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PRAISE FOR

PLANTS YOU CAN’T KILL

“Stacy helps take the intimidation out of gardening. She uses her years of experience as a gardener and the editor of Birds & Blooms to help black-thumb gardeners discover the joy and satisfaction of successfully growing plants.”

—Melinda Myers, horticulture expert and author of Small Space Gardening

“Knowledgeable? Check! Enthusiastic? Check! Practical? Check! Stacy Tornio is a passionate garden coach, teaching both new and experienced gardeners which plants to grow to ensure garden success. With Stacy’s guidance, novice gardeners can no longer plead ‘black thumbs!’ She’ll have you creating beautiful, successful gardens in no time at all!”

—Niki Jabbour, author of Groundbreaking Food Gardens and The Year-Round Vegetable Gardener

“This great new book lays out some of the most dependable plants available for our gardens, in an clear, organized way. It takes the guess work out of gardening and will certainly help people be more successful in choosing what to grow!”

—Jessi Bloom, author of Free-Range Chicken Gardens and Practical PermaCulture

“No green thumb? No worries! Author and former editor of Birds & Blooms magazine Stacy Tornio guides you through the garden center like a good friend, pointing out the best of the bunch. With more than 100 easy, rewarding flowers, herbs, trees, shrubs, veggies, and even houseplants to choose from, you’ll soon be on your way to filling your yard with beauty, your home with greenery, and your table with homegrown goodness. Stacy’s lively, down-to-earth writing will keep you going back for more as you grow into a confident gardener with Plants You Can’t Kill.”

—Sally Roth, author of The Backyard Bird Feeder’s Bible

“Stacy’s many years of gardening experience translates into a book that makes it super easy to learn about great hard-to-kill plants. Each plant entry has beautiful photography, easy-to-follow tips and insider information that progresses from annuals through perennials all the way to herbs and vegetables. It’s like having a knowledgeable garden center employee at your fingertips 24/7. This is a great gardening book for beginners or anyone afraid of failure. Remember, it’s okay to fail, just try again!”

—Diane Blazek, executive director, All-America Selections and National Garden Bureau

“In her many years of talking with readers of Birds & Blooms magazine, Stacy learned that fear of failure is one of the biggest obstacles to getting more people to garden. Her book addresses that head on by presenting beautiful, reliable plants in a simple-yet-effective way that anyone can understand, regardless of their experience level. It would make a great gift for any beginner gardener in your life.”

—Susan Martin, perennial plant expert
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This book is dedicated to the talented Bingham women—Linda, Cherry, Wanda, Peggy, Iva, and Amanda—for their love of plants and gardening.
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DISCLAIMER

This book is not meant to challenge you to be a plant killer in any way. Yes, as the author of this book, I am quite aware that a title like Plants You Can’t Kill is begging for you to say, “I bet I can kill it.” (Believe me, I’ve had many, many friends tell me this already.) Even though I am quite confident in my plant selections as being hardy, resilient, tough, and hard to kill, this is where I tell you I am not responsible for your garden or plants. So if you do in fact kill some of the plants I suggest in the book, you have my deepest condolences, but I will not replace your plant or refund the money you spent on this book. Those are the breaks people. But seriously, I hope this book does help you be less of a plant killer and more of a plant thriller. Ooooo—now we’re talking!
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SPECIAL THANKS

This book wouldn’t have been possible without the wonderful “plant committee” I put together. Instead of just picking all the plants myself, I went to bona fide experts, which included legit horticulturalists, master gardeners, backyard gardeners, garden center workers, authors, and my mom. They gave me their top picks for easy-to-grow plant species, which got me to the final 101 list. In no particular order, I’d like to thank the following gardening experts and plant enthusiasts:

•   Melinda Myers

•   Vicki Schilleman

•   Jessi Bloom

•   Linda Lancaster

•   Susan Martin

•   Sally Roth

•   David Mizejewski

•   Amanda Shirey

•   Diane Blazek

•   Stephen Scott

•   Niki Jabbour

I would also like to give an extra special thanks to Susan Martin. Susan is a plant expert based in Holland, Michigan. She is a lifelong gardener and has worked in the green industry for years. She reviewed the material in this book and offered valuable feedback to make it even better for the home gardener.

