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Fall Back to Some Favorite Perennials
by Pam Wallace, UC Master Gardener

Fall is the perfect time in our area to plant perennials. By the time spring comes along, you'll have a
well-established plant, ready to light up your garden with cheery blooms or colorful foliage. A fall
planting allows your plants time to establish their roots all winter and spring before the summer heat
comes along. Today we'll focus on a couple of my favorite perennials for a shade garden.

Coral bells (Heuchera) are an excellent border plant, and an old favorite of many gardeners. Their
blooms are really striking in the spring; you've probably noticed their delicate wand-like flowering
stalks lined with small bell-shaped red, pink, or white flowers waving almost a full foot above the plant.

Not only are the flowers striking, but now the foliage offers dozens of options for a light-filtered
planting bed. The original coral bells had plain green leaves, but the new varieties developed in the last
couple of years are anything but plain. Most people are familiar with coral bells that have green leaves
with red flowers, but have you seen the varieties with burgundy leaves and white flowers? "Palace
Purple" is the most common.

Other selections have green leaves with darker green veins and white shadings between the veins.
"Snow Angel" has green leaves spotted with white. "Amber Waves" and "Marmalade" have leaves in
shades of peachy orange, gold, and tawny brown during the fall and winter. "Green Spice" has silver
shading to the leaves with veins that turn burgundy red in the fall. "Lime Rickey" is a new variety with
lime-colored foliage.

In addition to the myriad of colored foliage, some varieties also have nicely ruffled edges to the leaves.
All in all, coral bells are an exciting plant with lots of great characteristics that will lend a sparkle to a
shady setting.

Foam flower (Tiarella) is similar in size and leaf structure and makes a nice companion plant with coral
bells. They are low growing plants, well suited to shade gardens. Their flower spikes are pointed, starry
looking wands - very delicate. A variety I've seen in local nurseries is "Black Velvet." It sports dark
burgundy veins running down the middles of deeply-lobed green leaves, and has white flowers in spring
and fall. "Crow Feather" has green leaves with a heavy black vein referred to as a "feather," but during
the fall and winter, the leaves change into spectacular shadings of pink, purple, red and black. It has
pink flowers in spring.

Hybridizers have been busy crossing Tiarella with Heuchera, and the result is an exciting plant they've
named Heucherella, or Foamy Bells. T really like these plants for their unusual foliage.




"Strike it Rich Gold" has glowing yellow foliage flecked with burgundy and airy spires of pale pink
flowers in late spring. "Strike it Rich Pink" has very pretty silver green marbled foliage, flecked with
burgundy all season long. Late spring spires of blossoms are a complimentary pale pink. "Viking Ship"
dazzles with abundant, fluffy hot-pink blooms from early summer till fall and is described as
"ultra-hardy, tough and disease-resistant!"

Coral bells, foam flower and foamy bells are all small plants, typically 6 to 18 in. tall, and because of
their dense foliage, they work well as a ground cover. Space your plants so they'll grow together, and
you'll have no gaps for weeds to get a foothold. The best way to do this is to plant them three inches
closer than their recommended spacing. Oftentimes they can be purchased in six-packs, which is more
economical for a mass planting.

Although some varieties will take full sun, the foliage can scorch, so I've found they do best when
planted at the edge of an east-facing bed where they will receive morning sun and afternoon shade.
Some varieties may struggle during our hotter summer months, so be sure to not let them dry out too
much, as they prefer moist, well-drained soil.

T've spotted most of the named varieties at local nurseries and garden centers; however, if you can't
find the one you want, they are available by mail order. I've had good luck with Wayside Gardens, Dutch
Gardens, Bluestone Perennials, White Flower Farms and High Country Gardens, but there are many
reputable mail order companies to choose from.

Combining Heuchera, Tiarella and Heurcherella is a sure-fire way to break out of the shade garden
doldrums by adding delicate flowering spikes in spring and year-long displays of vibrant, interesting
foliage.
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