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To learn more about this 
container, turn to page 61.
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Fall is the season when gardeners can set aside 

any resistance they’ve had to designing with fiery combinations that 

they wouldn’t think of using in the soft light of emergent spring or dur-

ing the dog days of summer. Sure, the plant palette is more limited 

than in summer, but the onset of cooler weather is refreshing, a time to 

enliven arrangements and break out of comfort zones. The container 

designs by Helen Weis of Edmond, Oklahoma, and Stacie Crooks 

of Seattle, Washington, depict the best use of autumnal hues and 

cool-color combinations, demonstrating that a little deviation from 

the tired, lonely mum on a doorstep can be invigorating. 
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What are your five go-to plants?
My true-tested combination starts with black mondo grass 
(Ophiopogon planiscapus ‘Nigrescens’, Zones 6–11), which  
I call the “little black dress” for any container. Then I add the  
main structural focus with a conifer and a broad-leaved plant, 
followed by a hardy perennial, such as heuchera (Heuchera spp. 
and cvs., Zones 3–8), and one of the many varieties of sedge 
(Carex spp. and cvs., Zones 3–9).

Are there container styles, and if so,  
do you have a favorite? 
Choosing a container for any garden or terrace is a lot like 
choosing furniture for inside or outside the home. I think of con-
tainers as jewelry; they can be flashy or subdued. The style  
depends on the style of the surroundings where they will be.

What is the single most common mistake people 
make when assembling a container?
People may not read the plant labels carefully enough. When 
choosing plants, read nursery tags and make sure that all of 

your choices have the same light requirements, soil type, and 
water needs. And be aware that they will share root space; some 
plants have more aggressive root systems than others and will 
take over the container in no time. Be sure to ask a professional 
about this if you are not sure.

Are there any plants that don’t belong  
in a container? 
There are some plants that just don’t get along with other plants. 
Mint (Mentha spp. and cvs., Zones 3–9), for example, is the thug 
of the container world and does not belong in a container with 
other plants. It can work, however, in a container on its own.

Do you have a preference for a certain  
type of container? 
Good-quality containers can be expensive, but when given a 
choice, I will select a frostproof planter. I try to find a color that 
will work with my client’s home and garden. Knowing the plants 
that will go in ahead of time will help determine the size. Size 
appropriately so that plants will have room to grow to their full 
potential and live healthy for many years.

Stacie Crooks is a Seattle-based gar-
den designer and educator who, for 
the past 20 years, has created gardens 
and landscapes of every size and style 
throughout the Pacific Northwest. Her 
passion is for drought-tolerant, low-
maintenance, and environmentally 
friendly designs.

STACIE CROOKSQ with 
Designer

A&

▶ More can be merry
A color theme of brown and red con-
nects this trio of planters. A steady 
supply of green—red’s complemen-
tary color—brings the composition 
into balance.

 1.  ‘Winter Glow’ bergenia  
(Bergenia cordifolia ‘Winter 
Glow’, Zones 3–8)

 2.  ‘Karasuba’ crimson fans 
(Mukdenia rossii ‘Karasuba’, 
Zones 4–8)

 3.  ‘Marmalade’ heuchera  
(Heuchera ‘Marmalade’,  
Zones 4–9)

 4.  Bandana™ Orange Sunrise 
lantana (Lantana camara*  
‘Orange Sunrise’, Zone 11)

 5.  ‘Homestead Purple’ vervain 
(Verbena canadensis ‘Home-
stead Purple’, Zones 4–7)

 6.  ‘Red Star’ cordyline  
(Cordyline ‘Red Star’,  
Zones 9–11)

 7.  Cascades mahonia (Mahonia 
nervosa, Zones 5–7)

 8.  ‘Gartenmeister Bonstedt’ 
fuchsia (Fuchsia ‘Garten-
meister Bonstedt’, Zones 9–10)

 9.  Purple fountain grass  
(Pennisetum setaceum*  
‘Rubrum’, Zones 8–11)

10.  Plumbago (Ceratostigma  
plumbaginoides, Zones 5–9)

11.  Pansy (Viola × wittrockiana cv., 
annual)

12.  ‘Ogon’ sweet flag (Acorus  
gramineus ‘Ogon’, Zones 6–9)

13.  Black mondo grass  
(Ophiopogon planiscapus  
‘Nigrescens’, Zones 6–11)

14.  ‘Plum Pudding’ heuchera 
(Heuchera ‘Plum Pudding’, 
Zones 3–8)

1



P
h

o
to

 c
re

d
it

 h
e

re

68 FINEGARDENING.COM FINEGARDENING.COM 69

▲  Flaunt flashy 
colors

Neon reds and oranges 
command attention in 
this fiery container, but 
they are balanced per-
fectly with dark leaves 
and just the right touch 
of light mounding foliage. 
Together, the plants form 
an arrangement that is 
bright but not blinding. 

