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Contrast and spacing

I have used seven different species but fewer 

would be just as effective – it’s the balance in 

the composition that matters. Slender, upright 

fritillaries emerge in elegant contrast with low, 

filler plants such as primulas and Polygala.  

The arching stems of the Saxifraga echo the 

gently stooping shape of the fritillaries. This 

composition also relies on the space between 

the plants, which is often overlooked. 

Colour mismatch can be a good thing. 

The purples, pink and pale yellow-cream 

tones of the Fritillaria, Tulipa, Pulsatilla and 

Primula unite the pots while the gentian-blue 

of the Polygala calcarea ‘Lillet’ jolts us out of 

the comfortable tonal range. 

Free-draining compost

I put the plants in a 50:50 mixture of John 

Innes no. 2 and horticultural grit. A top 

dressing of grit prevent leaves that touch the 

soil from rotting. Over-winter in a sheltered, 

fairly dry spot. In spring, move to a sunny  

or partly shaded area. Apply a liquid feed  

in summer. The fritillaries will appreciate  

being potted on into larger containers. 

Pots in various sizes

I picked up the enamelled metal bowls in a 

junk shop and drilled holes in the bottom.  

You can get similar dishes in kitchen shops. 

Buying pots in series, so that form is repeated 

but size varies, always packs a visual punch. 

Plants 
1   Primula vulgaris 

AMOUNT 1   SEASON Early to late spring 
HEIGHT 20cm

2     Saxifraga ‘Phoenix’ 
AMOUNT 3   SEASON Flowers from late 
March  to April   HEIGHT 15cm

 
3     Fritillaria uva-vulpis 

AMOUNT 4   SEASON Spring 
HEIGHT 25cm

 
4     Pulsatilla vulgaris ‘Eva Constance’  

AMOUNT 1   SEASON Flowers Mar-May; 
seedheads early summer  HEIGHT 15cm

 
5    Polygala calcarea ‘Lillet’  

AMOUNT 4   SEASON Spring to summer 
HEIGHT 10cm

 
6    Tulipa turkestanica 

AMOUNT 1   SEASON February to March 
HEIGHT Up to 30cm

 
7    Primula ‘MacWatt’s Cream’  [not shown 

above, but pictured opposite, foreground] 
AMOUNT 1   SEASON February to May 
HEIGHT 12cm 

Suppliers
RHS Wisley Plant Centre,  
Woking GU23 6QB. Tel 01483 211113. 
www.rhs.org.uk/wisleyplantcentre 

Alpines
These pots focus on the beauty and delicacy of alpine plants. It is always satisfying to  

change the scale at which you work. Pots can elevate plants to eye level and we can single  

out tiny beauties that would otherwise be dwarfed by other plants. The emphasis is on  

the small-scale, on perfect plant forms that are exquisitely shaped. These pots will look  

great as a garden table-piece, or on a wide step or a raised platform. To be fully appreciated  

they should be viewed in the round. They are luxurious compositions and I’d be sure  

to place them somewhere they may be glimpsed from indoors, too.
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Perfect pots
Celebrate the new season up close with these pretty  

planting ideas for containers
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A mini-mass planting

Wood anemones (also known as windflowers) 

are the starlets of this composition. They 

always look best en masse. Their sensitivity to 

light enchants me; on a sunny day their petals 

open and their slender stems straighten 

towards the sun. The sword leaves of the 

ribwort plantain (Plantago lanceolata) contrast 

subtly with the anemones’ feathery foliage. 

Alternatives to A. nemorosa include the 

slightly earlier flowering Anemone blanda, 

another wild species. Be restrained, though, 

and stick to one cultivar for visual impact.

I’ve included the herb Robert for its  

red stems and uplifting pink flowers.

Moisture-retentive soil

These wildflowers tolerate most positions and 

soils as long as they are not too dry in spring.  

For this container I mixed general purpose 

compost with several handfuls of leaf mould. 

Keep moist. Once they’ve flowered, plant the 

anemones in drifts under deciduous trees  

and shrubs where they can naturalise freely. 

