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Years ago a Russian Cosmonaut orbiting miles above the earth enthusiastically proclaimed he saw no evidence of God. This book is dedicated to gardeners everywhere, who never went into space yet easily see the Creator’s handiwork in lush green foliage, in brightly colored blossoms, or in the visit of a darting hummingbird.
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Foreword
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Even early in his career, when Norman Winter was directing the Texas Pecan Growers organization in College Station, I was impressed by his interest in tropical plants. At the time, I thought it an odd combination to be working with pecans but having tropicals as his true passion in gardening. Later, when he was in Shreveport, Louisiana, with the American Rose Society, I noted that whenever we visited about gardening, Norman’s interest in tropicals was as strong as ever. In his work with the Mississippi Cooperative Extension Service, Norman’s educational programs have broadened to many areas of ornamental horticulture, including the introduction and marketing of outstanding plants for Mississippi through the Mississippi Medallion Program.

Now it seems that his passion for tropical plants has become a national trend. I was excited when Norman approached me about the feasibility of publishing a book about tropicals. It is obvious that this book is a labor of love for him, in which he gives practical information about an exciting palette of plants, many of which have been grown in Southern gardens long enough to be considered heirlooms. Our gardening ancestors of the Victorian period (1833−1901) were greatly enamored with exotic plants from afar such as bananas, elephant ears, castor beans, etc. It is interesting to see that these same plants and many others are enjoying widespread use today.

The renewed popularity of tropicals seems to be a logical extension of today’s trend for expanded use of color plants in the landscape. Many tropicals also add the exciting dimension of texture to the garden; for example, large-leafed plants are considered coarse or bold texture. A wide range of textures in garden compositions provides interest while often adding foliage and floral color.

Several years ago when interest in tropicals was just beginning, I was invited to speak to a nursery association seminar at a northeastern university on the subject of perennials. I explained to the organizer of the meeting that my interest was in the utilization of Southern perennials in the garden. He told me that was what they wanted: for me to recommend Southern perennials that could be used as annuals in the Northeast! It is interesting to see that the meeting planners were “thinking outside the box” by looking at the potential for using these plants as annuals rather than perennials. To some extent the same concepts are being applied in the South. Many tropicals are perennials in our warmer zones, but if winter protection is not convenient, they are worth using as annuals.

This book is obviously written from experience and with a sincere passion for the topic. The lavish color photographs will familiarize you with the varieties of these exciting plants and how to grow them. Whether you want to create your own tropical paradise or just add some color and textural interest to your landscape, this book is destined to be one that you’ll consult again and again.


WILLIAM C. WELCH

Extension Landscape Horticulturist, Texas A&M University, and author of Perennial Garden Color, Antique Roses for the South, The Southern Heirloom Garden (with Greg Grant), and The Bountiful Flower Garden (with Neil G. Odenwald)
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Introduction

Tropical Gardening
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Growing a tropical garden is most assuredly an attempt to get a certain appearance, but it also says something about the gardener’s disposition. You’ve left your work at the office; you’ve abandoned your stress at the freeway exit. A tropical garden creates a mood; the gardener can use design and plants to make a private utopia. Tropical plants have an uncanny ability to transform the mind and emotions of the gardener.

It may have started for you like it did for many others: a trip to the Caribbean or the South Pacific. After what seems an eternity in airports, airplanes, and primitive ground transportation, you arrive in paradise. Next, you unpack and freshen up a bit, then step out of the hotel room to explore the compound. Everywhere you look, something seems to be blooming. Bananas hang down in luscious clumps. Through the palms you see the ocean, with water the color of sapphires.

Not Just a Look but an Attitude


That evening you hear the sound of distant drums—steel drums—with a sound much richer than the tinny sounds captured by recording studios. A delectable aroma fills the air, and a local informs you that you’re smelling the local delicacy: jerked chicken. At dinner, you experience the savory joy and accompanying pain of this fiery taste of the islands. As you return to your room for the night, you become intoxicated with the fragrance of night-blooming jasmine permeating the air and realize you have been captured by the spell of the islands.