Don’t forget your winged friends when designing and selecting plants. 
Beneficial bees, butterflies, and even hummingbirds are drawn to containers 
rich with bright colors, tubular flowers, berries, and water.

TIP

◀  Water, water 
everywhere

The calm surface of 
the water and smooth 
outline of the glass balls 
stand out among the 
exuberance of foliage. 
The plants and pots sur-
rounding the glass pick 
up on their colors to 
make everything come 
together as a design.

1.  ‘Marmalade’  
heuchera (Heuchera 
‘Marmalade’,  
Zones 4–9)

2.  Black mondo  
grass (Ophiopogon 
planiscapus  
‘Nigrescens’,  
Zones 6–11)

3.  ‘Fire and Ice’  
echeveria (Echeveria 
subrigida ‘Fire and 
Ice’, Zones 9–11)
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1.  ‘Flame Thrower’ coneflower (Echinacea ‘Flame Thrower’, Zones 4–9)

2.  Sombrero® Hot Coral coneflower (Echinacea ‘Balsomcor’, Zones 6–9)

3.  ‘Ascot Rainbow’ euphorbia (Euphorbia × martinii ‘Ascot Rainbow’, 
Zones 5–9)

4.  Wood spurge (Euphorbia amygdaloides cv., Zones 6–9)

5.  Hypearls™ Olivia St. John’s wort (Hypericum ‘Hypearls Olivia’,  
Zones 6–9)

6.  Festival Grass™ cordyline (Cordyline ‘JURred’, Zones 8–11)

7.  Calibrachoa (Calibrachoa cvs., annual)

8.  ‘Fire Chief’ heuchera (Heuchera ‘Fire Chief’, Zones 4–9)
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◀  Not all  
succulents are 
created equal

The fingerlike form of blue 
chalk sticks sets the tone 
and shows off the unique 
shapes and colors of the 
echeveria and sedum. 
And black mondo grass 
adds just the right amount 
of contrast to make the 
succulents pop.

1.  Paddle plant  
(Kalanchoe thyrsiflora, 
Zone 11)

2.  Blue chalk sticks 
(Senecio mandraliscae, 
Zones 10–11)

3.  Black mondo  
grass (Ophiopogon  
planiscapus  
‘Nigrescens’,  
Zones 6–11)

4.  Echeveria (Echeveria 
cv., Zones 9–11)

5.  Sedum (Sedum cv., 
Zones 3–11)

Think of planters as accents for an outdoor room. Just as you would 
coordinate colors for a living-room decor, be sure all outdoor items 
complement the style and colors of your outdoor rooms. 

TIP
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◀  Lime lights up 
dark plants

Without a shot of citrus 
front and center, this planter 
might fade into the back-
ground. But the placement 
of the lime Japanese forest 
grass draws attention to  
the orange coneflower,  
the purple fountain grass, 
and the red berries of  
St. John’s wort.

1.  ‘Flame Thrower’ 
coneflower (Echinacea 
‘Flame Thrower’,  
Zones 4–9)

2.  Sombrero® Hot Coral 
coneflower (Echinacea 
‘Balsomcor’, Zones 6–9)

3.  Hypearls™ Olivia  
St. John’s wort  
(Hypericum ‘Hypearls 
Olivia’, Zones 6–9)

4.  ‘Aureola’ Japanese 
forest grass  
(Hakonechloa macra  
‘Aureola’, Zones 5–9)

5.  Black mondo grass 
(Ophiopogon planisca pus 
‘Nigrescens’, Zones 6–11)

6.  Autumn fern  
(Dryopteris erythrosora, 
Zones 5–9)

7.  Purple fountain grass 
(Pennisetum setaceum* 
‘Rubrum’, Zones 8–11)
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◀  Silver glows in  
the shade

Silver and variegated plants can 
illuminate a shady area. But silvery 
plants can feel cold and harsh 
when used alone. By adding a 
touch of deep purple flowers and 
foliage to tone down the bright-
ness, the planting now glistens. 

