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Introduction

Choosing perennials for your garden can be a daunting task, considering there are thousands of choices. To make the selection easier, this guide lists the easiest to grow and best-performing perennials for full sun and for partial and full shade. Each plant is shown in a color photo for easy identification. The photo is accompanied by information on where and how to grow the featured plant, along with horticultural tips to assist you in making your perennial gardening adventure an enjoyable and educational endeavor.

what is a perennial?

Perennials are plants that persist year after year in a garden. They may be evergreen or deciduous, with the visible parts of the plants dying down each winter and new ones returning each spring from underground buds. Those perennials described as liking full sun need a location with no shade at all, or at least 8 hours with no shade. Perennials that require part shade require an area that receives 3 to 4 hours of direct sun each day in the early morning or evening, but not at midday. Planting on the east or west side of a building provides this type of shade. Part shade is also the filtered light provided by shade trees that have had their lower limbs removed to provide direct sunlight for short periods as the sun shines through gaps in the foliage. Full shade is shade provided by the north side of a building or from the cover of dense evergreen trees. It takes a special plant to thrive in these conditions.
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where to plant perennials

Most perennials make a stronger statement when planted in groups than if planted singly. Be careful about positioning plants together. Don’t plant perennials that like dry soil next to ones that like wet soil, and avoid grouping plants with widely differing pH and fertilizer needs.

SOIL PREPARATION

The key to successful gardening is adequate soil preparation. Unless you are blessed with good rich, deep loam, you will need to improve your garden soil to raise its fertility level and increase its organic content so that there is an ample supply of nutrients in a form that is readily available to plants. Soil for most perennials should be turned over with a shovel or spade to a depth of 10 to 12 inches.

Most perennials prefer soil that is slightly acidic (pH 6.5 to 6.8). To determine the pH of your soil, locate a soil-testing station in your area through the state Master Gardener program (home soil-testing kits are usually not very accurate). Follow the recommendations of the lab to adjust your soil’s pH.


FERTILIZING PLANTS

All plants need nutrients to maintain vigor. Some plants are heavy feeders and prefer frequent fertilizer applications; others are light feeders and only occasionally need supplementary feeding. Most perennials require a balanced fertilizer (the balance is between the three main ingredients—namely, nitrogen [N], phosphorus [P], and potassium [K]), as well as trace elements such as iron, boron, copper, zinc, and magnesium. As a general rule, plants grown for their foliage require a high-nitrogen fertilizer, a formula in which the first number is largest, such as 10-5-5. Plants grown for their flowers benefit from a higher phosphorus content (a formula such as 5-10-5). Organic fertilizers generally release nutrients more slowly but last longer than standard synthetic fertilizers. Calcium, another essential mineral, is usually added in the form of limestone. This also raises the pH; in areas where the pH is already high, use agricultural gypsum.
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mulching and winter protection

Mulch is a 2- to 4-inch layer of organic matter laid on the soil surface to retain moisture in the soil and to keep down weed growth. Preferred mulch materials include pine needles (white pine is best), shredded bark, shredded leaves, and bark chips. Mulch is best applied in fall as the plants are going dormant or in spring as plants start to grow.

In cold climates, apply a 6- to 10-inch layer of winter protection around the crowns of plants after the ground is frozen in early winter, and remove it when forsythia blooms in spring. It is especially important after fall planting to prevent unestablished plants from heaving out of the soil during alternating mild and cold spells.
 

compost

Organic matter is vital to plants; it retains water in the soil and makes it available to plants, and it also provides food for bacteria that change nutrients into forms that can be absorbed by plants. Organic matter is decayed plant and animal remains; the best way to increase it is by adding well-aged compost (either purchased or homemade from garden debris or leaves), or well-aged horse or cow manure. (Poultry manure is usually too “hot” for most plants because it contains ammonia that may burn the leaves or roots.) Seaweed is another excellent source of organic matter, but it is not readily available to all gardeners.
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DRAINAGE

