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NOTES FROM SARA’S GARDEN
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SOME GARDENING friends once said to me, while I was bemoaning the small size of my new garden, that in many ways a smaller garden is better than a large one. A small garden has the potential to inspire more creativity because it allows the gardener to focus on less and to really perfect it.


This could not be truer for container gardens. The smallness of the container enables me to explore plants and to experiment with new designs. It also allows me to take very good care of my plants; after all, deadheading a container garden takes about 30 seconds, especially if it’s done a couple of times a week.


I love the way container gardens bring the garden right up close. I always make sure that at least two of my containers are somewhere along my daily route, whether that’s to and from the compost pile or near the path from the house to the sidewalk. After all, how often do you really get down (or up close) and notice the detailed intricacies of a plant–the soft fuzz of a wild ginger (Asarum canadense), the strange but magical colors and patterns on a new barrenwort (Epimedium) leaf, the breaking bud of a magnolia, or the sweet, unexpected fragrance of a species clematis? It is this level of immersion that we recommend for the maximum enjoyment of the world of plants. It makes your garden a much richer place to be and reminds us of the role each plant plays in the larger garden picture.


Even though Roanne and I both have gardens, we also love trying out new things in containers. I often plant single-specimen containers and mass the pots together. I like being able to protect new, delicate (and sometimes expensive) plants in a container. By planting up single specimens, I get to see if a given plant will do well in a container on its own; if it does, I can include it in a mixed container like the ones we show in this book.


Roanne is truly a master with color; she’ll pick a color palette to work with and then push it to the limit in a container. And if she likes it, she’ll put it in her own mixed border on a bigger scale, weaving annuals, perennials, and shrubs all together in ways that would never occur to me to try in the border but that look amazing. We should all strive for that boldness—both in a container and in the garden.


Container gardening provides a venue in which you can push the seasons. Walking out your front door on a cool March day and having a container filled with cheery yellow miniature daffodils and grape hyacinths at your feet is like being filled up with a warm, golden ray of happiness. In Cambridge, Massachusetts, where I live, there’s no way those bulbs would be up in the garden that early in the year.


Using containers enables us also to push the cultural limits of plants, particularly their soil and light requirements. For example, our spring underplanting for the birch (Betula ‘Little King’) included a catmint (Nepeta ‘Little Titch’). Typically, a catmint wouldn’t be paired with a woodsy, edge-habitat-loving tree like a birch. The birch loves humus-y, moist soil and can take part shade. The catmint? Not so much. He prefers quick-draining soil and pretty much full sun. But . . . we saw this plant at the nursery and it looked so good, so crisp, just the right colors and textures, that we risked it any-how. We could have left it in the container through the summer to continue providing that great texture and blue-green color, but figured that the plant would have taken much longer to regain its former glory once we planted it out into the garden. It’s a trade-off, like many things, so we swapped it out during the next seasonal planting.


Container gardening, especially by the method we’re proposing in this book, helps you become a better gardener. The closer you get to your garden and the more success you have, the better gardener you’ll become, which will make you want to try a wider range of plants both in your container and out of it. In container gardening you are forced to learn how to prioritize and how to edit. You learn how to cut something loose if it just isn’t working. Limited space lets you focus on the art of combining plants in ways that may not occur to you in a broader-scale garden.


We hope that you will be able to glean some inspiration, beauty, art, and fun from this book and plant them in your containers, your garden, and your world.


Sara Begg Townsend





NOTES FROM ROANNE’S GARDEN
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GARDENING IS an art–a creative process–but it is also a living process, governed by time, space, and that mysterious element that one can only describe as nature. Your garden can be colorful or neutral, modern or traditional, but no matter what style or look you craft or how much you fuss with the design, nature always has a way of entering your composition, whether you welcome it or not. As the human keepers of these spaces, we decide how much nature we let in. Do we pull the self-sown bronze fennel (Foeniculum vulgare ‘Bronze’), cut back the enormous butterfly bush (Buddleia), terminate weeds with chemicals?


And how do we organize nature? Do we organize by color, by texture, or by sun exposure? Do we arrange plants from tall to short? Bushy to upright? These are just some of the decisions we make to preserve our creation, to feed our desire for control, to design and create something from nothing.


