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We can all relate to this gardening woe:

you bring a plant home from the nursery, 

plant it in your garden, and a few years later it re-

sembles something out of “Little Shop of Horrors.” 

Our small urban gardens can’t always handle the 

large-sized plants that our suburban friends have. 

Th e trick to landscaping your yard successfully is to 

fi rst understand how big that tiny shrub or tree in

the nursery pot will get in a few years and whether

it will eventually be too large for your space. A mix-

ture of shrubs and ornamental trees, along with

herbaceous perennials, grasses and ground covers, 

should form the bulk of our Capitol Hill gardens. 

Th e right mix of plants can add beauty to your out-

door space and increase the value of your home, if 

planned appropriately. A professional landscape 

designer can help you visualize your yard, put the 

right plant in the right place, at the right scale. Th is 

is a small investment in planning and resources that 

will go a long way to help you realize a garden space 

you can admire and enjoy, without the frustration 

of money and time spent on eventual monsters that 

need to be removed or continually pruned to be

kept in check. 

Smaller plants that are correctly scaled to our gar-

dens are many, but here are some personal favorites.

Trees
Although there is nothing more beautiful than 

a gigantic Southern Magnolia (Magnolia grandifl o-

ra), it needs a large garden to show it at its best. Th e 

best trees for our yards are the smaller, ornamental 

kinds, such as Flowering Dogwood (Cornus fl ori-

da), Shadblow Serviceberry (Amelanchier canaden-

sis), Japanese Stewartia (Stewartia pseudocamellia) 

or Eastern Redbud (Cercis canadensis). Th ese trees 

stay under 25 feet tall, with some cultivars topping 

out at 10-15 feet, and won’t pull up your patio with 

their roots. 

Everyone’s favorite local tree, the Crape Myrtle 

(Lagerstroemia indica) – many of which were bred 

at the nearby National Arboretum – include a range 

of cultivar sizes from the 20-25 foot tall ‘Natchez,’ 

with its white blooms and peeling cinnamon-col-

ored bark, to the 2-3 foot tall ‘Pocomoke.’

Shrubs
Th e urban answer to the often too-large For-

sythia is lovely Japanese Kerria (Kerria japonica), 

which tolerates some shade and bursts with yel-

low blooms in spring and sporadically throughout 

the summer. Small shrubs for sun include Japanese 

Spirea (Spiraea japonica or Spiraea x bumalda) cul-

tivars, such as ‘Goldfl ame’ with golden foliage and 

pink fl owers, ‘Shibori,’ with white, pink and dark 

pink fl owers on the same plant, and the diminutive 

‘Little Princess.’

A popular shrub for shade is Bigleaf Hydran-

gea, but the well-known Hydrangea macrophylla 

‘Nikko Blue’ can grow up to 6 feet tall and wide 

and is diffi  cult to keep in check through pruning. 

As an alternative, plant a real dwarf like Hydrangea 

macrophylla ‘Pia,’ which reaches 2 feet, or ‘Glow-

ing Embers’ at 3-4 feet. For an Oakleaf Hydrangea 

(Hydrangea quercifolia), use the cultivar ‘Pee Wee.’

Evergreen shrubs look great year-round. Dwarf 

Nandinas (Nandina domestica ‘Firepower’ or ‘Har-

bor Dwarf ’) can handle shade. Sun-lovers such 

as Japanese Holly (Ilex crenata), with the upright,

narrow cultivar ‘Sky Pencil’ or the low-growing Jap-

anese Plum Yew (Cephalotaxus harringtonia) add a 

formal touch.

Perennials
Shrubs and trees give structure to the garden,

but perennials can add texture and color, so they

are a good addition to our small yards, and not as high 

maintenance as one would think. For sun, Cone-
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Evergreen Crossvine (Bignonia capreolata)
has orange trumpet fl owers like Trumpet Vine (Camp- 

sis radicans), but not nearly as invasive.

Japanese Kerria (Kerria japonica ‘Golden 
Guinea’) has beautiful yellow fl owers in  spring, 
reaches 4-5 feet tall and wide, and as a bonus 
has lime-green arching stems in winter.

A rich texture of plants includes structural 
deciduous shrubs, like dwarf Crape Myrtle 
(Lagerstroemia indica ‘Pocomoke’) (Front 
left), lush perennials, and softer but still 
small shrubs like ‘Neon Flash’ Spirea (with 

pink fl owers). 



fl owers (Echinacea purpurea), 

Black-eyed Susans (Rudbeckia 

sp.) and Catmint (Nepeta x faas-

senii ‘Walkers Low’) – the Pe-

rennial Plant Association’s 2007 

Perennial Plant of the Year – are 

low maintenance, grow rapidly 

and attract bees and butterfl ies. 

Shade perennials such as Coral 

Bells (Heuchera sp.) are grown 

mostly for their colored foliage 

in shades of green, purple, wine, 

lime green or orange. Lenten 

Rose (Helleborus x orientalis) 

forms a beautiful 18-24-inch 

evergreen clump and blooms 

late winter well into spring.

Grasses
Grasses are wonderful for 

multi-season interest, but many 

can get too tall and wide for our 

gardens. Some alternatives to 

fi t more narrow spaces include 

Variegated Feather Reed Grass

(Calamagrostis acutifl ora 

‘Overdam’) or Hamelin Dwarf 

Fountain Grass (Pennisetum 

alopecuroides ‘Hamelin’). Th e 

diverse and shade-loving Sedges 

(Carex sp.) have grass-like foli-

age in green, blue, variegated, 

golden and even brown (seri-

ously).

Vines
Vines can soften the edges 

of our backyard fences. Instead 

of the highly invasive Trum-

pet Vine (Campsis radicans), 

try Crossvine (Bignonia cap-

reolata), an evergreen vine with 

orange trumpet fl owers that are 

stunning in late spring. Th e de-

ciduous Sweet Autumn Clema-

tis (Clematis paniculata) has 

sweetly-scented small white 

fl owers on delicate foliage. With 

some research online or at your 

local nursery, or by hiring a pro-

fessional, you can create a well 

thought out garden that fi ts 

your small space without over-

whelming it, saving you time, 

frustration and money in the 

process.

Julie Olson is principal designer 
for Serendipity Garden Design 
LLC. She can be reached at 202-
544-7247 or julie@serendipity-
gardendesign.com.  ■
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www.frame-of-mine.com • fom@frame-of-mine.com

Our staff helps with selections,
expertly cuts all components, AND

assists you with the assembly!
Leave with a quality framed picture

ready to hang on the wall!
Right down to the wall hook!

Custom framing,
Dry mounting, Conservation Framing

Calligraphy Also Available
All major credit cards accepted

Over 25 Years on the Hill!

Handyman on the Hill
Masonry
Brickpointing
Brick & Stone Patios
Steps Walks + Walls
Stucco
Waterproofing
Concrete
Carpentry
Fences
Painting + Drywall
Marble + Tile
Roofs Coating
Gutters + Downs

25 years
of experience in our neighborhood Qual i ty • Value • Reputat ion

202.206.7185
NEWMAN GALLERY
& CUSTOM FRAMES

Serving Capitol Hill since 1984

Custom designed mats • Wide selection • Work done on premises

Rotating exhibits of local artists

513 11th St., SE  (Eastern Market Metro)
Tue.-Sat. 10:00 a.m.-6:00 p.m.

202.544.7577

www.newmangallery.com

“High quality design and 
preservation framing are our top priorities”




