
Ask Dr. Fill 

Dear Dr. Fill 

I enjoy reading your 
columns in the newsletter 
and I have a question for 
you.  If you were going to 
recommend one perennial 
plant that more local 
gardeners should try to 
grow, what plant would it 
be? I love trying out 
things that are not 
growing in everyone’s 
garden. So long as it’s not 
too fussy and demanding 
about being cared for, I’m 
willing to try it!     
..............                  
Sincerely,                      
Needing Something 
New 

Dear Needing 
Something New 

There’s a joke among 
gardeners that our 
favourite plant is the one 
that is blooming at the 
time that we get asked 
that question.  And there 
is a lot of truth in that.  
Choosing just one plant is 
nearly impossible.  I love 
some because they are so 
beautiful – even if they 
can demand a little extra 
work.  I love others 
because they are so care 
free and thrive without 
any attention from me at 
all.  I love some because 
they bloom early in the 
spring when we’re all 
desperate for some 
colour, and I love some 
because they bloom so 
late in the fall when the 
rest of my garden is 
looking a bit sad.  I love 
some because they are 
perfect for a cut flower 
arrangement on my table, 
and I love some that 
would sulk in an 
arrangement, but are a 
show stopper in the 
garden. I love some that 
aren’t all that pretty – but 
they have a fragrance that 
I can’t get enough of. 

Another issue is colour.  I 
have friends who are 
great gardeners who hate 
yellow flowers and others 
who find red ones to be 
too “glaring”.  Some love 
all white gardens and 
others don’t understand 
why the gardener didn’t 
plant ones that bloom in 
all the colours of the 
rainbow.  I’m not sure 
which way your tastes 
lean! However… you 
asked for just one 
favourite, so here goes!   

I’m going to break your 
rule just a little bit, and 
recommend two as you 
also didn’t say whether 
your gardens are in sun or 
shade.  Keep in mind that 
this is my answer today, 
but if you asked me again 
tomorrow, I might have a 
different answer! I’m 
choosing one that is bright 
and a bit of a show off, 
and that needs full sun, 
and one that is shy and 
needs close inspection to 
appreciate its beauty, that 
needs some shade. 

For sun, my suggestion 
would be Crocosmia 
Lucifer.  I’m not sure why 
they aren’t more common, 
as they’re so easy to 
grow, but it could be 
because they were rated 
as not hardy in our zone 
for so many years. They 
are native to South Africa 
but will thrive here with 
not a lot of effort required.  
They are sold as corms 
(like gladiolus) and 
produce long, erect blade 
like leaves which make a 
beautiful clump even 
when they are not in 
bloom. The blossoms form 
along an arching stem and 
open slowly along the 
stem, beginning closer to 
the stem and gradually 
opening toward the tip 
and as they do, their 
bright scarlet red tubular 
flowers seem to shout, 
“Look at me”!  They are 
easy to care for, relatively 

drought tolerant, and do 
well in any soil that is well 
drained – they won’t 
tolerate soil that is wet in 
the spring as this will 
cause the corms to rot.  
I’ve had no issues at all 
with any type of insects 
taking a nibble, and deer 
and rabbits also seem to 
leave them alone, but 
hummingbirds and 
butterflies and bees love 
them. 

The one thing they can be 
a bit fussy about is when 
you plant them.  They 
aren’t happy in cold soil, 
so don’t rush to plant 
them in the spring, and 
they don’t sprout well in 
hot, dry soil, so don’t wait 
until they’re on sale in 
mid-summer.  Plant in the 
spring, about 2 inches 
deep and about 6 inches 
apart.  Mulch the area well 
– partly to keep even 
moisture, but also for 
winter protection.  They 
aren’t planted deeply, and 
you need to be sure that 
the bulbs don’t heave 
when frost leaves the 
ground in the spring.  You 
can also grow them 
successfully in containers 
if you wish! 

If you’re planting the 
corms in your garden, 
mark the area well so you 
don’t plant something else 
in the empty space.  They 
can be slow to germinate 
– the packages typically 
say 3-6 weeks, but they 
can take even longer, so 
be patient. Don’t plant 
until after all danger of 
frost has passed and if we 
get a cool spring, wait 
until the soil has warmed 
up.  If you stick your 
fingers into the soil 2 
inches down and it feels 
cold, wait longer! They’ll 
still bloom later this 
summer. 

They really require very 
little care once they’re up 
and growing.  They don’t 

need fertilizer if your soil 
is relatively fertile, and 
they are drought tolerant 
once they’re established, 
but I’d keep them watered 
a bit for the first summer 
or two. If you’re growing 
them in pots, they’ll need 
a bit more moisture as the 
soil will dry out – just 
don’t over water.  And in 
pots, they would 
appreciate a bit of 
fertilizer when they first 
come up and when they 
are getting ready to bloom 
– something higher in 
potash would be the best.                                 
There is some debate 
about the best way to care 
for them in the fall after a 
hard frost– some say to 
cut back the leaves and 
some say to wait until 
spring.  I personally leave 
my leaves standing in the 
fall and cut them back in 
the spring, and my clumps 
have been thriving and 
slowly growing.  There are 
a number of varieties of 
Crocosmia available now, 
but Lucifer is my 
favourite!  I think you’ll be 
happy to grow them if you 
have a full sun spot for 
them and like a splash of 
red in your gardens.  

If you have a shade 
garden, my 2nd suggestion 
would be to try growing 
some hellebores.  I love 
them because most 
varieties are evergreen – 
so the leaves are a 
beautiful green in the 
spring when everything 
else is still waking up.  
They are early bloomers, 
which is wonderful, but 
better yet… the blooms 
stay on the plants ALL 
summer.  They fade in 
colour a bit, but they’re 
still attractive months 
after they’ve bloomed.                            
I have tried growing them 
in various locations with 
mixed success.  They 
seem happiest in my bed 
that gets full morning sun 
till about noon – but then 
is shaded for the hot 

 

 



afternoons. Ones I 
planted in full shade 
eventually had to be 
moved. 