Like a canvas waiting for paint, an empty garden vessel is pure potential. It can be planted to showcase color, to display specimen plants, or to experiment with a subtle composition of textures. It could be planted for function, for practicality, for design, or for pure fun. And because this environment is so much smaller than the garden, we have more control: more control of the conditions, more control of the statement we make, more control of the amount of nature we let in.


We are fortunate to live in a world where unique and enchanting plants are readily available. Whether you find them at a local garden center or order them from specialized growers from afar, you have a whole world of materials at your fingertips, so where do you begin? Maybe the color of bloodtwig dogwood (Cornus sanguinea) inspires a start, or it’s the endless display of diehard textures in a conifer trough, or perhaps it’s the spell of the morning mist lifting off the river and casting a golden glow over the wetland plants. It always works to start with something you love–an inspiration, a color, a texture, a feeling, a statement. What story is this planter trying to convey? What do you aspire to create?


For me, in the examples shown in this book, I am trying to tell a story of nature, of these 12 containers and the environments in which the containers live. By extracting visual elements from the environment, be it an interesting plant attribute like colorful sticks, a seasonal glowing welcome on a winter night, or a fantastic patina on a nearby garden spigot, you can be attentive to the space where you are planting and find the language to tell your story.


Our container story is one that lives in our garden and spans a year in New England. The garden here is ever changing. Leaves come in and out of color, flowers fade and turn to pods or cones, and intricate branches of emptiness blossom with fruit. To garden with trees, shrubs, and perennials is to garden with seasonality–with change. And to us, that is why we use a limited amount of annuals in our combinations.


We moved away from the instant gratification of annuals and opted to create a more garden-inspired mini-landscape. Annual plantings tend to focus on the blossoms—the nonstop dependable color all season long. In our case, flowers are a small part of the equation, a happy bonus that adds depth, surprise, and interest. Blossoms of trees, perennials, and shrubs are just a small part of the plant’s life cycle, or, in our perspective, only a small part of the appeal. Our story concerns the artistry of balancing nature’s essence as she gently alters texture, color, and feeling with design and the language of the location.


For us, these plants are our environment, and even if they are not the plants that grow in your natural space, we believe that the approach and technique can be customized to any place, season, or time. We hope you will experiment with the ideas and techniques Sara and I share with you, and that you find peace and joy in nature as gardeners, as artists, as storytellers.


Roanne Robbins





INTRODUCTION


The idea for this book evolved as we were working on a story for Horticulture magazine. We wanted to show a container as it moved through the seasons, keeping the same vessel but changing out the plants six times a year. Because of the high cost and the large amount of work involved in changing out something so frequently—particularly if you are using beefy, well-grown annuals–we thought perhaps we should scale it back to a seasonal change-out. Then we thought, well, why not focus on one specific attribute in a plant or group of plants, some central quality or characteristic that would help us keep a coherent visual story throughout the seasons? We both love plants and their wild, fantastic diversity, so we thought it would be fun to explore the boundaries of container planting and to incorporate as many perennials, trees, and shrubs as possible, both as large central elements and as the underplantings. This new approach allows us to carry out the more naturalistic planting style that we both prefer, a look that can be more difficult to accomplish when you stick strictly to annuals.


This way of container planting closely mirrors and celebrates the seasonal changes happening in the garden, which allows the containers to be a more visually coherent part of a larger garden space year-round. In some of the containers we demonstrate in this book, we change out almost everything from one season to the next, keeping in only a central plant or two. In others, where the central plants demonstrate a lovely transition through the seasons, we leave in the majority of the planting, with just a plant or two being added to beef up the under-planting. For the winter season, we approach container design almost as if we were designing floral arrangements, filling up gaps in the composition with cut twigs, leaves, boughs, tiny mushrooms, and anything else that catches our eye.


By celebrating the seasons in this way, the gardener has many more opportunities to try out different plant combinations and to extend his or her container gardening season by focusing on the particular glories of each season–be it luscious, creamy-white daffodils in spring or a crisp, corrugated ruby oakleaf hydrangea (Hydrangea quercifolia) in autumn. And while the question of cost is always on our minds, it seems to us that although the initial outlay of money may be higher, your long-term cost is lower because your plant purchases are not one-season wonders. Essentially, your container is serving as a beautiful experimental nursery bed for plants you want to get to know before they go in the garden.