The days pass like minutes, the vacation is over, and now there are only photos and memories. You glance around your home landscape and wonder why it can’t look like the islands. Why can’t those same flowers be grown here? Is it possible to create that island atmosphere in your backyard?
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With help from this book, you can create your backyard utopia. For 250 to 300 days per year, your backyard can be Jamaica or Martinique. That look and that attitude are sitting in plastic containers at your local garden center. Once tropical plants are in place in your landscape, your whole yard will change, and you’ll realize it’s not paradise lost; it’s Paradise Found.
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Chapter 1

Your Backyard Paradise
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Mention tropical plants and most gardeners think of those plants from the rain forest along the Amazon River. While this thought has some merit, the tropics can best be described as that area with warm temperature combined with high rainfall and humidity lying between the Tropic of Cancer and the Tropic of Capricorn. Although the United States lies north of this region, most of the country has a growing season conducive to the success of tropical plants. Don’t worry if your region experiences periods of low rainfall; some of the high-rainfall tropical areas go through a dry season as well, which induces dormancy in many plants.

I wrote Paradise Found to aid tropical garden lovers everywhere. The book will take an in-depth look at truly tropical plants as well as those that look tropical but are cold-hardy. I’ll show you how to use these plants in your landscape and combine them effectively with other plants. We’ll discuss the hottest new plants and varieties. Whether you desire to add a little lushness to a pool area in the Chicago suburbs of zone 5, or create that private retreat as far north as Colorado or as far south as Texas, you can learn to take advantage of the long growing season most of our country enjoys.
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Sunsets are spectacular in the Caribbean; the day has come to a close but the setting sun signal the beginning of an experience that will be indelibly etched in your memory. The gentle breeze carries the unseen but intoxicatingly sweet fragrance of night-blooming jasmine.
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Much of the United States is blessed with a long growing season, allowing gardeners to use tropicals as annuals or to protect them during the brief winter. Summers last around five months, with four months for spring and fall combined. Temperatures are warm and the humidity, particularly in the South, is high, and thus conducive to growing tropical plants. Consider Baltimore, Maryland; its last freeze is around March 26, and it does not freeze again until November 19.

Freezes in the lower South usually only last for a few hours, allowing for easy protection. In areas where there are large overhanging trees and in large cities with an abundance of concrete and industry, temperatures are warmer than in the surrounding countryside.

Rainfall in the southern half of the United States ranges from around 30 inches per year to as high as 64 inches on the Gulf Coast. Typically showers are quick and frequent during the growing season, similar to the tropics. While we swelter in summer heat and humidity, plants like banana grow from the ground to 15 feet, and elephant ears produce leaves three feet in length. A bamboo can send stalks to unimagined heights in one season.
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The queen palm with its distinctive rings on the trunk, the fan-shaped leaves of the windmill palm, and the colorful blossoms of the oleander and lily of the Nile make for a collage of tropical textures in this garden. The shadows cast by the leaves against the salmon-pink stucco give further evidence of the gardener’s passion for the tropical look.





[image: e9781461732501_i0022.jpg]

Ornamental grass helps create a seaside look; here, it’s growing adjacent to an enticing pool. The tropical floral arrangement helps create the mood for guests.
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If you consider the heat and humidity of summer, you realize that many annuals and perennials can really only survive or look good for a short time. When the sun moves north during the summer it is closer to New York City than to the equator. No wonder it is so stifling there during the summer. Invariably, the plants that look good from May through September are tropicals. So for eight to nine months your garden can look like those in the islands.
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Saba is the smallest of three Windward Islands of the Netherlands Antilles and is an extinct volcano, with the peak rising 2,900 feet above sea level. The Caribbean cottages and homes on the island have lush landscapes with palms, bananas, colorful crotons, and giant avocados.




Instead of buying a petunia basket at the local garden center, many gardeners now have the option of buying a ctenanthe, heliconia, or plumeria for about the same price. The advent of tissue culture has opened the door for disease-free tropicals to be produced quickly and economically. Today when you go to the garden center you’re sure to notice plants that you have never seen before. Not since the great plant exploration period of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries have so many new plants been brought to the market for gardeners everywhere. A plant lover visiting a progressive nursery garden center feels like a child in a candy store.
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Standing like sentries at a gate, these bananas at the Lewis Ginter Botanical Garden in Richmond, Virginia, create a tropical look you might expect in the West Indies. Large tropical, foliage provides that Fantasy Island feel.
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USDA Hardiness Zone Map








Chapter 2

Tropical Plants from Acalypha to Zingiber
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This chapter serves as a selection guide to help you choose the best plants for your specific needs. For each plant featured, I’ve listed planting and cultural techniques, ideas for landscape application and combination plants, and special qualities such as attractiveness to butterflies and hummingbirds. Some plants are sold generically but others offer varieties. Leading varieties are included to help you choose wisely and get the most for your gardening dollar.
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Acalypha pendula chenile firetails




Acalypha pendula

Firetail

FAMILY: Euphorbiaceae 
ORIGIN: New Guinea, Malaya 
RELATIVES: Copper plant, poinsettia, 
 croton 
PROPAGATION: Cutting 
ZONE: 10 
LIGHT: sun to part sun

 


An abundance of red tassellike flowers cascades downward, making the firetail one of the most unusual bloomers in the tropical garden.

