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To conserve water many gardeners are 
limiting the irrigation in the majority of their 
landscape.  Most shrubs and trees adapt well 
to infrequent watering once established and 
some do fine with no irrigation at all after the 
first couple years.  Although there are many 
woody plants with pretty flowers, most of us 
also want the beauty provided by herbaceous 
flowering plants. 
 
Finding flowers for our landscape’s dry zones 
is a challenge, but at least flowers planted in 
the ground can send roots deeper for water.  
The plants in containers don’t have that 
option. 
 
Planter boxes, baskets and patio pots have 
long been focal points in our Northwest 
gardens.  Traditionally, these are filled with 
bright annuals or tender perennials.  The 
mixed baskets of Victoria, British Columbia 
are much admired and copied and fuchsia 
baskets line the eaves of many homes.  
These baskets and pots dry out quickly and 
many need watered daily. 
 
To conserve water we need to modify our 
cultural techniques and plant selection.  Even 
if water conservation wasn’t an issue, many 
gardeners like the idea of being able to go 
away for a long, sunny week-end and not 
coming home to wilted, or even crispy, plants. 
 
There are several things you can do to have 
pretty herbaceous flowers that don’t require 
constant irrigation. 
 
 

• Whether you are planting in the ground or 
in a container, make sure the soil has lots 
of compost or leaf mold in it.  This organic 
matter will act like a sponge to hold 
moisture until the roots need it. 

• Be careful about using garden soil in 
containers.  It often has too much clay.  A 
clayey soil may shrink away from the 
sides of the container as it dries.  Then, 
when you irrigate, the water goes down 
the sides and out the drainage hole 
without wetting the core of the root mass. 

• When you water, water deeply.  Light 
“sprinkling” encourages shallow rooting, 
which makes the plant even more 
susceptible to drying out.  With pots and 
containers, the water should run out the 
drainage hole.  If you suspect it is running 
down the sides, fill up a big bucket or 
garbage can with water and slowly 
submerge the container until it stops 
bubbling. 

• Have a waterproof saucer under your 
containers, so that you can water from 
the base.  To avoid rotting roots, don’t 
leave water in the saucer more than a 
day or two.  (For big, heavy pots, a turkey 
baster can be handy for removing excess 
water.) 

• Avoid terracotta clay pots and moss or 
coconut fiber baskets.  Although they are 
picturesque, they will require lots more 
water than planters made of wood, 
glazed pottery or synthetic materials. 

• Choose plants that can tolerate drier soil.  
I have put a list of common ones on the 
backside of this fact sheet. 
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Achillea Yarrow 
Agapantus Lily-of-the-Nile 
Agastache Hybrids Hyssop 
Alstroemeria aurantiaca Peruvian lily 
Anemone pulsatilla Pasque flower 
Anemone pulsatilla Thrift 
Bergenia cordifolia  
Catananche coerulea Cupid’s dart 
Centaurea cyanus & C. montant Cornflower & Perennial bachelors button 
Centranthus rubber Jupiter’s beard 
Cheiranthus ‘Bowles Mauve’ Wallflower 
Coreopsis verticillota Threadleaf coreopsis 
Echinacea purpurea Purple coneflower 
Eschscholzia californica California poppy 
Euphorbia Spurge 
Gaura lindheimeri  
Hemerocallis Daylily 
Iris, bearded  
Iris foetidissima Gladwin iris 
Liatris spicata Grayfeather 
Linaria purpurea Toadflax 
Linum perenne Flax 
Lunaria annua Silver dollar plant or honesty 
Lychnis coronaria Rose campion 
Melampodium paludosum Butter daisy 
Narcissus Daffodil 
Nepeta mussinii x faassenii Catmint 
Oenothera missouriensis Evening primrose 
Papaver orientale Oriental poppy 
Pelergonium Geranium 
Penstemon Beard tongue 
Perovskia atriplicifolia Russian sage 
P;hlomis fruiticosa & P. russeliana Jerusalem sage 
Polygonium x hybridum Solomon’s seal 
Portulaca grandiflora Rose moss 
Romneya coulteri Matilija poppy 
Rudbeckia fulgida ‘Goldstrum’ Black-eyed Susan 
Salvia nemerosa ‘East Friesland’ Sage 
Sedum Stonecrop 
Sempervivum arachnoideum  
S. tectorum 

Cobweb houseleek 
Hen and chicks 

Senecio cineraria Dusty miller 
Sisyrinchium blllum Blue-eyed grass 
Stachys byzantina Lamb’s ears 
Tithtonia rotundifolia Mexican sunflower 
Verbena  
Waldsteinia ternate Barren strawberry 
Yucca  

 