Play with Your Plants!


WE HOPE OUR APPROACH to container-garden design will encourage you to:


• Celebrate the diversity of plants and focus on specific qualities, such as unusual bark, cool foliage, delicate seedheads, excellence in shade, and overall beauty through the year (rather than valuing a plant only for its colorful flowers)


• Celebrate unusual plants by bringing their beauty up close


• Focus on seasonality and the new richness that each season brings to the garden


• Use the personal style of your house and garden as a guide for creating exciting container designs


• Approach container-garden design as you would floral design; that is, think about the way a composition is created


• Explore fun, new color palettes and interesting textures on a smaller scale, before committing to their use in the garden


• Create beautiful compositions that can contribute new plant members to your garden party


• Reduce your plant waste by not purchasing a lot of “throwaway” annuals.
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Part 1
A NEW TAKE ON
CONTAINER GARDENING


WHEN MOST PEOPLE think of container gardens, they’re likely to envision a home for annual plants—think “pansies in a window box.” Annuals are plants that live hard and die young, you might say. They complete their life cycle in one season: they germinate, bloom their hearts out, then become compost. In fact, many beginning gardeners don’t think of buying anything but annuals when they’re planting up a container. Geraniums and impatiens are all well and good in some cases, but you know what? We’re ready for a new take on container planting.
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Charming, ferny Microbiota decussata makes an excellent container underplanting.





EXPAND YOUR PLANT WORLD


There are so many reasons to look beyond the usual lineup of annuals for your container. First of all, perennials, shrubs, and trees tend to change with the seasons, and some even have their best moments after the frost comes. Many annuals are one-trick ponies–they offer just a single attribute, be it color, leaf texture, or fragrance. If you want just one color or texture all summer, that’s great. But it doesn’t lend itself to dynamic plantings, since the plants don’t change much from month to month.


Another reason to shift away from annuals is that they are throwaway plants. Perennials, shrubs, and trees, which live for more than one season, can either be left in the container until the next spring, or be planted out into the garden. This enables the gardener to play with different combinations on a smaller scale before committing to them in the garden. Annuals stay with you through the growing season and then they go into the compost. Sure, compost is an important part of the garden, but there are certainly less expensive ways to make it! Why spend money (and not an insignificant amount, if you’ve branched out into some of the more interesting, hard-to-find annuals) on something that’s just going to get tossed?
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Let your central plant—such as the small, golden-tipped Hinoki cypress at center—drive the design of the composition and the selection of accompanying plants.


Plant-Driven Style


What we’re talking about here is letting your plant selection dictate a stylistic feel for your Container for the entire year. Your favorite shrub, tree, perennial, or grass may not stay in the container throughout the entire growing season, but it can help you create a design plan for the year. If you do pick a shrub or tree to stay in the container through the year, think of it as a backbone for your container–something to provide a structure for the remainder of your planting. For the rest of the year, you can swap the underplantings in and out. Some of them can remain from one season to the next, but many will move out into the garden (or a friend’s garden if you don’t have one).


While you’re at it, why not include other embellishments, like sticks, berried branches, grapevine, mini toadstools, and more? Look in unexpected places, like the floral section of your local grocery store. Play with color, texture, form, and style. Whatever you do, do it confidently.


Really, designing with plants is no different from designing your home living space. Sara explained this to her good friend Blaire, a young mother and a new homeowner with great style and an eye for color and texture. When you walk into her house, you might think a professional designer had helped her. But she’s always asking for help with her garden. Sara helps her a bit, but mostly tries to encourage her to take that design confidence outside. It is a different medium, but the same ideas apply. There’s really no wrong answer, as long as you think it’s beautiful.


We’re just here to give you some suggestions, guidelines, and inspiration. Most plants can grow happily in a container for a year or two. So look at everything!




Why Garden in Containers?


A CONTAINER GARDEN is a garden in miniature in a contained and controlled environment. The container can truly be anything and made from anything: terra-cotta, concrete, pressed stone, iron, wood, and many other materials. Many gardeners successfully grow contained gardens in strange yet beautiful found objects (something we don’t really advocate, unless you’ve really got that junk-chic thing down; otherwise it may look like, well, junk). These types of gardens can add luster to a drab corner of the garden where only weeds seem to thrive or accent a special part of your shrub border by drawing the eye.