Finally, I want to give another special thanks to Donna Krischan. She is a garden photographer who supplied nearly half the images for this book. Not only is she talented, but she’s also an excellent gardener and person. Thank you, Donna, for your kindness and photos!
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START HERE!

Gardening is not hard! It’s not—seriously. I’ve been gardening since I was old enough to eat dirt, and if you follow a few basic rules—add sunshine, water, and don’t let weeds take over—then you’re pretty much guaranteed to have success.

I’ve heard so many excuses: “I kill everything …” “I don’t really know what I’m doing …” “I don’t know what to grow …” “I don’t have a green thumb.” But I promise, if you have the will, then you can definitely find a way.

My gardening experience goes way, way back. I remember both of my grandmas growing the most beautiful flowers. And my family pretty much grew and harvested every vegetable imaginable. I even had my own farmers’ market stand as a kid.

Over the past decade, I’ve developed a new love of gardening. As the former editor of Birds & Blooms magazine (a fantastic magazine with more than one million subscribers), I spent ten years helping readers find plants that are good for birds, butterflies, bees, and more. I also became a master gardener during this time and got really involved in educating kids about the joys and benefits of gardening.

I’ve seen a lot of gardening books in my day, but not many are targeted to beginners. I don’t know how many times I’ve had family or friends come to me, asking for easy, foolproof plants—ones that are nearly impossible to kill. Yet, they don’t want a big, involved book to get answers. So I finally decided to write a book especially for beginners! This book is meant to start with the basics, and it focuses on some of the easiest plants known to gardeners. They look great, are reliable, and will almost guarantee you success!

I chose the plants on this list with a lot of careful thought and consideration. I used a panel of plant and gardening experts to help, and I’m extremely proud of the results. As you embark on your own gardening journey, use the chapters as a guide to help you pick the best plants for your space. Also, don’t forget to consult your own local garden experts—they will know your area best and help guide you in the right direction. In addition, find your location on the USDA’s Plant Hardiness Zones map, provided below and available to you on USDA.gov.

Above all, plant what you like and what you love. Whether that’s colorful flowers or food you can eat, the best plants you can grow are ones you like! Good luck gardening … and not killing the plants!
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What’s a Zone Map?

Most plants you buy (not annuals, though) will list recommended zones.

If you’re unsure of your zone, check it on this map.
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ANNUALS

Hello to the annuals! You might be thinking, “Wait, don’t annuals naturally die every year? Why are they in a book about plants you can’t kill?” Okay, wise guy or gal, this might be true, but they’re still worth having in the backyard. Annuals are particularly popular because they offer great color in a short amount of time. Plus, they are fantastic in containers and pots! Here are some of the toughest annuals you can grow in your backyard.

  1. Zinnia

  2. Celosia

  3. Geranium

  4. Coleus

  5. Wax begonia

  6. Moss rose

  7. Petunia

  8. Sunflower

  9. California poppy

10. Sweet potato vine

11. Cosmos

12. Sweet alyssum

13. Sage

14. Snapdragon

15. Flowering tobacco

16. Pansy

17. Spider flower

18. Marigold

19. Lantana

20. Mexican sunflower
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ZINNIA

PROFILE

Zinnias are one of the most cost-effective flowers you can grow in your backyard. A single pack of seeds can yield dozens of colorful blooms from summer through fall. Although they are known to attract butterflies, bees, and even hummingbirds, you’ll probably want to plant some extra for yourself because they make excellent cut flowers. Many gardeners also love growing these in containers. This is a plant that loves sunshine, so keep it watered, and it’ll thrive in even the hottest conditions.

STATS








	Common Name
	Zinnia



	Botanical Name
	Zinnia elegans



	Height
	1 to 4 feet



	Spread
	up to 1 foot



	Flower Color
	Orange, pink, purple, red, white, yellow, green, and multicolor



	Light Needs
	Full sun





[image: image] GREEN THUMB TIP

Zinnias do tend to be affected by a plant disease called powdery mildew, so when you buy seeds (or plants), look for varieties listed as disease-resistant.