A re-purposed container

This old ginger ale box has had many lives. It’s 

the perfect size for storing 7-inch records, but 

lately the records have given way to one of my 

favourite spring flowers. The records will go 

back in the box once the flowers have finished.

Plants 
1   Plantago lanceolata  

AMOUNT 2   SEASON Flowers late spring 
and summer   HEIGHT Up to 40cm 

2   Anemone nemorosa  
AMOUNT 8   SEASON Flowers spring to 
early summer   HEIGHT Up to 15cm 

3   Geranium robertianum  
Herb Robert 
AMOUNT 4 
SEASON Aromatic leaves from spring  
to autumn; flowers summer to autumn 
HEIGHT 25cm 

Suppliers
British Wild Flower Plants
Mail order only. Tel 01603 716615  
www.wildflowers.co.uk

Edrom Nurseries
Tel 01890 771386,  
www.edrom-nurseries.co.uk

Long Acre Plants
Tel 01963 32802, 
www.plantsforshade.co.uk

RHS Wisley Plant Centre,  
Woking GU23 6QB. Tel 01483 211113. 
www.rhs.org.uk/wisleyplantcentre

A box of windflowers
Living in London I often miss the blooms that mark spring. This box is just a temporary  

home for the plants, but reminds me of anemones growing along hedgerows and ancient 

woodland tracks. This collection of simple, native plants is inspired by Albrecht Dürer’s 

famous watercolour study A large piece of turf. By placing them on a table, I’ve elevated them 

from their humble origin to allow closer observation of their beautiful, understated forms.  

It is easy to propagate anemones. When the flowers fade carefully divide congested  

plants, setting the tubers 3.5cm deep. Alternatively when the plant is dormant, carefully  

break 3cm pieces of rhizome off the parent plant, and pot up with a little compost. 
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Plants 
1   Bergenia ‘Eroica’ 

AMOUNT 1-3 depending  
on container size.  
SEASON  Flowers late March until June; 
brightly coloured foliage in winter.  
HEIGHT Up to 45cm.

2    Anemanthele lessoniana 
Formerly known as Stipa arundinacea. 
AMOUNT 1 
SEASON  Evergreen 
HEIGHT 1m

Suppliers
The Nursery, Beth Chatto Gardens, 
Elmstead Market, Colchester,  
Essex CO7 7DB. Tel 01206 822007, 
www.bethchattoshop.co.uk

Rugged beauty 
I’ve always turned my back on bergenias. “Elephant’s ears”, my mother used to call  

them – an ugly name, which I thought suited their clumpy form. However, the bright 

colours of this cultivar, ‘Eroica’, are captivating, especially so early in the gardening  

year. The impact is in the colours; the rich copper and green tones of the ornamental 

grass spark when partnered with the rich pink-plum magenta of the Bergenia. 

It is a high-impact, low-maintenance pot, suited to an urban scheme or a  

garden in which rough surfaces are to be celebrated.
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Long-lasting and dramatic

I’ve chosen to champion two plants that are 

tough and ordinary but which when partnered 

make a bold statement. Anemanthele 

lessoniana is an evergreen grass that grows in 

both dry shade and sun. In gardens I plant it  

in drifts with taller perennials. This pot is a 

scaled-down version of that design motif. The 

grassy stems contrast with the bergenia’s 

paddle-like leaves and stiffly held flowers.  

I choose Bergenia ‘Eroica’ not only for its long 

flowering season, but also for its leaves, which 

in winter turn shades of cherry-purple. If you 

remove faded flower spikes and cut back 

untidy foliage in spring you will have a 

fantastic-looking pot through the seasons.

An improvised container

The ‘pot’ is actually made of 1960s roof tiles, 

which are grooved inside and out, allowing 

you to slot them together to form a square. 

The bottom of this pot is open, so you could 

either put the pot directly on to soil and fill 

with compost, or put the plants into a less 

attractive container that fits inside this one. 

Soil

The preference is for moist but free-draining 

soil or compost in sun or partial shade. This 

pot would work alongside concrete or any 

backdrop with a rusty toned patina. Warm 

greys and earthy colours will allow the  

pink and acid greens to sing. 

How to achieve the look