If the plant or plants you’ve chosen for your container garden don’t love the conditions in the spot you’ve selected (or if you feel like another place in the garden needs a bit of sparkle), you can always move them. A container’s mobility is one of its great benefits; even the heavier ones can be moved with the help of a few strong friends.


Container gardens are important because they enable the gardener to expand her personal plant palette. Even if you’ve got the most lushly over-planted garden in the ground, a container can be a great way to try something new. They also allow many gardeners to try new plants either in combination with others or on their own. We’ve just started growing hostas in containers as a way to combat slug madness. We have also been growing bulbs in containers as a way to see them up close and enjoy them in their own shining glory instead of as part of the wilder, woollier landscape. Finally, containers allow gardeners to play without the sometimes overwhelming fear of commitment (although the plants we’re suggesting are a bit more of a commitment than a six-pack of lobelia).








THE FOUR-SEASON CONTAINER GARDEN


Rather than sticking solely to annuals, we’ve developed a method for planting that changes with the seasons. The basic idea is that the design for each container starts with a plant or group of plants that will dictate the style and feel of the container for the remainder of the year. In most of our examples, we started with a tree or shrub that became the star, though in some cases we selected a structure or a group of plants–such as sun-loving perennials or grasslike plants and their companions–that helps the container move through the seasons in a visually coherent way. We tried to pick plants that had more than one season of interest: for example, oakleaf hydrangea (Hydrangea quercifolia) has cool bark in spring, lovely blossoms in summer, and fabulous red fall foliage.


Once we selected our plant or plants that would be the central design element, we then began selecting plants that supported the visual story. We did our best to select plants that were complementary in both cultural needs and aesthetics. For example, for the container that featured magnolia as its star, we based many of our underplantings on the girlish, happy qualities that we felt the magnolia exuded.


As each season drew to a close, we changed the under-plantings; in some we took out almost all of them, moving them either to the garden or into other containers; in some we left almost all of them, popping in only a single plant to add color or textural interest. What you take out and put in is up to you, and may change based on how the plants progress through the season.


Get a Backbone


One of our favorite (and we think easiest) ways to create a container that has a visually coherent feel day to day and month to month is by selecting a single plant to be what we call the backbone. The backbone could be a small tree such as a Japanese maple (Acer palmatum), a shrublike fothergilla (Fothergilla), or even a cool, woodsy structure such as a bamboo or twig tripod. What you select will then guide the style of the planting and help you make plant choices as you move from season to season.


You’ll be looking at the container all year, so be sure to choose a plant or structure you won’t get bored with. We’ve chosen 12 different attributes to highlight for the combinations in part 2 of this book, but these are simply suggestions. When selecting your own, try to pick something that will change from season to season–like the oakleaf hydrangea (Hydrangea quercifolia) or the blueberry (Vaccinium) we chose–or that has a strong design element that’s pleasing almost any day of the year, like our boxwood (Buxus) pyramid or bamboo tripod.


Cast the Supporting Characters


Once you’ve selected the main plant or plants that will set the tone for your container, you will add new plant friends each season to make the whole composition shine. If you choose to have one plant be the back-bone, think of it as the star and the underplantings as the supporting cast (though in some seasons, members of the supporting cast take on a starring role while the diva takes a break).


For this book, we’ve mainly used perennials and small shrubs as our underplantings, because we like the way they can stay in the container through the year if we’d like but they don’t stay static. Some change day to day, most change week to week, and they certainly change in juxtaposition with all the other plants in the composition. It also means that you don’t have to buy a whole new cast of characters each season–although sometimes we can’t help ourselves (there are too many yummy plants!) and we do change almost all the plants.
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This group of compatible plants has a chartreuse color story, which is accented by the texture, shape, and form of the other plants.


