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Colours and shapes

This is a high-impact, summer-long display. 

The dahlia flowers from July until the frosts 

come. I used two small one-litre potted 

viburnums – this is a vigorous shrub and will 

need planting out in the garden after the first 

year or two. Until then, the autumnal foliage 

will provide an irresistible display. 

Choosing containers

Genuine old crates can be found at junk shops 

but suppliers of florist sundries sell good 

imitations. Consider screwing four casters on 

the bottom so they can be wheeled into 

different places. You may need to add a 

membrane such as hessian to contain soil.

Compost and care

Dahlias originally came from Mexico so they 

need a sheltered and sunny spot to thrive. 

They are greedy feeders which means that 

good soil is essential. Mix two parts of garden 

soil with one part of compost and a small 

scoop of blood, fish and bone. Plant out the 

tubers from mid-April through to May or use 

rooted cuttings in early summer. At the first 

frosts, the tubers should be lifted for 

overwintering in a frost-free place. 

At this point check the spread of the 

Panicum virgatum because switch grass  

does have a tendency to send out runners. 

These can be potted on or planted out  

directly into the garden. 

Plants 
1   Panicum virgatum ‘Shenandoah’ 

AMOUNT 2   HEIGHT 90cm 

SEASON August and September

2   Dahlia ‘Nuit d’Eté’  

AMOUNT 3   HEIGHT 1.2m 

SEASON Flowers July to October

3   Erigeron karvinskianus 

AMOUNT 2   HEIGHT 30cm 

SEASON Flowers June to October

4   Viburnum opulus ‘Roseum’ 

AMOUNT 2   HEIGHT Mature 

shrubs grow up to 2.5m   SEASON 

Used for its red autumn foliage

5   Dahlia ‘Arabian Night’  

(not pictured in detail but seen 

opposite, on the left of the box) 

AMOUNT 1   HEIGHT 1.2m 

SEASON Flowers June to September

Suppliers
Crocus

Tel 0844 557 2244,  

www.crocus.co.uk

Late-summer celebration
Just as the leaves are turning dull, dahlias reward us with their lavish, chintzy beauty – the 

perfect late-summer celebration – which is why I used them in my own September wedding 

bouquet with Viburnum foliage, rosehips and Panicum grass. Extravagant flowers are even 

more impressive when seen in humble settings such as rustic allotments. Old greengrocers’ 

crates, which are suitably shabby, make perfect planters. Form as well as colour is essential 

here. The vertical stance of the Panicum creates a restful backdrop for the dahlia’s star-shaped 

blooms. In contrast the Erigeron grows horizontally and will creep over the sides of the crate.

How to achieve the look
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planting ideas 

Creative containers 
Sarah Price mixes plants of different form and scale for eye-catching 

combinations, and sources unusual containers in which to display them
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Choosing pots

I picked up these old porcelain preserve jars 

from a bric-à-brac stall where they were piled 

high and covered in dust. No two were the 

same: some lean slightly, while others have a 

thicker rim or a lovely mottled glaze. Using 

just one plant emphasises the individual 

character of the pots. I display them in front of 

a tarnished mirror with subtle reflections. Over 

time, nearby climbers will grow over its edges, 

situating it effortlessly in the garden.

Compost and care

Use a loam-based compost with added grit 

and drill drainages holes into the bottom of 

the jars. If you have tiny jars, buy one plant 

and gently pull it apart into smaller clumps. 

Keep the soil moist. Occasionally trim the 

plants with scissors to keep them in check. 

Although S. soleirolii is a native of Corsica and 

Sardinia, it prefers indirect sunlight (it would 

be equally at home inside, in a bathroom, 

where its stems will grow longer in the lower 

light and moister atmosphere). It can spread 

by a single stem or leaf and if the conditions 

are right it can become a nuisance in borders 

and lawns. Like many plants sometimes 

labelled as weeds, it is tough. If its leaves are 

killed by frost it will recover with vigour in 

spring. It will survive periodic dry spells. 

Plants
1   Soleirolia soleirolii 

AMOUNT 6 used here, or divide a 

single plant depending on size of 

pot and plants   HEIGHT 10cm 

SEASON Green foliage all year

Suppliers
Whitehill Farm Nursery

Burford, Oxfordshire OX18 4DT.

Tel 01993 823218,  

www.whitehillfarmnursery.co.uk

Bespoke mirror www.ruthparker.co.uk 

or search for vintage ones from  

bric-à-brac stalls or antique shops.

Pure and simple
Known as baby’s tears or mind-your-own-business, Soleirolia soleirolii is a plant you love or 

hate – there is no middle ground. I’ve always admired the tiny emerald leaves, which neatly yet 

persistently spread into every nook, clothing a crumbling stone wall or a decomposing tree 

stump. In the garden, the recesses where it grows are often full of intricate compositions of 

dainty maidenhair ferns and mosses. This arrangement attempts to capture this atmosphere.  

I display them in front of an antiqued mirror that introduces an illusion of depth, reflecting 

light and enhancing the glow of the green leaves and pale porcelain jars. It’s an example of 

how a simple display can reveal the glamour of an ordinary, often-overlooked, plant.

How to achieve the look
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Colours and shapes

I’ve chosen the characterful, woolly thyme  

T. pseudolanuginosus for its silvery-green 

leaves – a subtle contrast to the aromatic 

creeping T. serpyllum. The Dianthus, a short-

lived perennial, is invaluable for its July to 

September show of lilac-blue single flowers. 

Choosing pots

Pots of different size and shape create an 

interesting, balanced composition and allow 

you to grow a range of plants. Thymes are 

known for growing within crevices and so 

need width more than depth. A 15-cm wide 

pot is ample for most mat-forming thymes 

and as they get bigger they can be replanted 

into a wider pot. Dianthus amurensis is deeper 

rooting and needs a greater reserve of soil. 

Compost and care

Sharp drainage is essential to avoid root rot so 

add a small scoop of gravel to a 50:50 mix of 

John Innes No. 2 and multipurpose compost. 

Add a slow release fertiliser – one application 

should last 18 months. Top dress with gravel to 

give better drainage in wet weather. Deadhead 

regularly and cut back thymes hard after 

flowering to keep them bushy and compact.

Plants 
1   Thymus pseudolanuginosus 

AMOUNT 1   HEIGHT 10cm 

SEASON Flowers June to July 

2   Dianthus amurensis 

AMOUNT 1   HEIGHT 40cm 

SEASON Flowers July to September

3   Thymus serpyllum 

AMOUNT 2   HEIGHT 25cm 

SEASON Flowers May to August

Suppliers
Jekka’s Herb Farm

Tel 01454 418878,  

www.jekkasherbfarm.com 

The National Herb Centre

Banbury Road, Warmington, near 

Banbury, Warwickshire OX17 1DF.

Tel 01295 690999,  

www.herbcentre.co.uk

Concrete planters 

Wide range available from  

most garden centres.

Fragrant and long-flowering
Dianthus and thyme are one of the best combinations for a long-flowering and fragrant 

display in full sun. There is a huge choice of each, all highly attractive to pollinating 

insects including bees. These were selected for their violet and silver undertones that go 

perfectly with the grey-blue of the pots. Concrete planters come in a huge variety of 

shapes, sizes and finishes so match your plants to them and don’t be afraid to improvise. 

If my pots had been charcoal grey, I might have opted instead for the bright green leaves 

of Thymus citriodorus. Consider how the shape of the pot will suit the plant’s form. The 

smooth, curved shape of these pots mimic the way that the plants grow; the Dianthus 

forms a hummock while the thyme grows into lower ground-hugging mounds. 

How to achieve the look
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