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GORGEOUS LEAVES AND VIBRANT COLORS 
MAKE THIS GARDEN A STRIKING ADDITION TO A 
PATIO OR DECK.

Imagine the brilliant colors and large, distinctive leaves of a tropical garden. With this
planting plan, you won't have to imagine. The robust flowers of the canna and the dark
purple foliage of the sweet potato vine make this design a study in the rich contrasts of
the tropics. This garden uses a half-barrel or equivalent sized container, and will grow
well in sun or partial shade and consistently moist soil. 

GARDEN PLANS
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P L A N T  L I S T

Tropical Flair Container Garden

A Tropicanna Canna (Canna "Tropicanna") (1)
Broad leaves with green, burgundy, red, pink, and yellow
stripes, brilliant orange flowers, tender bulb, 36-48" tall.

A L T E R N A T E  P L A N T

Bengal Tiger Canna (Canna "Striata")
Yellow and green striped foliage, orange flowers, 6’ tall.

B Saffron Flower (Crocosmia m. "George Davidson") (6)
Canary yellow trumpet shaped flowers, lance-shaped foliage.
Blooms all summer, bulb is hardy. Zones 5-8, 24-36" tall.

A L T E R N A T E  P L A N T  

Green Wizard Coneflower (Rudbeckia "Green
Wizard") 
Version of "Black Beauty," dark 3-4" cones with a circle of tiny gold
petals, move to the garden later. Zone 3-9, 3’ tall.

C Marguerite Daisy (Argyranthemum  "Butterfly") (3)
Blooms early and continues to frost, 2" pale yellow daisies. Hardy zones
9-10, 16-20" tall.

A L T E R N A T E  P L A N T  

Dragon Wing Begonia (Begonia x. hybrid “Dragon’s Wing")
No-fuss, fast-growing plant with red blooms, 12-18" tall.

D Sweet Potato Vine (Ipomoea batatas "Blackie") (3)
Dark purple, cascading foliage, pinch to keep full, vines to 5’.

A L T E R N A T E  P L A N T  

Sweet Potato Vine (Ipmoea batatas "Margarita")
Opposite from "Blackie" with its bright chartreuse foliage, large leaves,
cascading to 5’.



Before You Begin. Preparation is the key to creating a garden that will
offer a lifetime of pleasure. Before you head to the nursery or lift a spade,
take the time to review all garden plan materials. Ask yourself the follow-
ing questions:

• Do I have a suitable location for this plan? The layout diagram shows
the dimensions for the plan as designed. In general,  you can enlarge or
reduce the size of the garden by adding or eliminating plants, although
the character of the garden may change if you alter the size dramatical-
ly.

• Does my yard offer the right conditions? Check the plant list carefully
to see whether the plan will do best in full sun, partial shade, or full
shade. Also make sure that the plants are suited to your USDA
Growing Zone. (In many cases, the alternative plants list includes vari-
eties that will grow in other zones.)

• Does my soil need improvement? Most plants will survive in a variety
of soil conditions, but well-drained, moist (but not soaked) soil is gener-
ally best. To test your soil, wet it thoroughly with a hose, wait 24 hours,
then squeeze a clump in your hand. If the soil forms a ball that holds
together, but breaks up easily when you poke it with your finger, your
soil is ideal. If the soil won't hold its shape when squeezed, it is probably
too sandy. If the clump doesn't break up easily, the soil may be too clay.
In either case, you can improve your soil by mixing in organic matter
like compost or peat moss.

• Is my soil's pH and fertility okay? Check at your local garden store for
a soil test kit, or inquire about testing at a local county extension service
office. Follow the recommendations that come with your test results if
you need to correct the soil's pH (how acid or alkaline the soil is) or
fertility.

Creating the Bed. To lay out your bed, use a garden hose to mark the
edges. When you are satisfied with the layout, use striping paint (available
at many home centers) to mark the outline. (Or, sprinkle flour along the
hose for a more temporary mark.). Using a sharp spade, dig along the
marked line to set the edge of your bed.