  They seem to like fairly 
damp but well drained 
loamy soil where Hostas 
and tiarella (foamflower) 
and astilbe also do well.  
I’ll admit that they aren’t 
the cheapest perennial to 
buy – but if you plant 
them where they’re 
happy, they will multiply 
and self-seed. 

I do remove any old, tired 
leaves in the spring that 
didn’t seem to survive 
winter all that well, and 
new growth is able to 
spring up quite quickly. 
The leaves are quite thick 
and leathery, so you’ll 
need a good, sharp pair of 
pruners to clip off the 
older leaves! 

You can find hellebores in 
a variety of colours and 
forms – single and double 
flowers – and a range of 
unique colours and 
patterns on their blooms.  
Some gardeners may say 
they aren’t worth growing 
as their petals hang down 
with “nodding flowers” 
and to truly see the 
beauty of the blooms, you 
need to gently lift them 
and look inside.  But to be 
honest, that’s one of the 
reasons I love them so 
much.  While the bright 
blast of the crocosmia 
flowers can be seen from 
across the yard, the 
blooms of hellebores are 
the exact opposite.  It’s as 
though they are shy and 
while the colours tend to 
be pale pastels, they are 
spectacular when you lift 
the flower and peek 
inside!  Some reference 
sites recommend hand 
pollinating to be sure the 
patterns that you like will 
remain, but I’ve never 
done this.  I don’t grow a 
lot of different colours, so 
perhaps that’s the reason 

that I haven’t seen any 
“new” patterns showing 
up on the blossoms.  But I 
think I’d be happy if I did! 

They can be a bit slow 
establishing themselves in 
your garden, but once 
they do, you’ll see more 
blooms and more growth.  
While the tags typically 
say to plant them in full 
shade, I think that this 
might be necessary for 
warmer zones, but I had 
no success with them at 
all in full shade beds. Once 
I moved them to where 
they’d get morning sun, 
they’ve been thriving.  

Hellebores grow best in 
soil that is rich with 
organic matter and well-
draining. If your soil is 
acidic, consider adding 
lime, as hellebores prefer 
a more neutral soil.  While 
they don’t like to dry out, 
they’ll die in any area 
where the soil is “wet”.  
Chemical fertilizer isn’t 
needed if the soil is rich 
enough with lots of 
compost, and is well 
mulched with an organic 
bark mulch.  Hellebores 
are not eaten by deer as 
they are toxic to them, but 
the risk of ingestion by 
pets is negligible as the 
leaves apparently taste 
exceptionally bitter.  

My only word of caution is 
that you check the label 
for the zone hardiness of 
the hellebores you find for 
sale. Some are hardy to 
zone 3 – others only to 
zone 6 or 7 – so use 
caution if you are buying 
from an online source or 
from a “big box store” that 
brings in plants that won’t 
grow here.  Look for H. 
orientalis hybrids or 
Helleborus x hybridus or 
H. niger on the plant tag. 

One example of a variety 
that is not typically hardy 
here in Moncton is the H. 
argutifolius, known as the 

holly-leaved hellebore or 
the Corsican hellebore. It 
has gorgeous light green 
flowers, but is more suited 
to gardens in Victoria or 
Vancouver, but I have 
seen them for sale here at 
box stores. 

Even more tender is the 
Majorcan hellebore, which 
has glossy green leaves 
veined in white.  It’s 
another beauty, but only 
hardy to Zones 8-9. 

H. niger, also known as 
black hellebore, is hardy 
to Zone 3, so a great 
choice for growing in 
Moncton. And… it has 
blooms that face out 
instead of hanging down!  
The word niger in the 
name refers to the black 
colour of the roots – the 
blooms on this species are 
actually typically white, 
fading to pink and then to 
green as the summer 
wears on, although new 
colours (including almost 
black) are now available.  
They have the leathery 
green leaves that are 
pretty year round. 

Commonly known as the 
Lenten rose, H. orientalis 
is another one that will 
thrive here in our area.  It 
comes in different colours 
and forms. You can find 
flowers that are white, 
yellow, green, pink, purple 
in this group as well as 
single flowers and double 
flowers. There are three 
subspecies of H. 
orientalis:  This type is 
typically deciduous, 
dropping its leaves in the 
late fall, and sending up 
new ones in the spring.  

Whichever type you 
choose, they are an 
excellent choice for a 
partially shaded spot, and 
make a beautiful cut 
flower – floating in a rose 
bowl.  

I’ll admit that I was 
reluctant to buy these 
plants for years, even 
though I fell in love with 
them from the pictures in 
gardening magazines and 
seed catalogues.  They all 
bragged about how they 
would be blooming in the 
snow in December (which 
is why they are also called 
the Lenten rose or the 
Christmas Rose).  All I 
knew was that my beds 
are typically under a foot 
of snow and I was a bit 
suspicious that they would 
bloom in those conditions!   
I suspected that the Zone 
4 label must be a typo.  
But eventually magazine 
articles explained that 
they bloom in early spring 
– whenever that might be 
in different parts of the 
country. I must say that I 
still don’t find them to be 
all that early – I have 
other perennials that 
bloom far sooner.  But I do 
LOVE their flowers that 
are unusual shades of 
chartreuse, maroon, and 
creamy pinks. And I do 
nothing to care for them 
all year long.  How can you 
not love that!!!  Hope you 
like these suggestions, 
but next time, ask an 
easier question!   
Choosing even ten would 
be difficult!                     
Happy Gardening!.........                       
Dr. Fill 


