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Perennials are an important part of any garden - public or private, large or small. They allow 
us to extend the season from early spring until late fall - even into the fourth gardening season 
- winter! Plants such as showy stonecrop (sedum), echinacea and many ornamental grasses 
remaining standing all winter, providing relief from an often flat, white landscape. 

Re-emerging from their roots each spring, herbaceous perennials provide good value for 
the investment. Annuals are ephemeral and by definition need to be replaced each year, but 
perennials provide a wonderful combination of continuity from year to year combined with 
flexibility. Unlike woody perennials (trees and shrubs) most are relatively easy to move, or divide 
to create new plants.

Selecting Perennials

It pays to select perennials for any garden carefully. 
There are hundreds if not thousands to choose 
from, so identifying some criteria to narrow your 
selection will make the work easier and create better 
results in the garden. First be sure the plants you are 
considering are hardy to your zone and appropriate 
for the growing conditions in your landscape. Look 
closely at microclimates and match the right plant to 
the right place. There’s a perennial for any situation - 
full sun, dense shade, moist or dry soil. Selecting one 
that is suited to the specific conditions you have will 
help to ensure success.

Perennial blooms come in all the colours of the rainbow, but perennials typically flower for only 
a few weeks at most, so look further to other characteristics of the plant to add value to the 
landscape throughout the season. Foliage can be found in all shades of green as well as silver, 
purple, chartreuse, copper and more. You’ll also find variegated choices - leaves that have stripes 
or markings of different colours. Foliage also varies in texture from the finest blade of a grass 
such as blue fescue, to the broad coarse leaves of ornamental rhubarb. Consider the overall 
shape and structure of the plants. Is it tall and upright or rounded with a mounding habit? 
Does it have a stiff structure, or does it move with the wind, like many ornamental grasses? The 
blooms may fade, but the rest of the plant remains in the garden all season so take the time to 
consider the whole plant.
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Designing Gardens with Perennials

When designing with perennials, it’s important to be 
clear on the purpose of the garden and the desired 
impact. Collectors may choose to plant one each of 
many different specimens, but this often creates a 
cluttered, busy look. Grouping plants helps to create 
a stronger impact. In a smaller garden groups may 
be of 3’s or 5’s, but in a larger landscape - a park, 
public garden or acreage - be bold and experiment 
with using larger groups or swaths consisting 
of 15 or 20 or more plants. Some perennials 
demand attention, while others create an excellent 
supporting cast - be sure to select some of each to 
create a balanced effect.

If your CiB committee would like to get ideas for own projects, visit Old College Botanic Gardens 
where you’ll find a wide range of perennials in a variety of settings - perfect for any garden, 
regardless of size, style or purpose.

Article compliments of Jane Reksten
Manager, Botanic Gardens and Greenhouses
Olds College


