
W hen my soul was crying out for 
more space to grow perennials, 
I moved to an untouched acre in 

suburban Portland, Oregon. Thirty years later, 
editing my garden, I ask, “Which perenni-
als continue to thrive and make me happy?” 
These tried and true plants have vibrant colors, 
long bloom periods, attractive foliage and good 
health. There’s no need to stake or pamper 
them. They’ve grown well on clay-based soil, 
amended with compost, wood chips and rabbit 
litter. They survived extremely wet and very 
cold winters and very hot, dry summers (with 
some supplemental watering). 

WINTER 
Persian violet (Cyclamen coum) is a panacea for 
winter’s doldrums. Magenta, pink and white 
flowers bloom atop round or occasionally 
heart-shaped leaves that may be solid green, 
silver or patterned. Their sparkling color lights 
up the shade.

My earliest mentor, nurseryman Ed Wood, 
was the first to show me hardy cyclamen covering 
the ground in his oak grove in the 1980s. 

“Look at the size of that!” he gushed, 
pointing to a brown corm, big as a salad plate, 
which had risen slightly above ground. He sent 
me home with some young seedlings, and I’ve 
grown them ever since.

I intersperse winter cyclamen with short 
alpine water ferns (Blechnum penna-marina) 
and plant them between perennials, like hostas 
and daylilies, that are dormant in winter. Ants 
naturalize the plants by carrying their seeds 
hither and yon, where they show up as welcome 
surprises in the shade of established shrubs. 
Cyclamen coum and Blechnum penna-marina are 
both “Great Plant Picks” for the maritime Pacific 
Northwest (see greatplantpicks.org).

Call me old-fashioned, but I still prefer the 
original Lenten rose (Helleborus × hybridus) with 
single flowers in shades of wine, pink, cream 
and white (some even splashed with freckles and 
blotches in darker tones) to the newer doubles. 
Maybe that’s because I rescued my first helle-
bores from a nursery about to be bulldozed and 
enjoyed a surprising variety of blooms the next 
winter—or perhaps because these plants contin-
ued to set seed, endowing me with thousands of 

We have grown up together, 
the garden and I, and now we 

approach growing old together.

Margaret Roach,  
“A Way to Garden”
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hellebores over the years. I like the simplicity 
of the open single flowers and the sight of bees 
visiting them. Blooming in such abundance, they 
form sheets of color for months.  

SPRING
Spring brings some of the loveliest yellow 
flowers, especially Baptisia ‘Carolina Moonlight’. 
Abundant spikes of buttery-yellow flowers top 
the blue-green leaves. It’s the most vigorous of 
the Baptisia clan and the most luminous. 

Drought-tolerant, creamy-yellow Jerusalem 
sage (Phlomis russeliana) was a gift from a gener-
ous gardener. When I’d admired it in her garden, 
she grabbed a shovel and dug out a chunk. 

“It’s the easiest plant,” she promised. “The 
furry leaves are evergreen, and these flowers 
will turn to brown seed pods that you’ll love.” 
Years later, my husband Tom named it the 
“elevator plant” for the tiers of flowers that 
ascend the stem.

I’ve grown myriad coral bells (Heuchera) from 
the earliest ‘Palace Purple’ to the latest greatest. 
Their colorful leaves and nearly evergreen nature 
make them perfect for framing island beds, but 
alas, many were attacked by root weevil. Only 
Heuchera ‘Sashay’ remains reliably stalwart and 
continues to thrive without damage. 

Ruffled green leaves (with pinkish-burgundy 
undersides that peek through the edges) are 
handsome enough, but it’s the overall health and 
vigor of ‘Sashay’ that won it the RHS Award of 
Garden Merit and a “Great Plant Picks” listing. 
Spreading moderately, it forms a clump about a 
foot around, with sprays of ivory flowers in spring. 

Polystichum setiferum ‘Bevis’ is my favor-
ite fern, and if all you remember is ‘Bevis’ you’ll 
be able to find it. A serious fern grower intro-
duced me to this striking cultivar of the European 
soft shield fern in his shade garden. Pointing 
to a plant, he said, “If you only grow one fern, 
it should be this one.” I came to appreciate its 
beauty over the years, adding one ‘Bevis’ after 
another to my shade beds. Each soft, lacy frond 
arches gracefully and curves to a point at the tip, 
like a Japanese paintbrush. Refined and elegant, 
‘Bevis’ is also sturdy, increasing in volume each 
year to form a dramatic accent at the base of 
larger shrubs. 