 


Planting Full sun is best for flower production but morning sun and afternoon shade are appreciated during intense summer heat. Plant after the last spring frost, when soil has warmed. Prepare bed by incorporating 3−4 inches of organic matter and tilling to a depth of 8−10 inches.

 


Growing Keep moist when growing but on the dry side when bringing indoors for winter. Watering with a soaker hose or wand will keep flowers looking fresher. Use as a bedding plant that reaches 18−24 inches in height. Prune to maintain desired shape. Use in mixed tubs or in baskets around the porch, patio, or deck.

 


Landscape Application Combine with white periwinkles or group in front of tall, upright elephant ears or bananas. This species of chenille plant looks effective massed or as a well placed specimen that will catch the visitor’s eye.

 


Recommended Varieties Sold generically. Try also A. hispida, chenille plant
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Acalyplia wilkesiana copper plant




Acalypha wilkesiana

Copper plant

FAMILY: Euphorbiaceae 
ORIGIN: Pacific Islands 
RELATIVES: Poinsettia, chenille 
 plant, croton 
PROPAGATION: Cutting 
ZONE: 10 
LIGHT: Sun

The copper plant is grown for foliage that rivals that of the croton or coleus for beauty. The boldly copper-colored leaves are marbled with shades of pink, red, purple, and sometimes green.

 


Planting Choose a site in full sun for best leaf coloration, and prepare the soil thoroughly by incorporating organic matter, making it rich and well-drained. Plant after the soil has warmed, spacing plants 18−24 inches apart.

 


Growing Pinch or prune in midsummer to encourage branching and an attractive bush shape. Feed monthly with a balanced fertilizer through fall to keep plants growing vigorously. They reach 10−15 feet in height in the South Pacific but only 4–6 feet in colder climates.

 


Landscape Application Plant in clusters among evergreen shrubs to let the copper color show. The bright copper also works well with dwarf fountain grass, yellow and orange lantanas, or African marigolds. For a unique combination try with the baby-blue colored Plumbago auriculata. Copper plant is ideal for the center plant in a large container.

 


Recommended Varieties Choice selections are ‘Mardi-gras’, ‘Moorea’, ‘Tahiti’, ‘Tricolor’ and the dwarf form ‘Godseffiana’.
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Acorus gramineus var. ‘Variegatus’ dwarf sweet flag
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Acorus gramineus

Dwarf sweet flag

FAMILY: Araceae 
ORIGIN: Japan 
RELATIVES: Calla lily 
PROPAGATION: Division 
ZONE: 5–9 
LIGHT: Part sun to sun

 


Whether in the Everglades or along the coast, grasses lend a special flavor for those desiring a lush look. Acorus is native to Japan. It is really not a grass, but gives that beachlike appearance.

 


Planting Choose a site that is in filtered light or morning sun and afternoon shade. The soil should be rich, loamy, and moisture-retentive. Tight dry soils make for poor specimens. Space plants 12−18 inches apart for green types and 10−14 inches apart for variegated forms.

 


Growing Given adequate moisture this is an easy plant to grow. Feed in late winter with a light application of a slow-release 12-6-6 fertilizer. If unattractive, cut foliage in late winter prior to spring growth. Dwarf sweet flag spreads in moist soil similarly to an iris and is easily divided. Variegated forms don’t spread with the same vigor as green types.

 


Landscape Application The dwarf sweet flag combines well with bamboo or umbrella plants and is ideal for the edges of water gardens.

 


Recommended Varieties ‘Ogon’, with bright golden leaves, and ‘Variegatus’, with creamy white stripes, are leading varieties.





[image: e9781461732501_i0034.jpg]

Agapanthus x hyhrida lily of the Nile




Agapanthus species and hybrids

Lily of the Nile

FAMILY: Amaryllidaceae 
ORIGIN: Africa 
RELATIVES: Amaryllis, clivia 
PROPAGATION: Division, seeds 
ZONE: 6−10 depending on species 
LIGHT: Sun

 


Spectacular blue flowers are produced in the form of huge globes or spheres sitting atop stalks that reach 2−4 feet above the ground. These globes, called umbels, have from 20 to 100 flowers.