[image: image] TOP PICKS

Green flowers?!? Yes, they exist in the world of zinnias! Look for these two cultivars—Envy and Tequila Lime—if you want something a bit out of the ordinary.
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CELOSIA

PROFILE

If you garden in USDA zones 10 or 11, you can grow celosia year-round, but for the rest of us, we plant it as an annual. The beautiful, bushy flowers are unlike anything else in the garden, and they love the summer heat. So while lots of other plants will start to fade, celosia will still be going strong. This plant’s flowers are a bit feathery, which is also attractive to butterflies and bees.

STATS








	Common Name
	Celosia, Cockscomb



	Botanical Name
	Celosia argentea



	Height
	6 inches to more than 2 feet



	Spread
	up to 18 inches



	Flower Color
	Silvery white, red, orange, yellow, pink, purple



	Light Needs
	Full sun





[image: image] GREEN THUMB TIP

If you want to really make an impact in the garden, plant several different colors of celosia in one spot. The varying shades of red, orange, yellow, pink, and purple really stand out!

[image: image] GARDEN HISTORY

The common name for celosia—cockscomb—earned this name because it resembles a rooster’s comb.
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There are four main groups of geraniums. Ask your local garden center to show you the different styles and options for your yard.

1.  Zonal. The most common type with rounded leaves and single to double flowers. (This is the most common and goes by the botanical name Pelargonium × hortorum.)

2.  Regal. Shrubby with more trumpet-shaped blooms.

3.  Ivy-leaved. Trailing plants popular for hanging baskets.

4.  Scented-leaved. Small, star-shaped blooms and scented foliage.



 

GERANIUM

PROFILE

It wouldn’t be summer without geraniums. They are one of those blooms that look great from spring through late fall. A few people (USDA zones 10 and 11) are lucky enough to grow this as a perennial, but for the rest of us, we usually buy them new each year. While they’ll tolerate both sun and partly cloudy, be sure to keep them watered and plant them in well-drained soil. (So if you are planting them in containers, make sure there is drainage in the bottom of the pot.) By planting geraniums, you can also say you’re helping support the bee population because they’ll appreciate them all season.

STATS








	Common Name
	Geranium



	Botanical Name
	Pelargonium



	Height
	up to 3 feet



	Spread
	up to 3 feet



	Flower Color
	Red, orange, pink, purple, white, bicolor



	Light Needs
	Part shade to full sun





[image: image] GREEN THUMB TIP

You can make a spectacular red, white, and blue display with geraniums. Just get white and red blooms and plant them in a bright blue pot. It’s a great way to show off your patriotic side.

[image: image] GARDEN CHALLENGE

Some gardeners have had success saving their geraniums through winter. They do this in one of two ways: they’ll take cuttings in fall and root them inside, or they will cut the plant back and grow it as a houseplant in spring. It’s a little tricky, but it’s worth a try!

DEADHEADING IS A FANCY TERM IN THE GARDENING WORLD, WHICH JUST MEANS PINCHING OFF OLD FLOWERS SO NEW ONES CAN GROW. DO THIS WITH YOUR GERANIUMS TO KEEP BLOOMS NEW, FRESH, AND GORGEOUS.
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Coleus is easy to start from a cutting. Just dip the cutting in some rooting hormone, then plant and water.

 

COLEUS

PROFILE

Flowers tend to get all the attention, but coleus proves that foliage can be sexy, too. This plant actually has tropical origins, and it’s easy to see with its bright and showy colors. It has been cultivated time and time again to produce the coolest foliage. You can seriously find hundreds of different coleus on the market today. As a bonus, it thrives in both sun and shade, so these plants are fantastic in containers on decks or patios that get either little or lots of sunshine.

STATS








	Common Name
	Coleus



	Botanical Name
	Solenostemon



	Height
	up to 3 feet



	Spread
	2 to 4 feet



	Flower Color
	Not grown for flowers, but if they do bloom, small purplish or white blooms



	Foliage Color
	Nearly every color imaginable except blue



	Light Needs
	Sun or shade
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