
Achieving success in your
perennial garden is to a
large extent dependent

upon selecting the right
plants. The first step to select-
ing the right plant is evaluat-
ing the planting site and it is
critical to know the soil and
light conditions before consid-
ering plant selection. 

That being said, what are the
“Best” perennials to choose
for your garden? In my twenty
five years as a professional
horticulturist I have devel-
oped my own personal list of
favorites. My qualifications
include reliable hardiness,
multiple seasons of interest,
length or beauty of bloom and
good garden behavior.
Although it’s very difficult to
narrow it down to a short list
of 10, I will try to do so here.

Baptisia
(late spring blooming/sun)

I love Baptisia. The genus con-
tains a number of species with
flower color ranging from
blue to bright yellow to
creamy white. The one most
frequently seen is Baptisia

australis or the Blue False
Indigo. This is a Midwestern
prairie native so is perfectly
adapted to growing in our
region. It forms a large shrub-
like specimen 3’-4’ tall and of
equal spread. In spring it bears
upright racemes of rich blue
flowers, followed by attractive
black seedpods which I leave
on the plant for winter inter-
est. The blue-green foliage
stays attractive all season and
its deep tap root makes it able
to tolerate drought condi-
tions. For the smaller scale
garden an absolutely excellent
alternative is Baptisia minor,
which is basically a miniature
(24”) version of  B. australis. 

Euphorbia ‘Bonfire’
(spring blooming/sun)

Most gardeners are familiar
with the stunning Cushion
Spurge whose bright yellow
bracts entirely cover the sur-
face of the dome-shaped plant,
thereby forming a brilliant
12”-18” “Cushion” of color, in
spring. Add rich burgundy-red
foliage to the package and 
you have ‘Bonfire’, a fantastic
newer introduction that
deserves a place in every 
garden!

Stachys ‘Hummelo’ 
(summer blooming/ sun)

A cousin to the familiar
Lamb’s Ear, this Stachys is
grown for its 15”-18” vertical
spikes of rose-violet flowers
rising over a tidy mound of
green basal foliage. It makes a
great compliment to almost
any neighboring plant. I have
used this plant extensively in
my own gardens for the past
decade and wondered why it
wasn’t gaining a greater audi-
ence. That was remedied this
year when ‘Hummelo’ was
selected as the Perennial of
the Year by the Wisconsin
Nursery Association. Good
choice!

Geranium ‘Biokova’ 
(early summer blooming/ 
partial shade)

Although there are scores of
worthy perennial Geraniums
to choose from, this one is my
very favorite. It bears near
white flowers with a pink
blush over scalloped glossy 6”-
8” foliage that stays attractive
all season. The white flowers
brighten a shaded spot and the
foliage is slug and rabbit
resistant.

‘Ghost’ Fern
(foliage/shade)

This is a fantastic newer intro-

duction that combines the sil-
ver foliage coloration of its
father (Japanese Painted Fern)
with the vigor of its mother
(Lady Fern). It has an attrac-
tive upright habit and its sil-

very fronds stand 18”-24” tall.
Ghost Fern companions beau-
tifully with blue-leafed forms
of Hosta as well with glossy
green-leafed plants such the
‘Biokova’ Geranium.

Polygonatum odoratum
‘Variegata 
(foliage/shade)

Variegated Solomon’s Seal is a
super reliable all-season per-
former for the shade garden.
Although it bears pendant
cream colored bells along the
stems in June it is primarily
grown as an excellent foliage
accent plant. Its graceful arch-
ing form is a striking comple-
ment to the more mounding
form of Hosta and the upright
habit of many ferns. Rock
hardy and long lived, it will
slowly colonize to form beau-
tiful large stands.

Calamagrostis ‘Eldorado’
and Calamagrostis
brachytricha 
(grass/sun to light shade)
Of the vast array of lovely
ornamental grasses available
these two stand out in my
opinion. ‘Eldorado’ is a golden
variegated, slightly looser
form of the familiar stiffly
upright Feather Reed Grass
that offers brilliant gold
foliage in spring, tan seed-
heads in summer and vertical
form throughout the growing
season. C. brachytricha, often
called Foxtail Grass, sports
dense foxtail-like seedheads in
autumn and has green foliage
with a more rounded habit.

Platycodon, dwarf 
selections
(summer blooming/ sun)

Known by the common name
Balloon Flower for its inflated
buds that look like balloons,
this is a particularly long
blooming and long lived
perennial. Older varieties
tended to grow too tall and
had a tendency to flop but
newer dwarf forms stand only
5”-8” tall while bearing the
same large outfacing cup-
shaped flowers in blue, white
or pink. It is a good choice for
the front of the border and I
often recommend it as a more
reliable substitute for the pop-
ular Campanula ‘Clips’ series.
Although Platycodon is very
dependably perennial many
gardeners wrongly assume it
has died due to the fact that it
is so late to break dormancy,
often not showing new growth
until mid-June. Patience is a
virtue!

Helleborus orientalis
(early spring/partial shade) 

Helleborus heralds the arrival
of spring by being among the
first plants to bloom at the
beginning of a new season,

producing an abundance of
showy flowers that often rise
right up through the snow.
The blossoms, which range in
color from chartreuse to deep
burgundy, remain on the plant
for up to eight weeks. The
glossy leaves emerge after the
flowers and stays attractive all
season, forming a 12”-18”
mound. Helleborus, especially
the named varieties, are quite
pricey to acquire but this long
lived beauty will bring the gar-
dener pleasure for years to
come.

Kalimeris incisa ‘Blue
Star’ 
(summer blooming/sun)

I was introduced to this plant
two years ago and was
impressed at its incredible
length of bloom the first year I
grew it. I figured that any
perennial that bloomed steadi-
ly for 8 to 10 weeks was bound
to go into the winter in a
weakened state and not prove
cold hardy. Wrong! My ‘Blue
Star’ returned the next year
bigger & better and I added a
new plant to my “Top Ten” list.
Lavender blue daisy flowers 
all summer atop a 15” -18”
mound of emerald green
foliage.
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