 


Planting Choose a site in full sun. Soil preparation is vital since rhizomes can rot in wet soils. Prepare the bed by incorporating 3−4 inches of organic matter and sand, and till to a depth of 8−10 inches for maximum drainage and aeration.

 


Growing Feed with a balanced or a 1-2-1 fertilizer in spring and summer. Bloom usually occurs in May and June. Mulch to stabilize soil temperatures and protect the rhizomes during cold winters. They beautify both the landscape and containers. Special winter protection will be needed for those in containers. Established clumps may not need dividing for six years.

 


Landscape Application Group a cluster around a windmill palm, in front of tall bananas, or around a birdbath. Combine with yellow and orange cannas for a showy display.

 


Recommended Varieties A. africanus ‘Sapphire’ (blue), ‘Albus’ (white); blue hybrids ‘Kingston Blue’, ‘Lilliput’ (dwarf), ‘Loch Hope’, ‘Midnight Blue’, ‘Blue Danube’, and ‘Pinnochio’ are all worthy.




Albizia julibrissin

Mimosa, silk tree

FAMILY: Fabaceae 
ORIGIN: Southern Asia 
RELATIVES: Pride of Barbados, 
 candlestick tree 
PROPAGATION: Seed, root cutting 
ZONE: 6−9 
LIGHT: Sun

 


Fragrant, rose-pink, powder-puff flowers and fernlike foliage make this small tree a favorite for the tropical and urban landscape.

 


Planting Choose a site in full sun for best flowering. When planting in summer, form a small berm or ring around the tree that is large enough to hold five gallons of water. The berm can be removed after the first year. The mimosa is tolerant of a wide range of soils, provided there is good drainage.
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Albizia julibrissin mimosa




Growing The mimosa thrives in the sweltering summer but needs adequate moisture to look its best. Water deeply but infrequently. The brown seedpods are hardly noticed on a well-watered tree that has healthy green foliage. Mimosas not long-lived, due to mimosa wilt, but are such fast growers that trees are easily replaced. They reseed prolifically

 


Landscape Application Despite an island paradise look, the mimosa is very cold-hardy. It reaches a height of around 40 feet, has a multi-trunk and a flat canopy, and is ideal for children who like to climb or for shade for families eating watermelon. Let it shade the porch, patio, or deck. Use caladiums and impatiens underneath.

 


Recommended Varieties Varieties like‘Rosea’ (deep pink), ‘E. H. Wilson’ (cold-hardy, pink) and ‘Flame’ (deep rose) are available.




Allamanda cathartica

Common allamanda, golden trumpet

FAMILY: Apocynaceae 
ORIGIN: Tropical America 
RELATIVES: Mandevilla, oleander 
PROPAGATION: Cutting, layering 
ZONE: 10 
LIGHT: Sun to part sun

 


Large 3−4 inch, golden-yellow, trumpet-shaped flowers borne in clusters are produced throughout the growing season. Excellent for landscape and containers to give that touch of the Caribbean.

 


Planting Plant after the soil has warmed, in full sun or morning sun and afternoon shade. Tolerant of various soils, provided there is excellent drainage. In colder climates, plant in the landscape and treat as an annual, or dig up in the fall and repot. The allamanda can survive brief exposures to temperatures in the mid-20s.

 


Growing Keep moist and feed with light monthly applications of slow-release 10-10-10 or 12-6-6 fertilizer with minor nutrients. In containers, use controlled release granular fertilizer as recommended, or dilute water-soluble fertilizer every other week. Grow as a vine tied to a trellis or fence, or pruned to shrub form. The allamanda is poisonous.

 


Landscape Application The allamanda combines well in tropical plantings with bananas, elephant ears, and mandevillas. Alternate allamandas and mandevillas with white Madagascar periwinkles planted in front.

 


Recommended Varieties Look for‘Williamsii’; dwarf selections, ‘Hendersonii Dwarf’, ‘Hendersonii compacta’, ‘Dwarf Discovery’, ‘Silver Dwarf Discovery’; ‘Cherries Jubilee’, rose-purple; and Allamanda schottii, bush allamanda.