There are people who think that perhaps a tree should not be planted in an ornamental container design because the tree won’t thrive the way it would in the ground. And in fact, if you left most trees and shrubs in a container for years, they probably wouldn’t do as well as they could in the ground. But that’s not actually the point here; the point is to experiment in the container for a year or so, to get to know the tree (or shrub) and the plants with which they’ll look best on a small scale before committing them all to the garden. Really, almost all plants you buy are grown in a container, so if you treat them nicely while moving them in and out of their contained home, most should be a happy and charming addition to a container composition for one or more seasons before making their final landing in the garden.
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Fresh-cut greens, rosy red berries, and sparkly lights add cheer to a winter planting.


Adding Seasonal Color


Although we’re advocating for a move away from annuals, we’re not suggesting that you abandon them entirely. In fact, we love using annuals as accents throughout the year–it can be as simple as adding pansies and herbs in the spring; tiny, delicately drooping begonias in summer; or unusual greens such as tatsoi (Brassica rapa) or ‘Red Bor’ kale (Brassica oleracea) in fall. Or it can be more visually arresting by adding a bright pink million bells (Calibrachoa) or rusty orange gloriosa daisies (Rudbeckia hirta). Take your pick: the annuals world is large and vibrantly colored.


We like to use a good amount of cut plant materials, especially during the holiday season. We love the branches of red- or yellow-berried hollies like winterberry (Ilex verticillata), and dogwood (Cornus stolonifera) or corkscrew hazel sticks (Corylus avellana ‘Contorta’), as well as all the more traditional greens and pinecones. We’ll also hang all manner of things from the branches of our potted specimens including glass icicles, birdseed ornaments, fuzzy blobs of mossy lichens, and of course lights, all the way until spring.




PICKING PLANTS


We selected all of our backbone plants based on attributes we love, from beautiful bark, to pretty summer flowers, to great textural leaves, or all of the above. You should do the same. And if you don’t know much about plants, take a walk in your neighborhood, go to a local arboretum or botanical garden, ask friends who are plant-lovers. If you feel overwhelmed by options–which happens to the best of us–narrow down the choice by determining where in your garden or outdoor living space your container is going to be sited. Is the location shady, sunny, windy, or protected? Which plants grow well in those conditions?


Evoking a Style


The place where you plan to site your container has bearing not only on the kind of backbone plant you choose but also on the scale of the planting and, most likely, the style of the final composition. For example, when we were choosing our backbone plants, we knew we wanted one of them to be a flowering tree that balances heft with delicacy. We chose a magnolia (Magnolia). The house with which we paired it is a lovely, mansard-roofed farmhouse that sits on a quiet country road lined with mature oaks, maples, and sycamores that overhang the few cars that pass by. The house has a porch and a deep pinky red door. The girly pink spring blossoms, lush blowsy green foliage of summer, golden fall color, and soft gray bark and fuzzy pearly green buds of winter made a perfect match with the house. A container based on the woodland feel of birch (Betula) or the heft of an oakleaf hydrangea (Hydrangea quercifolia) wouldn’t have suited this sweet house and its family quite as well.
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Using these basic reference points, head to the nursery and start browsing. With this method, you can start any time of the year. For the purposes of the book, we started when the gardening season traditionally begins in the Northeast–spring! Starting this project in the early autumn, however, is also excellent, because you can visit the nursery when things are quiet and plants may be less expensive. You also have an opportunity to see plants doing what they do in fall. If you decide to select a single back-bone plant, you want to make sure that it has something more to it than pretty spring flowers. If you pick a plant for its sparkling fall attributes, chances are you’ll be delighted come spring.
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The surrounding grassy marshland inspired our grass-and-perennial-based container.





GET THEE TO A NURSERY


The very first thing we recommend is finding the best nursery in your area, particularly if you are a relatively new gardener. Buying plants online can be fun and exhilarating but also intimidating and a challenge if you’re not sure what you’re looking for. A high-quality nursery is valuable in so many ways. It can take some time to find, but it’s worth driving a good distance to find one. You wouldn’t choose a couch just because it’s the only one available close to your house, would you? When we go to a nursery, we judge it on two levels–the quality of its plants and the knowledge and helpfulness of the staff.
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The importance of selecting a well-grown, balanced, healthy plant from the get-go can’t be overstated. At left, Sara is holding a compact, evenly leafed and branched oakleaf hydrangea. The lopsided, uneven growth of Roanne’s specimen makes it a poor choice for a container planting.