In soil that has a high sand or gravel content, many plants suffer from a lack of available water. The best way to increase the water-holding capacity of any soil is to increase its organic content. Conversely, wet soils need to be drained in order to increase the amount of oxygen that is available to plants. Soil drainage can be increased by adding organic matter (or very coarse sand, but organic matter is easier and supplies other benefits). For most perennials, water should never stand over their crowns for more than a few minutes after downpours—the exceptions are, of course, plants that naturally grow in wet spots. In very wet or heavy clay soils, where making the soil hospitable to plants is tough, it is usually easier to build raised beds on top of the soil using bricks, fieldstone, pressure-treated lumber (except near edible plants), or naturally rot-resistant wood such as red cedar or locust. Fill in the center with a mix of topsoil and compost.
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PLANTING PERENNIALS

Perennials are sold in two ways—as bare-root or container-grown plants. When planting a bare-root plant, dig a hole large enough so the roots can be spread out comfortably. Before planting, work a handful of a balanced fertilizer into the soil. Fill soil in around the roots and firm gently, making sure not to push down on the crown of the plant. Generally the crown of the plant (where the stem meets the roots) should be just below soil level.

When planting pot- or container-grown plants, be sure to tease the roots apart. If this is not done, the roots may girdle each other and choke off their food and water supply. It is also important to set the plant in the soil at the same level as it was in its container.

controlling pests and diseases

Diagnosis is the key to pest and disease control. Ask for help from gardeners in the Master Gardener programs found in most states, or at your local Cooperative Extension Service; or look online or for a book on garden pests to help identify the problem and suggest preventive measures and possible cures. Use natural control methods wherever possible; avoid broad-spectrum pesticides—they are harmful to the user as well as the environment and they kill good predators along with pests.
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watering

Another key to successful gardening is watering. Provide too little water and plants perform poorly; too much and they’re even worse. So how much is enough? First, all perennials should be well watered after planting. This settles the soil around the roots to establish good contact between the soil particles and newly developing root hairs. As a rule, during the growing season most perennials require 1 inch of water per week. Therefore, if it doesn’t rain that amount, you will need to water them. Use a rain gauge situated in an open location to measure rain and irrigation. One sure way to “drown” perennials by overwatering is to put them on automatic timers that turn on irrigation water regardless of the amount of natural precipitation they receive.

How do you apply irrigation water? Soaker hoses are best for perennials; sprinklers have a tendency to weigh flowers down with water and splash mud on them, and encourage foliage diseases. A timer that turns the water on and off is a convenient way to use soaker hoses, taking care not to overwater during naturally wet periods.
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HARDINESS ZONES

Each plant listed in this guide has a hardiness rating. These numbers represent the cold and heat tolerance of the plants. Refer to the map on page 235 to determine your hardiness zone.
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Yarrow

how to grow

Grow yarrow in full sun for strong stems and rich flower colors. Aside from that, it’s an undemanding plant and will grow well in any soil except a heavy, wet one. High on any list of drought-tolerant plants, yarrow is ideal for the spots your hose can’t reach—or for parts of the country where water is scarce.

To propagate, divide plants in fall or early spring as soon as the first shoots appear. Dig up the plants and carefully pull them apart into three-to five-shoot clumps. Replant as quickly as you can at the same depth and water well.


Yarrow is such an easy-to-grow, decorative plant that new varieties are being introduced all the time. It has beautiful, fernlike green or gray-green leaves and masses of flowers that appear in flat clusters of tiny blossoms atop its strong stems. The flowers appear in a wide range of shades, including white, pale and hot pink, lavender, orange, peach, yellow, and red; they keep coming almost all summer.



Achillea

ZONES: 3–9

BLOOM TIME: Summer

LIGHT: Full sun

HEIGHT:18–30 inches

INTEREST: Brightly colored blooms over a long season



where to grow

Scatter groups of yarrow toward the middle to back of a mixed border—they don’t care who their neighbors are; they look equally good with other perennials, as well as bulbs, shrubs, and annuals. Don’t forget to plant some yarrow for cutting; it makes a wonderful addition to flower arrangements, both fresh and dried.
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Agastache

how to grow

Agastache is quite drought tolerant, though it does need well-drained, fertile soil. This is a fairly pest-free plant. It prefers full sun, though it will grow in part shade; it just won’t flower as much.