Alocasia macrorrhiza

Giant taro, elephant ear

FAMILY: Araceae 
ORIGIN: Tropical Asia 
RELATIVES: Philodendron, 
 dieffenbachia 
PROPAGATION: Division 
ZONE:8−10
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Allamanda cathartica golden trumpet




LIGHT: Part sun to sun

 


Enormous, tall, upright elephant ears make this the number-one choice to give that feeling of the being in a garden on the island of Martinique. Both sides of the glossy leaf, borne on petioles reaching 4−6 feet, are visible.

 


Planting This elephant ear is tolerant of almost any site with regard to light. Plant after the soil has warmed, in well-drained, organic-rich beds. Giant taro gets large and spreads, so space plants four feet apart. Mulch after planting to keep soil moist and give added winter protection.

 


Growing Keep the plant growing vigorously with supplemental water and light monthly feeding of a slow-release 12-6-6 fertilizer containing minor nutrients. Remove old, unattractive leaves. North of zone 8, or if wanting a larger plant next season, dig in the fall just prior to the first frost.
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Allamanda cathartica ‘Cherries Jubilee’
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Alocasia macrorrhiza giant taro





Alocasia plumbea purple taro
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Shake off soil, remove leaves, and store in a warm, dry location until spring.

 


Landscape Application Plant with other tropical foliage like bananas or variegated shell gingers, or behind colorful coleus. Use with impatiens in shady areas or periwinkles in sunny locations.

 


Recommended Varieties Sold mostly generic; look for ‘Variegata’ variegated. A. plumbea is similar but dark purple. Choice selections are ‘Metallica’, ‘Nigra’, and ‘Rubra’.
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Alpinia zerumbet var ‘Variegata’ variegated shell ginger




Alpinia zerumbet variegata

Variegated shell ginger

FAMILY: Zingiberaceae 
ORIGIN: East Asia 
RELATIVES: Butterfly ginger, scarlet 
 ginger 
PROPAGATION: Division 
ZONE: 8b−11 
LIGHT: Partial shade

 


Bold and lush leaves with colors of creamy yellow and green would make this plant a winner even if it never bloomed. This is definitely the best ginger for beautifying an old European-style decorative container.

 


Planting Select a site in filtered light or morning sun and afternoon shade. Plant after the last frost in .well-prepared, organic-rich beds that drain well. Space plants 4−6 feet apart. After planting, mulch to conserve moisture and add an additional layer in the fall for winter protection.

 


Growing In zones 7 and 8a variegated shell ginger returns slowly from cold winters. Blooms will be rare except in the warmer areas. Keep moist and feed in early spring and midsummer with a slow-release 2-1-2 fertilizer or a 12-6-6 with minor nutrients. In colder climates use indoors as an excellent house-plant.

 


Landscape Application The variegated shell ginger’s boldly colored foliage is most striking in contrast with the dark-green foliage of plants like the fatsia or philodendron. Purple-colored flowers like impatiens can really add zest.

 


Recommended Varieties Sold generically, except for a similar selection called ‘Chinese Beauty’ that has more of a marbled look versus variegation.
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Alpinia zerumbet var ‘Variegata’ variegated shell ginger
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Amaranthus tricolor summer poinsettia




Amaranthus tricolor

Tampala, Joseph’s coat, summer poinsettia

FAMILY: Amaranthaceae 
ORIGIN: Africa, Indochina 
RELATIVES: Celosia, gomphrena 
PROPAGATION: Seed 
ZONE: All 
LIGHT: Sun

 


This annual bedding plant, reaching 2−4 feet in height, produces some of the boldest-colored foliage in shades of red, yellow, and orange and is perfect for a garden designed with a tropical look.

 


Planting Select a site in full sun for best color development. Sow seeds in early summer in well-drained, organic-rich beds. A second crop can be sown 4−6 weeks later to give varying heights and color intensities. Nursery transplants are usually available. Space plants 12−18 inches apart.

 


Growing Tampalas are susceptible to over-watering, so only irrigate when really dry. Give one light feeding with a balanced slow-release fertilizer a month after transplanting. Tender leaves are used as a spinach substitute in some countries and some chewing insects like them too! Treat with an approved insecticide, early as needed, so new leaves will be free of holes.

 


Landscape Application One of the best displays is to intermingle among large bananas or to spot clusters between evergreen shrubs. Combine with castor bean plants for a unique look.