1.  ‘Silver Falls’ dichondra  
(Dichondra argentea ‘Silver 
Falls’, Zones 10–11)

2.  Variegated Japanese iris (Iris 
ensata ‘Variegata’, Zones 3–9)

3.  ‘Amethyst Falls’ ornamental 
oregano (Origanum ‘Amethyst 
Falls’, Zones 5–9)

4.  Black mondo grass  
(Ophiopogon planiscapus  
‘Nigrescens’, Zones 6–11)

5.  Sorbet™ Blue Blotch viola 
(Viola cornuta ‘Sorbet Blue 
Blotch’, Zones 6–8)

6.  ‘Goodwin Creek Gray’  
lavender (Lavandula dentata 
‘Goodwin Creek Gray’,  
Zones 5–9)

7.  ‘Tasmanian Tiger’ euphorbia 
(Euphorbia characias ‘Tasma-
nian Tiger’, Zones 7–10)

8.  Dusty miller (Senecio  
cineraria, annual)

9.  ‘Redbor’ kale (Brassica  
oleracea ‘Redbor’, annual)
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◀  Cool colors  
meet form

Verticality defines the success 
of this combination: From the 
upright grasses to the elon-
gated false cypress and iris, 
all plants point up. A pop of 
mounding purple aster and 
draping sedum provide the 
necessary color and contrast. 

1.  Variegated Japanese 
iris (Iris ensata ‘Variegata’, 
Zones 3–9)

2.  Cliff sedum (Sedum  
cauticola, Zones 5–9)

3.  Black mondo grass 
(Ophiopogon planiscapus 
‘Nigrescens’, Zones 6–11)

4.  ‘Alert’ New York aster 
(Symphyotrichum  
novi-belgii ‘Alert’,  
Zones 4–8)

5.  ‘Winter Glow’ bergenia 
(Bergenia cordifolia ‘Winter 
Glow’, Zones 3–8)

6.  ‘Ice Dance’ sedge (Carex 
‘Ice Dance’, Zones 6–9)

7.  Blue sedge (Carex flacca, 
Zones 4–9)

8.  ‘Silver Sword’ azalea 
(Rhododendron ‘Silver 
Sword’, Zones 5–9)

9.  ‘Wissel’s Saguaro’ 
Lawson’s false cypress 
(Chamaecyparis  
lawsoniana ‘Wissel’s  
Saguaro’, Zones 5–9)
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1.  ‘Aureola’ Japanese forest grass (Hakonechloa macra 
‘Aureola’, Zones 5–9)

2.  Wirenetting bush (Corokia cotoneaster, Zones 9–11)

3.  ‘Rainbow’ drooping leucothoe (Leucothoe  
fontanesiana ‘Rainbow’, Zones 5–8)

4.  ‘Bressingham Ruby’ bergenia (Bergenia ‘Bressingham 
Ruby’, Zones 4–8)

5.  Bandana™ Orange Sunrise lantana (Lantana camara* 
‘Orange Sunrise’, Zone 11)

6.  Hypearls™ Olivia St. John’s wort (Hypericum ‘Hypearls 
Olivia’, Zones 6–9)

▲ Asian inspired
A towering, bare-branched 
wire-netting bush creates 
the feel of an Asian gar-
den, with the leucothoe 
and forest grass falling 
perfectly into place, like a 
waterfall. The limited color 
palette and contrasting 
variegation add to the 
container’s simple drama.

◀  Evergreens are 
ever lovely

A dwarf Hinoki cypress 
provides a stately focal 
point for an arrangement 
inspired by nature. The 
plants below it mimic  
the shapes you might 
find on a walk in the 
woods, while a punch  
of red picks up on the 
variegation in the leuco-
thoe to add an element 
of surprise. 

1.  ‘Velvet Night’  
heuchera (Heuchera 
‘Velvet Night’,  
Zones 5–9)

2.  Black mondo  
grass (Ophiopogon 
planiscapus  
‘Nigrescens’,  
Zones 6–11)

3.  ‘Nana Gracilis’ 
dwarf Hinoki  
cypress  
(Chamaecyparis  
obtusa ‘Nana  
Gracilis’, Zones 4–8)

4.  Dwarf drooping  
leucothoe  
(Leucothoe  
fontanesiana ‘Nana’, 
Zones 5–8)

5.  Cabaret™ Bright 
Red calibrachoa 
(Calibrachoa ‘Cabaret 
Bright Red’, annual)

6.  ‘Rekohu Sunrise’ 
sedge (Carex trifida 
‘Rekohu Sunrise’, 
Zones 7–11)

7.  Mossy sedum  
(Sedum lydium,  
Zones 5–8)
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