
HOW TO HAVE COLOR EVERY MONTH IN YOUR PERENNIAL GARDEN 

1. The average perennial blooms for three to four weeks.  Do not be fooled by fancy color catalogs that 
proclaim every plant “blooms all summer”.  Very few plants do. 

2. If you base your purchases on plants that are in flower at the time of purchase, you will tend to have 
a very unbalanced garden.  Most people buy a majority of their plants in the spring and early 
summer and buy only what is in flower.  This leads to a late summer and fall garden that is green, 
devoid of color, and often cut back and unsightly.  If you must buy plants only when in color, plan to 
do so every month of the growing season from March until late October or early November. 

3. It is important to realize that the species and varieties of  plants within a genus vary greatly in their 
habits and bloom time.  For example, not all Veronicas bloom in June and early July.  Some begin in 
July and bloom until hard frost in late fall.  Explore the specific bloom periods of the specific 
cultivars to expand your season of bloom possibilities. 

4. Beginning gardeners should use lots of long blooming perennials. To encourage long bloom, do the 
following:  

a. Deadhead often to prevent seed set and thus encourage new flower formation. 

b. Feed in the spring and again in July to provide the energy for the plants to keep blooming.  
Be sure to use a fertilizer high in phosphorus which promotes bloom. (Phosphorus is the 
middle number in a fertilizer formulation.) 

5. Some plants bloom heavily in the spring and/or early summer, take a break, and then repeat bloom in 
the fall. They are usually cut back hard after blooming and fed in midsummer to encourage a heavy 
re-bloom.  

6. If you simply focus in on color, you will still find that your garden looks unsightly at various times 
during the growing season.  This is because you will be deadheading and cutting back plants, leaving 
“eyesores” in various places.  It is important to learn just what to expect from each perennial before, 
during, and after bloom.  Thus the downtimes in a perennial’s life cycle can be dealt with by 
distracting the eye to other plants. 

7. Learn which plants go completely dormant after blooming (i.e., completely disappear) and which 
plants sprout late in the season.  Both of these types of plants leave big gaps in the garden. 

8. Foliage is your best friend when planning for color every month.  As perennials go in and out of 
bloom, those with excellent foliage structure will hide the gaps left by cutting the plants back.  Even 
better are plants that have variegated or colorful foliage as they add constant color.  

9. When a plant is going out of bloom, going dormant, getting cut back, or hasn’t sprouted yet, draw 
the eye away from that unsightly area by placing other perennials or groupings of perennials nearby 
that are just coming into peak bloom.  Thus you, as the garden planner, can lead the viewer’s eye 
away from the eyesore right to a display of beauty. 
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10. Get extra color in your garden by embellishing with bulbs.  Tuck clusters of spring, summer, or fall 
blooming bulbs in between the crowns of the perennials.  That way, you can fit twice as much color 
in the same space. 

11. Allow self-sown annuals, biennials, and perennials to appear amongst the plants, especially if you 
embrace the cottage garden style.  Caution should be used to thin these “free gifts,” so that they 
don’t take over the garden.  This is especially important as your garden matures. 

12. It is common practice, especially in larger gardens, not to use individual plants but rather to group 
plants together in drifts.  This creates a more striking effect in the garden.  The larger the garden or 
the farther away you will be viewing the garden, the larger the drifts should be. 

13. Make your garden as wide as possible.  Very narrow borders do not allow you to layer perennials in 
drifts from tall to medium to short.  Since the average plant takes up an 18” diameter space, even if 
you were to only layer 3 single plants in a garden bed, it would have to be 4 ½’-5’ wide to 
accommodate them.  If you are limited in space, make your garden wider and not as long. 

14. A general rule of thumb about the heights of plants is that the height of the tallest plant should equal 
half of the width of the bed.  If you have a very narrow garden and use 6-7’ tall perennials in it, you 
won’t have the room to layer your plants gracefully from tall to medium to short.  Narrow beds can 
better accommodate shorter plants. 

15. When placing your plants on the plan, use plant marriages.  Place groupings of plants next to each 
other that bloom at the same time rather than trying to spread out and dot bits of color all around the 
garden each month.  Plant marriages can be very effective if the colors are complementary or 
opposites, creating exciting contrast.  There are many classic plant marriages that you will see in 
books, catalogs, and slides that you can “plug in” to your plan in the appropriate month(s). 

16. Place plants that are very different next to each other.  Combine spiky plants that offer vertical 
accent with soft, billowy, mounded plants.  Use broad textured, heavy foliage with delicate lacy 
foliage.  Bold dramatic flowers look all the more dramatic if paired with light airy flowers. 

17. Keep a garden journal.  Take notes about the color gaps that you see.  If you are missing early color, 
write down that you need to add spring blooming bulbs the following fall.  If one plant is taking 
over, make a note of it so the garden can be rearranged in the early spring or fall when the weather is 
usually cool and moist.  

18. When you transfer a plant from a POT to the ground, there is essentially no transplanting shock.  
Follow these easy steps to ensure success when planting in the summertime:  

a. When planting in the summer, dig a generous hole, amend it well, fill the hole with water, let 
it drain, plant the plant. 

b. Plan on watering your newly planted plant every day for the first 2 days, every other day for 
the first week after that, and then once a week or as needed for the rest of the growing 
season.  Water plants deeply, allowing the water to soak down into the root ball.  Surface 
watering does more harm than good as it encourages surface roots that dry out quickly. 

c. Water your newly planted roots with a dilute solution of fertilizer during the first week to 
help it establish quickly.
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