 


Recommended Varieties ‘Aurora’, ‘Early Splendor’, ‘Flaming Fountain’ and ‘Molten Fire’ are the leading varieties.
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Angelonia angustifolia ‘Angel Mist Plum’ angelonia




Angelonia angustifolia

Angelonia

FAMILY: Scrophulariaceae ORIGIN: Mexico and West Indies RELATIVES: Snapdragon, otacanthus PROPAGATION: Cutting, division ZONE: 8-11 LIGHT: Sun

 


The angelonia’s tall, snapdragonlike flowers in several colors lend a rare spiky texture to the tropical garden. They thrive and bloom on the hottest of days when other flowers start to suffer.

 


Planting Choose a site in full sun, planting in warm soil. Beds should be well-drained and organic-rich.
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Angelonia angustifolia ‘Hilo Princess’ angelonia with ‘Tanga’ chrysanthemums




Add two pounds of a slow-release 12-6-6 fertilizer per 100 square feet of bed space during soil preparation. Space plants 24-30 inches apart. Height is 18−30 inches, so plant to the middle or back of the border.

 


Growing Angelonias perform all season with slight rests and return from mild winters in zone 8. Though drought-tolerant they benefit from mulch, which also increases their chances of returning next spring. Water deeply when dry and feed monthly. Pruning leggy spikes during rest cycles stimulates new blooms.

 


Landscape Application Angelonias were made for the “Caribbean style” cottage gardens of Saba and St. Barts, and for your home too! Plant purple and lavender varieties against allamandas adorning a picket fence. Try blue or white varieties with mandevillas.

 


Recommended Varieties ‘Hilo Princess’ (violet-blue) and the ‘Angel Mist’ series (lavender, pink, plum, purple, and blue-and-white two-toned) are most popular.
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Antigonon leptopus coral vine




Antigonon leptopus

Coral Vine, rosa de Montana, queen’s wreath

FAMILY: Polygonaceae 
ORIGIN: Mexico 
RELATIVES: Sea grape 
PROPAGATION: Cutting, seed 
ZONE: 8−10 
LIGHT: Sun to part sun

 


Heart-shaped leaves and an abundance of pink flowers draping a fence, front porch column, or balcony make the coral vine a choice climber, in a tropical garden or elsewhere.

 


Planting Choose a site in full sun for best flowering. In zones 7 and 8 consider microclimates where the vine might receive winter protection. Good drainage is necessary to coax back from the winter chill. Plant container-grown stock in spring after the last frost, adjacent to a strong support. Coral vine can grow to 30 feet. Mulch to conserve moisture and give winter protection.

 


Growing The coral vine has few requirements. Water during prolonged dry spells. Too much fertilizer produces vines at the expense of blooms. Once plants are established, do little cultivation around them, as they resent being disturbed. Volunteer seedlings will come up and give the plant a perenniallike performance in colder areas. Once frozen, cut back dead canes and add additional mulch.

 


Landscape Application The pink color of the vine combines well with varieties of blue anise sage and most shades of angelonia. The fall-blooming Philippine violet and Mexican bush sage make nice companions.

 


Recommended Varieties ‘Albun’ (white) and ‘Baja’ (deep rose-red) are named selections.
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Asclepias curassavica blood flower
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Asclepias tuberosa butterfly weed
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Asclepias curassavica

Blood flower, blood root

FAMILY: Asclepiadaceae 
ORIGIN: South America 
RELATIVES: Butterfly weed, 
 milkweed 
PROPAGATION: Seed, cutting 
ZONE: 8−11 
LIGHT: Sun

 


Red and orange flowers are produced all season and are the absolute passion of the monarch butterfly. Butterflies add a tropical or jungle flair to the garden and this is one of the best plants for attracting them.

 


Planting Choose a site in full sun and prepare the bed by working in 3−4 inches of organic matter. Space plants 12−14 inches apart and mulch after planting. Usually sold as transplants, but easy to grow from seed.

 


Growing Feed with slow-release, balanced fertilizer in late spring and midsummer. Watch for aphids but resist spraying if butterflies are active. Blood flower and blood root serve as host plants for the monarch butterfly caterpillar. Don’t panic! The kids will love watching the caterpillars grow and devour the plant. The leaves and the flowers will return.

 


Landscape Application The orange and red flowers work well in beds with gold and orange lantanas, hibiscus, and dwarf bananas. The Salvia guaranitica ‘Costa Rica’ makes a most colorful combination.

