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What’s the green thumb rule in  
the Better Homes & Gardens Test Garden?  

You have to grow it to know it.  
Whether it ’s testing a new plant variety  

or trying a garden trend, we  
do the ground work (literally) to help  

you grow a better garden.
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BY THE 
NUMBERS  

The facts and 
figures behind  

the BH&G  
Test Garden. 

       
Containers planted 
every spring and 
tested throughout 

the garden.

 
Raised beds  

for vegetables  
and herbs.

 
New plant varieties 

(perennials, 
annuals, shrubs)

tested every year.

 
Employees (one 
full-time, one 

seasonal, and one 
summer intern).

 
Times the vegetable 

garden fence  
and arbors have 
been painted. 
They’ve been 

turquoise, purple, 
dark red, green, 
and light blue.

 
Inches minimum 
water depth for 
ponds tO ensure 
plants and fish 

survive winter. (Our 
pond is 36" deep.)

 
Visitors per year.

THE BETTER HOMES & GARDENS TEST GARDEN  
OPENED ITS GATES 20 YEARS AGO.

When parent company Meredith Corp. expanded its headquarters in the late 1990s, part  
of the renovation included an on-site garden where editors could try out new plant  

varieties and combinations similar to the way the BH&G® Test Kitchen evaluates new recipes. 
From above, the 1/2-acre lot in downtown Des Moines looks calm and serene, but walk  

around the arborvitae-lined plot and you’ll find a hardworking test garden with 22 distinct  
areas (such as shade, vegetable, water, rock) that also serves as a photo studio. We keep  

home gardeners—from first-timers to masters—and all types of spaces in mind when  
trying out new plants and trends. Welcome to the BH&G Test Garden. Take a look around  

and try our collection of best tips and lessons from the past 20 seasons.  

BY DIANA DICKINSON  PHOTOS CARSON DOWNING  PRODUCED BY JARRET E INCK
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 Top 11 perennials: ajuga, baptisia, bleeding heart, coneflower, geranium, Japanese anemone, Japanese forestgrass,  
Joe Pye weed, phlox, stachys, and toad lily Must-have garden anchors: daylily, hosta, salvia, sedum, and  

yarrow Can’t-miss shrubs: caryopteris, deutzia, euonymus, fothergilla, hydrangea, serviceberry, and weigela  
Favorites for foliage: gold leaf tansy, Japanese false cypress, ninebark, and switchgrass 

SANDRA’S ALL-STARS 

PLANTS DIE. IT HAPPENS. THINK 
OF IT AS AN OPPORTUNITY TO TRY A 

NEW PERENNIAL OR SHRUB.   
SANDRA GERDES, TEST GARDEN MANAGER

SCENT IS KEY 
IN ANY GARDEN. 

THIS ’ANGEL 
CHEEKS’ PEONY IS 

A STAR IN OUR 
CUTTING GARDEN.

The shade garden 
uses color echoing— 
repeating the  
same hues in plants 
and accents—for  
a cohesive feel. 

 

MEET 
SANDRA
Sandra Gerdes, 

whose long career 
includes a stint on 
the grounds at 
Walt Disney 

World, has been 
our Test Garden 

manager since the  
first perennial  

took root. 
BEST WAY TO GET 
RID OF WEEDS? 
”We do all our 

weeding by hand. 
Be sure to get the 
root; otherwise 

you’ll be pulling it 
again later.”  
EVER MET A 
PLANT YOU 

DIDN’T LIKE?  

”Some plants can 
be garden thugs. 

Watch for  
invasive species 

like certain 
artemisia and 
ornamental 

grasses. They’ll 
behave in some 
climates but get 
out of control  
in others.”
WHO’S IN 
CHARGE?  

”The ultimate boss 
is Mother Nature. 
In a garden, no 

two weeks are the 
same. You have to 

learn to adapt,  
just like a hardy 

perennial.” 



SANDRA AND 
SEASONAL  

GARDENER ANDREA 
GILBERT WORK  

IN THE VEGETABLE-
HERB GARDEN.

[ LESSONS]

EDIBLES   
The veggie-

growing trend just 
keeps, well, 

growing. Beginners, 
take note of  
these tips:

Full sun is key. Most 
veggies need eight 
to 10 hours per day.

In areas with 
compacted or 

poor soil, a raised 
bed filled with 
quality soil 

improves drainage 
and yield.

Add trellises to use 
vertical space for 

climbers like 
malabar spinach.

Herbs are great 
veggie minglers  
and add texture 
and fragrance  

to beds. 
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GARDENING ADVICE  
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Plants in ceramic and resin pots require less watering than ones in unglazed terra-cotta. Give shrubs and trees 
room to grow. Keep in mind the mature size when planting. It’s better to go too big than too small when 

digging holes for plants. Photograph your garden regularly using a digital camera or smartphone; they date-stamp 
pics for good record keeping. Give roses and phlox space for good air circulation to avoid mildew.