SUMMER 
Since purple is my favorite color, I love Penstemon 
‘Enor’, with its endlessly reblooming spikes of 
tubular purple flowers in summer and fall. Unlike 
many other penstemons that disappear over the 
rainy season, ‘Enor’ sails right through. Winter 
leaves remain a dark, lustrous green, and the 
plant is so robust that I cut it way back in early 
spring to keep it from billowing onto the lawn.

Four feet tall with stems as sturdy as metal, 
Salvia ‘Black and Blue’ has become a must for 
its reliable, continuously blooming blue flower 
spikes. Hummingbirds love these flowers as 
much as I do. The foliage of ‘Black and Blue’ is 
ho-hum, but nearby Lonicera ‘Baggesen’s Gold’ 
helps out as backdrop.

Without countless daylilies, it wouldn’t be  
summer in my garden. Several stand out: 
‘Hot Bronze’ with large, luscious deep-
orange flowers; ‘Green Flutter’ with smaller, 
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yet abundant flowers of yellow-green; ‘Self 
Propelled’ with large, ruffled yellow flowers; 
and deep dark-red ‘Crimson Shadows’. To look 
their best, daily deadheading can be a satisfying 
meditation, leaving your hands stained with a 
rainbow of colors.

For shaded areas, it’s hard to select just a few 
hostas, but ‘June’, ‘Krossa Regal’ and ‘Queen 
of the Seas’ are definitely at the top of my list. 
Medium-sized ‘June’ thrives in deep shade, 
dappled shade, morning sun and even midday 
sun. Patterned leaves in shades of blue-green, 
gold and green taper to a graceful point. The 
foliage is thick enough to deter slugs and snails 
so that she stays impeccable throughout 
summer and fall. 

Quieter ‘Krossa Regal’ is a soothing shade 
of blue-green with wavy leaves arising from 
a vase-shaped plant. The small footprint allows 
groundcovers to grow below. As with ‘June’, the 
leaves are thick and slug-resistant. Both have 
lavender flower spikes in summer. 

‘Queen of the Seas’ is the largest of these 
three—with heart-shaped, blue-gray leaves 
tapering to a point—and piecrust edges. Give the 
queen plenty of room to spread out, and she will 
form a riveting focal point. White flowers top this 
dramatic hosta in summer. 

FALL
First cultivated in Germany in 1986, Sedum 
‘Matrona’ enjoys the RHS Award of Garden Merit 
and was named Perennial of the Millennium 
in Europe in 2000. What makes it so special? 
Burgundy stems bearing thick, gray-green leaves 
are topped by large, pink heads of broccoli-like 

flowers in autumn. Bees and butterflies flit amid 
the blooms, and—as the flowers age to dark 
russet—they remain ornamental in winter. Best 
of all, ‘Matrona’ stands up straight and can form 
a low hedge to frame a sunny border. I’m crazy 
about ‘Matrona’ for its easy-going nature, vigor-
ous growth, and ease of propagating.

Even though Sedum ‘Elsie’s Gold’ is less 
vigorous than ‘Matrona’, the succulent, serrated, 
blue-green leaves are edged with yellow for an 
eye-catching pattern. The foliage is great for 
echoing yellow flowers and golden-leaved 
shrubs. Pastel-pink flowers top this foot-tall 
sedum in autumn, when its yellow edges turn to 
cream.  Like ‘Matrona’ and other sedums, ‘Elsie’s 
Gold’ is drought tolerant once established.

I began planting named varieties of 
low-growing fall asters in shades of blue, pink, 
purple and white, like ‘Wood’s Blue’ and ‘Wood’s 
Pink’, but over the years they’ve practiced free 
love and now vary in height and tint. Still, the low 
hedge of asters along the curbside planting gets 
lots of admiring glances and plenty of visiting 
bees. As I deadhead them (never soon enough), 
myriad seeds land below, eventually germinating 
and adding to the beautiful confusion of colors. 

BarBara Blossom ashmun has written seven gar-
dening books, most recently “Love Letters to My 
Garden,” a collection of essays about the joys and 
wonders, disappointments and transformations 
that color a gardener’s life. She wrote a column for 
the “Portland Tribune” from 2004 through 2011 
and was a contributing editor for “Fine Gardening” 
for many years.

 

FACING PAGE LEFT TO RIGHT: 
Baptisia ‘Carolina Moonlight’  
(photo by Barbara Ashmun);  
Phlomis russeliana, with  
Astrantia major  
(photo by Barbara Ashmun); 
Penstemon ‘Enor’  
(photo by Doug Barragar). 

THIS PAGE LEFT TO RIGHT: 
Salvia ‘Black and Blue’, and  
Hosta ‘Queen of the Seas’.  
(Photos by Doug Barragar) 
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