 


Recommended Varieties ‘Red Butterfly’ and ‘Silky Road’ are choice selections. A. incarnata, native swamp milkweed, has pink flowers; and A. tuberosa, native butterfly weed, with orange flowers, makes a fine addition to the tropical garden. ‘Orange Flame’ (orange), ‘Vermilion’, (red), and ‘Hello Yellow’ (yellow) are A. tuberosa selections.
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Aspidistra elatior cast-iron plant




Aspidistra elatior

Cast-iron plant

FAMILY: Liliaceae 
ORIGIN: China 
RELATIVES: Daylily, Easter lily 
PROPAGATION: Division 
ZONE: 7−10 
LIGHT: Shade

 


Deep-green, glossy leaves give a lush jungle texture, and an indestructible nature makes the cast-iron plant the beginning choice as a ground cover in the tropical garden. Plants reach three feet tall with wide-strapped leaves with 15-inch-long petioles.

 


Planting Tolerant of various soils, cast-iron plant does perform best in fertile, well-drained beds in shade or very little morning light. Plant at the same depth or slightly deeper than it is growing in the container. Space plants 2–3 feet apart. After planting, add a 2–3-inch layer of mulch.

 


Growing Feed established clumps in early spring with one pound of a slow-release 12-6-6 fertilizer per 100 square feet of planted area. Water during dry periods and remove unsightly foliage. Mature clumps appreciate being cut to the ground in later winter every 3−5 years, which helps them to rejuvenate. Wash dust off leaves periodically to enhance look.

 


Landscape Application Shade-loving plants like impatiens, ferns, and elephant ears make nice partners. Use at the base of large trees and along woodland paths. Recommended Varieties Green varieties are sold generically, but ‘Variegata’ (variegated) and ‘Milky Way’ (speckled) are named selections.




Aucuba japonica

Spotted laurel, gold dust, aucuba

FAMILY: Cornaceae 
ORIGIN: Japan 
RELATIVES: Dogwood 
PROPAGATION: Cutting 
ZONE: 7–9 
LIGHT: Shade

 


The aucuba is like a croton—suited to the shadier areas of the landscape—only much more cold-hardy. The brightly variegated or spotted leaves of green and yellow provide a needed shrub that’s tropical-looking for zone 7.
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Aucuba Japonica spotted laurel




Planting Set out nursery-grown transplants in the spring in beds receiving protection from strong sunlight in the heat of the day. Early morning sun or high, filtered light is ideal. Variegated varieties do need more light to achieve maximum color. Beds should be moist, slightly acidic, organic-rich, and drain well. Space plants 2−3 feet apart. Useful as an accent.

 


Growing Female plants produce red berries, but both sexes must be planted. Feed with a light application of slow-release 12-6-6 fertilizer in late winter. Prune to maintain desired shape and increase bushiness. Black leaves usually indicate too much sun.

 


Landscape Application Use the aucuba’s brightly colored foliage to liven up the shade garden. Use with purple- to lilac-colored impatiens. Combine with fatsia or philodendrons.

 


Recommended Varieties ‘Mr. Goldstrike’ (green splashed with gold, hardy to zone 6), ‘Picturata’ (dark green with gold centers), and ‘Crotonifolia’ (large leaves splashed with yellow and white) are three of the available choices.
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Barleria cristata Philippine violet




Barleria cristata

Philippine violet

FAMILY: Acanthaceae 
ORIGIN: India, Burma 
RELATIVES: Shrimp plant, firespike 
PROPAGATION: Cutting 
ZONE: 8−11 
LIGHT: Sun to part sun

 


Blue-violet, trumpet-shaped flowers are produced by the hundreds on this shrub, along with dark-green, hairy leaves. The Philippine violet blooms in the early fall at a time when the garden is starting to show tiredness from summer heat.

 


Planting The ideal site is in morning sun and afternoon shade, although the Philippine violet does perform well in full sun with adequate water. This is a short-day plant, blooming profusely in late summer and fall. It must have good drainage, so amend the soil with organic matter. The Philippine violet is well suited to larger containers.

 


Growing Keep evenly moist during the growing season, drier in the winter. Prune to encourage branching and bushiness. Will return from the ground during mild winters in zone 8, provided mulch has been applied. Stems are easy to root, which might be the best option for over-wintering with little space in cold climates. Cut back hard after blooming to maintain shape and size.

 


Landscape Application The Philippine violet’s blue-violet flowers work well with a backdrop of allamandas or mandevillas. Yellow hibiscus and yellow African marigolds combine nicely.

 


Recommended Varieties Mostly sold generic; ‘Alba’ (white), ‘Variegata’ (variegated), and ‘Purple’ are named selections.