The Plant (Health and) Beauty Contest


When you’re out shopping at the nursery, don’t just settle for any old plant. Take your time, pull plants out of line, judge them like you would a beauty contest. To find the best plant of the bunch, start by looking at the foliage, as it’s an important indicator of a plant’s health. Provided the plant you’re looking at has broken its winter dormancy, the leaves should be out and have a rich color that’s appropriate to its variety (for example, some plants are bred to have light green foliage; on other plants, this is a sign of nutrient deficiency). Plants that have small, chewed, torn, puckered, or mottled leaves should be left at the nursery. A plant’s foliage should be clean, free of insects, and evenly developed on all sides of the specimen.


Another important indicator–one that can be a bit trickier to check out–is root health and development. If you want to look at a plant’s roots before buying, ask a nursery person; he or she should be happy to help you. With perennials, it’s fine to see a little bit of root poking out the bottom of the pot. When you’re purchasing trees, it’s especially important to make sure the roots are healthy. You want to avoid both the tree that has too little growth and won’t transplant well and the one that’s been in the same container so long it has thick roots circling the pot.


For both trees and shrubs, an opening of any kind in the bark is an open door for disease and possibly death. Check to make sure the trunk is not damaged; that branches are not cracked, split, or rubbing against each other; and that the plant has an even, open canopy. This all takes extra time, but it’s worth the trouble.


We like to buy our plants in containers (as opposed to balled and burlapped, which is a more common way to find the bigger shrubs and trees); we find that they are happier to be transplanted, perhaps because they’ve already settled into container life at the nursery. The only downside is that they could have settled into container life all too well. If a plant has been in a container too long without attention, it can become root-bound. This is when the roots start to circle around and around the container, with nowhere else to go. Not good. If a plant seems big for its container, ask someone from the nursery to check out the roots for you, to make sure it’s not pot-bound.


Helpful Nursery Staff


At a good nursery or garden center, knowledgeable, helpful staff members will often guide you to the coolest plants, and they can help you pick out the best plant of a group. They’re familiar with the plants because they work with them every day. They can also advise you on the best way to take care of a plant’s needs–they’re like walking encyclopedias. Some plant tags are misleading, but a good nursery staff member will make sure you don’t end up with a plant that won’t do well for you in the spot you have in mind for it. Sometimes the owner herself is there. Almost all of our favorite nurseries and garden centers are ones where the owners are on-site most of the time (see Resources, page 258, for some of our favorites).





Selecting Good Backbone Perennials


WHEN SELECTING A PERENNIAL that will make a good backbone plant, there are a few important elements to consider. The first thing to remember is that perennials die back to the ground during the winter months, so this means you will need to make up for that in the early spring and winter with other plants that evoke the feeling of the perennial-to-be or with a planting that is compatible with the resting perennial.


Think about structure of the plant, as that will dictate the feel of the entire composition. Is it vase-shaped? Tall and slender? Broad and beefy?


Next think about foliage–its color, texture, shape, and size. If you are making a planting around a fern, choose one that is visually hefty and eye-catching; not all of them are delicate little forest dwellers.


Will your perennial offer seasonal or year-round interest? Bear in mind that you want this plant to be providing interest for as long as possible, so try not to think about its flowers as the main selling point. Or if you love its flower–as we love coneflowers (Echinacea)–find out if it blooms for a long period of time and if it has pretty seedheads.


Does this perennial require staking? Since these container plantings are quite small compared with what might be a more typical garden bed, try to stay away from plants that need staking, unless you want to add an ornamental structure of some kind that could both hold up your plants and be decorative.
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Coneflowers (Echinacea) make excellent backbone perennials and come in a vast array of colors.





All this said, nurseries can be busy places, especially during spring, so finding someone to guide you in your search for the perfect plants might not be possible every time. Shopping during the weekdays is always a good bet for finding a quieter time, or even in the evenings after work (nurseries are often open until 6 or 7 during the spring and summer). If you can’t do a weekday, try to get to the nursery as early in the day as you can on a weekend.