With around 30 different species, Agastache comes in a variety of colors and is attractive to insects. Bluish purple flowers are most widespread, but others, such as this ‘Peachie Keen’, are worth searching out.



where to grow

If you have a garden where rabbits or deer are troublesome, Agastache is a good choice, as they don’t seem to like it. Anywhere you want to attract hummingbirds and butterflies is also a good location. It is self-sowing, and you can transplant the seedlings; just be aware that the new plants may not be true to the parents.

 


Agastache agastache

ZONES: 4–10

BLOOM TIME: Summer

LIGHT: Full sun

HEIGHT: 2–4 feet

INTEREST: Aromatic, long-lasting flower spikes




Blue Star

how to grow

Blue star requires soil that doesn’t dry out. Before planting, add organic matter (such as well-aged compost) to the soil. Mulch with 2 to 3 inches of pine needles or shredded bark to retain moisture.

Grown in part shade, the plants will grow new foliage if the flower stems are cut to about half their height after blossoms have faded. Stems bleed a milky sap when cut (see page 119). Plants rarely need dividing, but to increase your supply, divide into 4- to 6-inch clumps in spring before the brittle shoots start to emerge.


Blue star, also called willow amsonia, is a tidy plant with a long season of interest. In late spring, clusters of starry steel blue flowers appear atop 24- to 36-inch stems. Slender seedpods similar to those of milkweed but not as spectacular follow the blossoms. Then, at summer’s end, the shiny, dark green willow-shaped leaves turn vivid yellow—guaranteed to brighten the dreariest fall day. This star performer requires little attention to keep it happy, although a nod of approval now and then won’t go amiss.



Amsonia Tabernae-Montana var. Salicifolia

ZONES: 3–9

BLOOM TIME: Late spring

LIGHT:Full to part sun

HEIGHT: 24–36 inches

INTEREST: Clusters of steel blue star-shaped flowers; bright yellow foliage in autumn



where to grow

Plant in full sun or part shade (advisable in the South). To fully appreciate the beauty of the flowers, give blue star a place at the front of a border. It is most attractive when placed in front of plants with bold foliage such as peonies, hostas, or oak-leaf hydrangeas. To enjoy the fall color to its fullest, plant blue star alongside plants with bronze or copper foliage.
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Columbine

how to grow

Columbine is easy to grow in average garden soil that is well drained. Plants tend to be short-lived, but since they grow readily from seeds, it’s worth leaving some pods on the plants to ensure continuity. Be aware that the offspring are unlikely to be the same color as the parent, especially if there are other columbines nearby. If you wish to prevent self-sowing, deadhead the blossoms as soon as they fade. Columbine is sometimes attacked by an insect called a leaf miner that tunnels inside the leaves. To control this pest, remove and destroy the infested leaves; new leaves will grow to replace those you pluck off.


Columbines add a touch of elegance wherever they are grown. Native to North America, Europe, and Asia, they’re delectable free-flowering plants that bloom in early summer in every color of the rainbow, in both single and double forms. Flowers of most species have attractive long tails, or spurs, protruding from the back. The delicate foliage is bright green in most varieties, bluish green in some. Columbine varieties cross-pollinate promiscuously, so plants routinely pop up in unexpected places and surprising colors.



where to grow

Columbines never seem to look out of place. Plant them throughout the garden—in perennial and shrub borders, and in the rose garden to add variety of form and color. They are great self-hybridizers, so sprinkle seeds around and watch for new treasures to emerge in your garden.

 


Aquilegia

ZONES: 3–9

BLOOM TIME: Late spring to early summer

LIGHT: Full to part sun

HEIGHT: 18–36 inches

INTEREST: Graceful flowers that dance gaily in the slightest breeze




Perennial Dusty Miller

how to grow

Perennial dusty miller resents wet feet, so grow it in well-drained soil. It will thrive in ordinary soil as well as dry, sandy soil. In ideal conditions, it spreads readily and will smother its weaker neighbors; make sure they’re strong enough to hold their own. Dusty miller’s spreading habit makes it easy to produce new stock; just dig up the clumps in early spring, pull them apart into good-sized chunks, and replant them with the underground stems just below the surface of the soil. Though many people remove the flowers, it doesn’t harm the plant to leave them on. Some flower arrangers find the spikes useful as fillers in small bouquets.


