 
which refers to the way plants are often found in communities that work together for mutual 
benefit. Permaculturists use the word "guild" to explain this relationship of perennial 
polyculture and seek to emulate these naturally occurring plant communities. It's impossible 
for us to ever know all the roles a plant may play in its "waru," but we can start by copying 
some of the obvious ones. 

Supporting guild roles 
Plants that are added to "take care" of the keystone tree, while providing additional harvests: 

● Keystone crop: fruit and nut trees, apples, asian pears, paw paws, persimmons, hickories... 

● Ground covers: Creeping thyme, clovers, strawberries, miner's lettuce, wintercresses, 
creeping chamomile, wintergreen… 

● Mulch makers put on quick growth and can be cut to make mulch for the garden: comfrey, 
sunchokes, yarrow, cardoon, sorrel, pokeweed, squash family, rye, marshmallow, dock… 

● Nitrogen fixers: These plants return nitrogen to the soil though a beneficial relationship with 
bacteria: Clovers, goumi, autumn olive, groundnut, perennial pea, lupines, beans & peas. 

● Dynamic accumulators. These also return nutrients to the soil, by digging down with deep 
roots and bringing the good stuff back to the surface: Comfrey, chicory, dandelion, 
tap-rooted trees, carrots, cleavers, clovers, sorrel, chives, fennel, yarrow, valerian, willow, 
thistles, sunflowers, parsley, nettles, borage, lambs quarters, good king henry, mullein... 

● Insectary plants. These attract beneficial insects like pollinators and predatory wasps. The 
carrot family and native edibles are among the best. Some excellent choices are yarrow, 
fennel, elder, buckwheat, bee balm, most asters and sunflowers, most mints, dill, 
pennyroyal, valerian, oregano, thyme, comfrey, lavendar, borage.  

● Fumigators. These plants are known to repel pests, and include alliums like chives, walking 
onions, welsh onions, garlic, garlic chives, as well as mint family plants, daffodils, 
nasturtium, marigolds and elderberry. 

● Fortress Plants are usually aggressive pioneer plants with dense matting roots that keep 
intruders (weeds) out off the guild, and can include brambles, woody perennial herbs like 
thyme and oregano, comfrey, chives, sorrel, turkish rocket, pennyroyal, valerian, yarrow, 
walking onions, sweet rocket, feverfew and sunchokes. 

● Ephemeral nutrient cyclers come to life in the winter and then die back in Spring, providing 
habitat and keeping nitrogen in their tissues so it does not wash out of the garden: walking 
onions, ramps, miner's lettuce, wintercresses, sweet rocket, chickweed, daffodils. 

 



Designing Guilds 
Food Forests or Edible Forest Gardens 

Forest Gardens are among the oldest human land uses, and one of the earliest ways we met 
our needs in cooperation with nature. Some even theorize that they essentially pre-dated 
Homo Sapiens Sapiens. They build on the concept of a "guild" to create a complete 
ecosystem of multiple tree crops. They can be as small as a few hundred square feet or as 
large as a few acres, though size will have a large impact on the establishment and plant 
selection.  

Planting a forest garden is a big project and usually requires a significant time commitment for 
research and learning. This is certainly a larger topic than can be covered in 2 pages. But at 
their simplest, these can be a small collection of connected "polycultures" and "guilds" in "7 
layers" (from trees down to ground covers and roots) that function together to create an 
ecosystem. Here are a few tips to get started on your adventure: 

❖ Start on a scale you can "handle," which usually means a few guilds.  

❖ Include a lot of variety in plant material and species. This gives nature the tools she needs 
to build a truly self-organizing, diverse ecosystem.  

❖ Use "heterogeneous" textures. Nature doesn't plant in rows or with even spacings. A 
variety of spacings and "textures" in natural forests has been found to increase plant 
health.  

❖ Use as many layers as you can fit in your space: 1. Tall trees (hickory, for example), 2. 
understory trees (paw paw), 3. shrubs (goumi), 4. herbaceous perennials (comfrey), 5. 
Ground covers (strawberry) 6. Vines (grapes), and 7. roots (carrots.) 

❖ Plan for trees to be a bit further apart (10% or so) than recommended orchard spacings at 
maturity. Early on, trees can be denser, and this can maximize yield and reduce 
maintenance, if you're comfortable with removing some “sacrificial” trees later on.  

❖ For smaller forests, or a gradual approach, consider planting complete guilds all at once. 
“Sheet mulching” is an excellent way to prepare the ground for such an installation.  

❖ For larger plantings, or to minimize your time requirements, consider planting in very close 
spacings (as close as 2’*2’ grid with a minimum of 10’ depth.) Such a planting, called the 
Miyawaki Technique, which you can search for on Google, will quickly establish forest-like 
soil and “control” over the land, shading out weeds. Miyawaki recommended collecting free 
seed from diverse local forests and parks.  

 

For a more complete discussion of guilds and guild roles, including charts, see Gaia's Garden 
by Toby Hemenway or Edible Forest Gardens by David Jacke.  

 



Guild mapping 
 

"A typical apple-centered 
guild. Below the apple tree, 
a ring of attractive and 
grass-suppressing bulbs 
encloses flowering and 
food-producing plants that 
also provide mulch and 
habitat for beneficial insects. 
The apple tree is nurtured 
by this community of 
multi-functional plants, 
making less work - and 
more food and flowers - for 
the gardener."  
From Gaia's Garden 

 
 

 

 



Wild Ecology Analysis 
This exercise helps you to analyze an naturally-occurring ecology. It is especially 
useful when developing a new forest garden to analyze natural plant 
communities and spacings nearby, on similar soils, with a similar sun aspect and 
with similar slopes. 

Location: 

Date of visit: 

Site Analysis 

1. Soil type: clay, clay-loam, loam, sandy loam, sand 

2. Approximate slope: 

3. Aspect: 

4. Light/shade: 

5. Other: (rain, water access, seasonal flooding) 

Plant Community analysis (for a 200 square foot sample area) 

Number of tall tree species: 

Types of tall trees (if known): 

Spacing of tall trees (in feet): 

Cane fruit? Type and spacing (in feet): 

Seedling tree spacings (in feet): 

Type of seedling trees (if known): 

Vines? Bindweed? Marah? Ivy? Other? 

Himalayan Blackberry? Height and density? 

Grasses present? Dense grass, sparse grass, thin sporadic grass 

Dominant Herbaceous plants: (species, if known) 

Herbaceous plant spacings: 

Total plant density, average space between plants: 

 