[ TEST GARDEN TIP]

DON’T BE AFRAID TO MOVE PLANTS IF THEY’RE IN 
THE WRONG SPOT. EVEN MOST SHRUBS ARE RESILIENT.

EASY-GROWING 
DEUTZIA HAS 

SHOWY SPRING 
BLOSSOMS.   
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[ LESSONS]

SHADE 
STARS 
The future of shade 
gardening is  
surprisingly bright 
thanks to vibrant 
shade-loving 
varieties. “Dramatic 
foliage makes shade 
plants more 
interesting than  
many flowers,” 
Sandra says. Leaves 
can be feathery, 
glossy, variegated, 
or mottled. Check 
out some of our 
favorites, opposite.

1 Japanese 
forestgrass ‘Aureola’ 
2 Brunnera ‘King’s 
Ransom’ 3 Japanese 
painted fern  
4 Heuchera ‘Wild 
Rose’ 5 Hosta 
‘Touch of Class’  
6  Hosta ‘Goodness 
Gracious’  
7 Heuchera 
‘Carnival Plum 
Crazy’ 8 Lungwort 
‘Pink Twilight’  
9 Hellebore ‘Merlin’  
10 Heucherella ‘Fire 
Frost’ 11 Weigela 
‘My Monet’ 

GARDEN GUESTS
Here’s how to attract good garden visitors and keep the unwanted away. 

  
POLLINATORS 
Bees, butterflies,  
and moths go for 

natives rich in nectar 
and pollen, like 
coneflower and 
goldenrod in the 

meadow area , above. 

 
WILDLIFE 

Fences and a 
downtown location 
don’t deter hungry 

rabbits. Sandra uses 
rabbit fencing in the 
veggie beds to keep 
the bunnies at bay.

   
PESTS 

For large ones like 
Japanese beetles 
(our No. 1 pest), 

picking them off is 
the most efficient 

chemical-free way to 
get rid of them.  



MAY 15 JUNE 27

OCTOBER 3JULY 13

THE PERENNIAL GARDEN: SEASON-LONG COLOR  
The question Sandra gets asked most often is, “What’s the secret to a garden that’s always blooming?” Her response:  

sequential planting. “We combine perennials that will pass the color baton from one season to the next.” Stars of the sequential  
plant team include: LATE SPRING Purple salvia, light pink heuchera , bold pink weigela. EARLY SUMMER Towering  

peach lilies, white Shasta daisies, low-growing burgundy sedum. SUMMER Bright pink hibiscus, white spikes of liatris, pink phlox.  
FALL Red-and-gold maple trees, ornamental grasses, pink shrub roses, bright pink chrysanthemums. 
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INSIDE 
THE 

GARDEN
 1 COURTYARD 

Fourteen 
crabapple trees 
surround the 
courtyard.

2 ROSE GARDEN 
Roses tested for 
winter hardiness. 

3 SOUTHWEST 
TERRACE 
GARDEN

4 SHADE 
GARDEN

5 FRAGRANT 
PATH

6 CONIFER 
COLLECTION

7 CLAY GARDEN 
To test how plants 
grow in poor soil.

8 GARDEN ROOM 
A sitting area with 
a pergola and 
water feature.

9 MEADOW

10 CUTTING 
GARDEN

11  PERENNIAL 
GARDEN

12 SHRUB WALK

THE BETTER 
HOMES 

& GAR DENS 
TEST  

GAR DEN
is a member of  
the American 
Public Gardens 
Association.  
Find public 

gardens in your 
area at public 
gardens.org. 
The garden 

is open to the 
public noon to 
2 p.m. Fridays, 
May through 
September;  

BHG.com/Test 
Garden.

13 TOOL SHED

14 PERENNIAL 
BORDER 

New varieties 
added every 

spring. 

15 CONIFERS 
AND SHRUBS

16 HILLSIDE 
GARDEN

17 VEGETABLES 
AND HERBS

18 ARBOR AND 
DAYLILIES

19 POND AND 
CASCADE

20 SOUTHEAST 
TERRACE 
GARDEN  

Vine-friendly 
space. 

21 DECK 
Containers get  
full sun here.

22 ROCK 
GARDEN
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THE BH&G 
TEST GARDEN 

IN 1998.

Gardens need good bones: Use trees and shrubs as backdrops for other plants. Give borders and paths a little 
curve to make them more interesting. Have at least one attention-getter like a specimen tree, dramatic  

shrub, or antique urn. Create elevation changes in a lawn using berms. Choose path materials to match your 
garden style: gravel for casual or cottage styles, brick or cut pavers for a more formal look. n

DESIGN TIPS