Begonia x hybrida

Dragon wing begonia

FAMILY: Begoniaceae 
ORIGIN: South America 
RELATIVES: Wax begonias 
PROPAGATION: Cutting, seed 
ZONE: 9−10 
LIGHT: Part sun

 


Scarlet-red flowers cascading in large panicles from dark, glossy- green, angel-wing-shaped leaves on plants that grow with astounding vigor make this plant a winner.
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Barleria cristata Philippine violet
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Begonia x hybrida‘ Dragon Wing’




Planting The dragon wing has changed the face of begonia growing in the garden. Wax begonias are nice but the dragon wing is awesome. Prepare the bed by adding organic matter to make it rich and well-drained. Morning sun and afternoon shade are preferred.

 


Growing Feed monthly with light applications of a 12-6-6 fertilizer with minor nutrients. The dragon wing begonia excels in large containers, where it may reach 42 inches in width and 36 inches in height. In containers, feed with controlled-release granules as per formula recommendations, or every other week with a dilute water-soluble 20-20-20 fertilizer. After canes have passed their prime, prune at the base of the plant to regenerate more canes.

 


Landscape Application The dragon wing begonia’s scarlet-red flowers with tiny yellow centers combine nicely with the yellow shrimp plant and may be grown as an understory to the candlestick plant. Use as a mounding border plant.
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Begonia x hybrida ‘Dragon Wing’




Recommended Varieties The begonia genus is a collector’s dream, with thousands of choices. The ‘Dragon Wing’ is new, easy to grow, and lends a tropical flair. It is available in scarlet with pink coming soon. ‘Sunbrite’ scarlet and pink are synonymous.
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Bignonia capreolata cross-vine ‘Tangerine Beauty’




Bignonia capreolata

Cross-vine, trumpet flower

FAMILY: Bignoniaceae 
ORIGIN: North America 
RELATIVES: Trumpet creeper, cape 
 honeysuckle 
PROPAGATION: Seed, cutting, 
 layering 
ZONE: 6–9 
LIGHT: Sun to part sun

 


Vines give the tropical garden a special dimension, like a picture on a wall, and more flowers are produced per square foot by this than by any other vine. Thousands of orange-red trumpet-shaped flowers blanket the vine.

 


Planting Choose a site in full sun for the most spectacular blooms. Amend tight soils with the addition of 3–4 inches of organic matter. A support structure is needed, or allow to climb a brick or masonry wall. Space plants 10–15 feet apart; they can climb 20–30 feet.
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Bougainvillea x hybrida paper flower




Growing Feed with a light application of a 5-10-5 fertilizer in late winter and a slow-release 12-6-6 in midsummer. Prune to maintain shape and confinement. Major removing or thinning of vines should be done after the spring bloom.

 


Landscape Application Trumpet flower blooms heavily in April and May and on through late spring and summer. Flowers like the ‘Costa Rica’ (blue anise sage), ‘Caribbean Blue’ otacanthus, and ‘Lily of the Nile’ look striking with the orange of this vine, as do yellow flowers.

 


Recommended Varieties ‘Tangerine Beauty’ (reddish-tangerine) is the best-known selection; other choices include ‘Atrosanguinea’ (red-purple) and ‘Shalimar Red’ (red).




Bougainvillea species and hybrids

Paper flower

FAMILY: Nyctaginaceae 
ORIGIN: South America 
RELATIVES : Four o’clock, flowering 
 tobacco 
PROPAGATION: Cutting 
ZONE: 9b–11 
LIGHT: Sun

 


Hundreds of iridescent, bright-colored flowers adorn the bougainvillea. These colorful flowers are actually three bracts, and surround a small white or yellow tubular flower. A favorite for hummingbirds.

 


Planting Select a well-drained site in full sun. Transplant with care; the roots are easily broken. Plant bougainvilleas at the same depth they are growing in the container. Bougainvilleas can come back from the roots after brief exposures to temperatures in the mid-20s.

 


Growing After bloom has ceased, feed with a 1-2-1-ratio (6-12-6) fertilizer with minor nutrients and water to encourage good new growth. When growth has occurred, reduce the water and food supply to induce blooms. Once the plant resumes blooming, water regularly.
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Brugmansia versicolor angel’s trumpet




Landscape Application The prettiest combination plantings are with other colors of bougainvillea. ‘Pink Gem’ looks great with blue plumbago. Deep purple ‘Sanderiana’ looks great with ‘New Gold’ lantana. Use on walls and fences, in baskets and containers.
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