We probably annoy nursery sales staff when we’re working on our underplantings. We’re always creating little piles of plants in various sections of the nursery as we shop. We stop, gather a fun texture, and pair it with another plant. Two rows later we find yet another plant, maybe one we like better, and we combine the piles and make some decisions. The more experimenting you can do in the nursery sales yard the better! This exercise is really helpful–it shows you what your options are, gives you insight for future seasonal plantings, and leads you to a Plan B to fall back on in the case of a plant revolt or death.
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It’s fun to make little combinations on the ground at the nursery when you’re trying to decide what to buy. Just be sure to put whatever plants you don’t buy back where they belong!


Pushing the Envelope


When you’re looking at plants, try to push yourself beyond your usual choices, but be realistic at the same time. Sara has been in her current garden for five years now, and for about four and half of those years, she fooled herself into thinking part of it was sunny. Of course, then she was disappointed with the performance of the catmint (Nepeta), the peonies (Paeonia), and the sunflowers (Helianthus). Once she was honest with herself and her garden–it is a shade garden–she adjusted her plantings and has been much more satisfied with it and enjoyed everything about it much more. So save yourself the time and truly look at what you have.





Our Favorire Plant Themes


FOR THE 12 CONTAINER PLANTINGS IN THIS BOOK, we tried to home in on a particular attribute or theme that inspired us; some focus on a single plant, some on a group of plants. We made our choices in order to help gardeners think about the range of attributes that are available.
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Japanese maples often have exquisite bark, another exciting attribute of this great plant.


Here are the 12 we chose and why we chose them:


COLORFUL STICKS (YELLOWTWIG DOGWOOD)–Adding sticks and twigs to winter containers has become de rigueur in the garden-design world, and for good reason. They bring texture, height, color, and movement to any design. Why add sticks to a container when you can just grow them in it? With both yellowtwig and redtwig dogwood, you’ll be growing your own stick supply for other compositions when you eventually plant out the shrub into the garden.


COOL BARK (BIRCH)–Because the two of us live in a cold-winter region, we particularly like trees and shrubs that have elements of beauty year-round. Beautiful bark is one of the best elements, because it covers much of the tree and can be quite eye-catching. We chose birch because it has magical parchment-paper-like layers of cream-colored bark. It also has slender, delicate branches with little catkin earrings in spring. In autumn, the almost translucent leaves turn a clear yellow.


OFF-SEASON BLOOMER–We love plants that shine at unusual times like the autumn crocus (Colchicum autumnale), autumn cherry (Prunus subhirtellus ‘Autumnalis’), and even Swiss chard (Beta vulgaris var. cicla) used in spring plantings. They provide an element of surprise in the garden that often brings a smile. The plant we’ve used to highlight this is a summer-blooming azalea (Rhododendron). It blooms in early summer (an unusual time for azaleas); has fragrant, vibrant flowers; and sports leaves that are a lovely matte blue-green.
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Evergreen topiaries add the perfect touch of formality to any garden.


FORMAL EVERGREEN (BOXWOOD TOPIARY)–Evergreen topiaries are classics and can be added to just ever so slightly to make them even more exquisite than they already are. They can be one of the most adaptable plants to a variety of sites. Boxwood is the most classic choice for this type of planting.


SPRING-BLOOMING SHRUB (FOTHERGILLA)–We really love adding shrubs to the garden (and containers) that have all-season appeal. At first glance, it can be hard to find ones that have both fragrant spring blooms and gorgeous crisp foliage that twinkles with color in the autumn. Fothergilla fits the bill, with its chartreuse buds and young leaves, stellar fall foliage, and interesting branch structure that’s perfect for a container.
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Purple foliage is particularly beguiling in a container garden, because it works well with a range of other colors, from silver to red.


COLORFUL FOLIAGE (BURGUNDY JAPANESE MAPLE)–We love plants with purple foliage! The end. If you love plants with gray foliage, screaming chartreuse, or crazy variegation, why not make it the theme of the whole container planting?


SHADE-LOVING SHRUB (OAKLEAF HYDRANGEA)–Just as we love shrubs that sing in more than one season in the sun, we love shrubs that shine in the shade. They help those of us who lack that sunny southern exposure by adding structure to shade gardens that may be lush and happy with perennials. Oakleaf hydrangea has large, dimensional, dynamic blossoms in summer; big broad leaves that turn deep berry shades in the autumn; and cool cinnamon bark in the winter.
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