Also known as beach wormwood and old woman, perennial dusty miller is very hardy. The entire plant is densely clothed with feltlike silvery gray hairs that are very soft to the touch. Though dusty miller belongs to the daisy family, its yellowish flowers are not showy, and many gardeners remove them as they bloom. The plants have a spreading habit, growing three to four times as wide as their height of 1 to 2½ feet.



Artemisia Stellerana

ZONES: 3–8

BLOOM TIME: Small, insignificant blooms in summer

LIGHT: Full sun

HEIGHT: 12–30 Inches

INTEREST: Densely felted gray foliage



where to grow

This plant can be grown in a rock garden or at the front edge of a border with low-growing perennials, annuals, or dwarf shrubs. It can also be underplanted with miniature bulbs, such as crocuses, dwarf irises, and dwarf daffodils, or it can act as a ground cover for a dry, sandy bank. Combine perennial dusty miller with other dwarf plants to line a path or use in window boxes. It is unsuitable for the Deep South—in hot, humid climates, replace perennial dusty miller with the annual dusty miller, Senecio cineraria; it behaves like a perennial in mild climates.


 



[image:  ]




[image:  ]


Butterfly Weed

how to grow

Butterfly weed must be grown in full sun with good drainage. It thrives in light, sandy soils—in fact, it flourishes in the almost pure sand of Martha’s Vineyard, one of the many areas where it is native. Propagation is tricky and is best left to a professional. It is not advisable to move plants once they are established (do not transplant them from the wild); the brittle roots snap off easily, causing an almost always fatal shock.


Butterfly weed, a milkweed, is one of eastern North America’s most brightly colored wildflowers. In summer, plants are topped with dense clusters of curiously shaped blossoms. New cultivars come in a variety of colors, while the wildflower is almost always orange. When using it for cut flowers, flame the stems to stop the flow of milky sap (see page 119). Butterfly weed’s spectacular flowers are followed in early fall by seedpods that burst, releasing their feathered seeds to float like dancing angels on the breeze.



where to grow

Plant these hot-colored plants with other vibrant bloomers to create a garden sensation. Alternatively, group with plants with white flowers and those with gray foliage, to shine as the stars of the show. Combined with yarrows, coneflowers, sedums, and many ornamental grasses, butterfly weed can turn a dry or sandy slope into a stunning summer flower garden.

 


Asclepias Tuberosa

ZONES: 3–9

BLOOM TIME: Summer

LIGHT: Full sun

HEIGHT: 12–24 inches

INTEREST: Blooms in vibrant shades of yellow, orange, and red; makes long-lasting cut flowers; irresistible to butterflies, particularly monarchs




Frikart’s Aster

how to grow

Frikart’s aster grows well in ordinary garden soil where it can get lots of water in the summer, but where water does not stand in winter. Deadheading encourages more abundant flowering. In the North, protect it over winter with a layer of evergreen branches to shade the soil and keep it at a more uniform temperature. Do not use mulch over the crowns (at any time of the year), as this can hold dampness that may cause plants to rot. In the Deep South, Frikart’s aster is best treated as an annual. Take stem cuttings in summer to propagate.


This Swiss-bred hybrid ranks among the world’s great garden plants—many noted horticulturists insist it belongs in every garden. Such praise is understandable. This aster blends well with just about every other flower color and looks as good in a vase as it does in the garden. The plants have graceful 24- to 36-inch stems, and they’re little bothered by pests.



Aster x Frikart II

ZONES: 5–8

BLOOM TIME: Summer

LIGHT: Full sun; flowers poorly in shade

HEIGHT: 24–36 inches

INTEREST: Abundant blue daisies over a long period



where to grow

Plant Frikart’s aster in the front portion of a sunny perennial border, where it blends with most other plants and will provide abundant color for months. It can also look striking in a large rock garden planted in front of a boulder or dark conifer. Its continuous flowering habit makes this an ideal plant for growing in a container on a sunny patio or
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