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I hope you have been able to take advantage of this mild December weather to stroll around your garden, or 
maybe even do some actual gardening.  Now is a good time to evaluate “the bones” of you garden without all 
the flashy flowers stealing the show.  While evergreens and shrubs or trees with interesting bark are usually the 
mainstay of the winter garden, no snow on the ground gives some perennials a chance to contribute.  You 
would think that most perennials would be long gone after a hard frost or two, but I found quite a few that 
were still putting on a show.  These stalwart perennials can also add interest to a fall or early spring garden.  
Here are some of the perennials that are still going strong in my garden. 
 

Sedges (Carex) are grown for their foliage which comes in a range of textures and shades 
of green, gold, white, brown and blue.  There are more than 2,000 species of Carex, and 
they are found in a wide range of habitats.  Some creep, some clump and some do both.  
The sedges that offer year round appeal are evergreen, although they can look pretty 
beat up by the end of winter and will need a haircut.  You can cut them back in early 
spring before they start actively growing.  ‘Ice Dance’ makes a nice groundcover under 
shrubs with its upright deep green leaves that are edged in bright white.  ‘Evergold’ has 
brightly colored butter-yellow and dark green foliage that forms a low cascading clump.  
‘Silver Scepter’ has narrow quarter inch leaves with white margins, giving it a very fine 
texture.  It forms thick silvery clumps as it slowly spreads out.  ‘Blue Zinger’ creates drifts 

of steel blue clumps that look great in the shade garden. 
 
The leaves of Cyclamen coum form a low carpet of 

beautiful silvery mottled leaves at this time of year.  Plant them where you 
can enjoy them.  Early in the spring they will reward you with lovely pink 
nodding flowers with recurved petals.  The leaves disappear after flowering 
so mark where you have planted them.  These bulbs are happy in dry shade. 
 
The heart-shaped and deeply toothed leaves of Leopard’s Bane (Doronicum 
sp.) are holding their own with the foliage forming a nice mound.  The bright 
sunny yellow, daisy like flowers cheer up the landscape in early spring.  The 
plants may go dormant in the summer.  ‘Little Leo’ (Doronicum orientale) is a 
shorter cultivar and suitable for the front of the garden border.  It has 
yellow, daisy-like double flowers which grow to about a foot high. 
 
The silver dollar plant (Lunaria annua) or money plant is a biennial that has escaped from gardens to become 
naturalized in areas.  An old fashioned favorite, it is usually grown for the silvery white, flattened, seed pods 
that look like a coin.  The plants bloom with lavender flowers in spring before setting the seed pods that many 
people dry for arrangements.  I’ve actually weeded most of it out of my garden but a few stray plants evaded 
me.  They are currently about a foot tall.  The oval to heart-shaped, serrated, medium green leaves that are 
pointed at the tip are rather attractive.  I may have to find a more permanent spot for plants to self-seed next 
year. 
 
Yellow corydalis (Corydalis lutea) plants form neat mounds of finely cut, delicate-looking light-green to blue-
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green foliage.  It somewhat resembles bleeding heart foliage.  The spurred yellow flowers bloom non-stop from 
late spring into fall.  During colder winters it dies back to the ground, but so far this year it has remained and 
mine even have a few tiny blooms.  If it is happy it will self-sow and naturalize.  I have seen it growing out of 
stone walls in some local gardens. 
 

Hellebores should have a place in every garden.  The leathery evergreen leaves add 
structure to the shady garden.  One   of the earliest perennials to bloom, sometimes in the 
snow, their saucer-shaped flowers come in white, green, and shades of pink, yellow, or 
maroon.  Flowers can be single or double, many have speckles and some are two-toned.  
The blooms stay on the plant for several months.  My ‘Angel Glow’ plant already has big 
pink buds that are close to blooming.  There have been some recent introductions of 
plants with variegated leaves which add even more interest.  New to my garden this year 
is Helleborus argutifolius ‘Snow Fever’, which has stunning variegated foliage that looks 
like it is frosted with snow.  There seems to be some discrepancy as to its hardiness, 
some sites listing it hardy to zone 7 and others to zone 6.  ‘Penny's Pink’ has foliage that 
is heavily marbled silver and it is hardy to zone 5. 
 
If you want to light up an area, try Sedum rupestre ‘Angelina’.  This low growing sedum 

has brilliant chartreuse-yellow, needle-like foliage.  In winter, some of the foliage takes on an orange cast.  
‘Angelina’ is a great low evergreen groundcover for sunny areas with poor dry soil.  ‘Blue Spruce’ (also Sedum 
rupestre) is a low growing, trailing variety with spectacular bluish foliage that looks like little Christmas trees.  I 
have this one in a pot and it sits out on the porch all year long. 
 
Other plants that look good in the garden right now include coral bells and pulmonaria, although these are 
variety dependent.  Some definitely look better than others.  The mound of blue fescue (Festuca glauca) grass 
would look good if the rabbit hadn’t given it a haircut.  The palmate foliage of big root geranium (Geranium 
macrorrhizum) has taken on a rosy glow for winter. 
 
Any plant that stays “evergreen” through the winter can suffer from wind burn.  Normally perennials are under 
a blanket of snow and are protected.  In years when snow is scarce, these perennials may suffer from 
desiccating winds.  You may want to avoid very windy sites or test a few plants first to see how they handle the 
area.  Usually trimming back affected leaves in the spring will make the plant look presentable until new spring 
growth unfurls. 
 
Next year try adding some of these hardy perennials to your landscape.  Designing your garden for year round 
interest ensures that your home is surrounded by interesting plants and color through all four seasons. 
 
Resources for this article include: Brooklyn Botanic Garden, Bluestone Perennials, Cornell University, Missouri 
Botanical Garden and University of Wisconsin. 
  
 
 

 

 


