
THE PERENNIAL BED 
per·en·ni·al  [puh-ren-ee-uh l] 

adjective  Lasting for an indefinitely long time; enduring. • Having a life cycle lasting more than two years.          
• Lasting or continuing throughout the entire year. • Perpetual; everlasting; continuing; recurrent. 
noun   A perennial plant; something that is continuing or recurrent. 

Most people think only of flowers as “perennials” but by definition, trees, shrubs, and many herbs, 

vegetables, and grasses are perennials too. An interesting perennial garden often includes all types of 

perennials. Trees add height, shrubs provide structure and act as a backdrop, and grasses bring 

beautiful movement and winter interest. 

Several years ago, the Four Seasons bed, occupying the entire middle section of garden along the 

fence, was divided into three separate plots: Perennials, Edible Landscaping, and Conifers. Many 

plants were removed to other areas of the garden and some obvious garden “thugs” (plants that spread 

and take over) were pulled out. The Conifers bed was planted, but the two remaining plots were left 

untended.  

When the perennial bed renovation began in May 2014, it was already too late to hard prune or move 

many of the established shrubs and flowering plants. Rather than risk damage by dividing perennials 

during the growing season, efforts this year will concentrate on installing a drip irrigation system, 

controlling weeds that gained a strong foothold during the previous two years, establishing ground 

covers to help suppress weeds, adding retaining rock to reduce runoff from the front slope, and drawing 

up a design plan.  

The new perennial plot design will build upon established elements remaining from the Four Seasons 

bed, such as the weeping crabapple tree, willow tree, and honeysuckle bush. Currently, the bed 

includes an interesting variety of foliage colors, ranging from deep reds to chartreuse greens. 

Competition for space and visibility, however, means that some plants will need to be moved or 

divided. In the front of the bed, for example, a 48” tall Yellow Meadow Rue (Thalictrum flavum) 

blocks a Japanese Clerodendrum. Commonly called a Peanut Butter Bush, the Clerodendrum can reach 

a mature height of 15’-20’ and will have to be relocated. A small but lovely Japanese maple hides 

behind the larger Penstemon digitalis ‘Husker Red’, the 1996 Perennial of the Year. Japanese forsythia 

suffers under crabapple, wallflowers crowd out lilies, and a beautiful astrantia blooms where no one 

notices it.  

The goal of good design is to place these perennials to show off their individual characteristics, while 

keeping in mind the plants’ overall size and form, leaf and flower shape/size/color; bloom time and 

duration, and winter interest. Fall blooming crocus, with its almost translucent lavender flowers that 

seem to appear from nowhere each autumn, has a mass of large-leaf foliage in early spring that 

gradually yellows and withers into a very unattractive brown mess. The trick is to place these crocus 

where the low-growing flowers can be admired in the fall, but the dying foliage will be hidden through 

early summer.  

It takes time to create a mature perennial garden. The old adage “The first year it sleeps, the second 

year it creeps, the third year it leaps” is never truer than in a perennial bed. You are invited to return at 

any time and watch the progress.  

PLEASE JOIN US IN LATE FALL FOR A CLINIC ON DIGGING AND DIVIDING PERENNIALS. 
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