If the garden location is currently covered with lawn, you have a couple of
options. For smaller areas, you can strip the sod using a straight-edged
shovel. To make this easier, wet the area thoroughly, then use the shovel to
cut the lawn into strips that are the width of the shovel and about three
feet long. (Expert tip: Sharpen the edge of the shovel frequently with a
file.) Use the shovel to pry up and roll back the strips of sod. Once the
sod is removed, you can loosen the underlying soil with a shovel or a
power tiller.

For larger areas covered by lawn, consider using a heavy-duty garden
tiller to grind the sod into the underlying soil. This has the twin benefits of
adding organic matter to the soil and eliminating the need to discard or
compost sod. 

Regardless of how you are preparing your bed, be sure to use this oppor-
tunity to mix in organic matter (such as compost, peat moss, or rotted
manure) and loosen the soil at least 6 inches deep, or even 8 to 12 inches
if you can. Don't mix in fertilizer unless your soil test shows a need; in gen-
eral, excessive amounts of fertilizer will do more harm than good.

After your bed is prepared, water it thoroughly and wait a week. This will
allow some weed seeds to germinate. Remove these seedlings or dig
them back into the soil. If you choose to use chemicals to kill the weeds,
follow the instructions to the letter, including the time to wait after applica-
tion before planting.

Edging. Most beds are easier to maintain if they have an edging that
keeps surrounding grass or vegetation from invading. Choose plastic,
metal, stone, or brick -- whatever you prefer. If you have lawn around your
bed, consider also including a mowing strip, a 6- to 12-inch-wide swath of
masonry or stone set even with the surrounding soil.

Planting. Now comes the fun part! If you have all of your plants on
hand, keep them in their pots and set them out on the planting bed. This
will give you a preview of how the bed will look and allow you to make
adjustments. Use the tags that come with the plants to ensure that the
spacing is correct. Don't worry that the bed looks sparse; the young
plants need room to grow.

When you're satisfied with the arrangement, plant your garden from
largest to smallest container (usually trees first, then shrubs, perennials,
and finally annuals). Each plant type does best with a specific planting
method:

• Trees. Dig a hole that is slightly larger than the pot or root ball and
deep enough so the top of the root ball or pot is slightly higher than the
surrounding soil. For potted trees, remove the tree from the pot, loosen
the soil slightly around the roots, then place the tree into the planting
hole. For balled-and-burlapped trees, loosen the burlap after the tree is
in the hole, cutting away as much of the burlap as possible. When the
tree is in place and straight, fill the hole one-third with soil, tamp firmly
to make good contact between roots and soil, then water. Repeat twice
more until the hole is filled. Make a shallow collar of soil around the
hole to catch water and hold it near the root zone. Water the tree thor-
oughly by letting a hose run slowly for 30 minutes.

• Shrubs. Plant shrubs in a hole that's about twice the diameter of the
root ball. The top of the root ball should be slightly above the surround-
ing soil level. Backfill with garden soil, tamping firmly to ensure a con-
tact between soil and roots. Water immediately by slowly running a
hose at the shrub's base for about 20 minutes.

• Perennials and Annuals. Set these plants in soil at the same level they
were growing in the pot. Firm the soil around each plant with your
hands, then water thoroughly.

Mulching. As you place each plant, it's a good idea to add mulch to
conserve moisture, cool the roots of plants, and protect the soil from
washing away in the rain. Organic mulches like shredded bark will require
periodic additions as the mulch decays. Mulches like crushed stone are
more permanent, but may not offer the character you prefer.

Aftercare. The first season of growth is the most critical for your gar-
den. A good guideline is to water thoroughly every other day for the first
two weeks, then twice weekly for the remainder of the first season. The
following year, you can let nature take its course, supplementing dry peri-
ods with deep watering.

You should also be diligent about weeding your bed during the first year.
As the plants mature and fill in, there will be fewer opportunities for weeds
to gain a foothold. A thick layer of mulch will also help keep weeds in
check.

Ongoing Maintenance. Most plants will thrive with only minimal care.
Apply a general fertilizer according to package directions in the spring
after growth has started. If you need to prune trees or shrubs to maintain
their shape or size, do it in late winter before growth has started. The
exception to this general rule is spring-flowering shrubs like lilacs that
should be pruned immediately after flowering.
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