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When one thinks of drought tolerant plants, visions of cacti, agave and yucca may come 
to mind.  However, we are fortunate in the Southern Piedmont to have a large number of 
choices that extend far beyond these desert-type plants.  Plants which are native to the 
Mediterranean such as herbs are good choices for Xeriscape areas.  Plants with a long tap 
roots are also very adaptable to periods of drought.  The key for most drought tolerant 
plants is to allow them to become well established before they are stressed by drought.   
 
Many North Carolina favorites, which are prized for their beautiful spring displays, can 
withstand periods of drought once established.  Many azaleas and rhododendrons grow 
well in partial to full shade in well-drained acidic soil.  Clematis is another beautiful spring 
bloomer which thrives in the Piedmont.  There are many hybrids available in a huge array 
of colors, and many are able to tolerate periods of drought.   
 
Don't overlook spring bulbs, many of which are the ultimate drought tolerant perennials 
due to their modified root systems.  Most daffodils, tulips, crocuses and hyacinths are 
native to areas with a Mediterranean-type climate and are naturals for Xeriscape gardens.  
Similarly, bearded iris with rhizomes which happily thrive in our scorching sun, are great 
for drought tolerant landscapes.  
 
Below are a few more ideas for drought tolerant plants that provide spring interest.  
Enjoy some old favorites and a few less common and under used.  Plant these selections 
in well-drained soil, watering regularly until they become well established.   
 
Pinks, Dianthus 

 Blooms spring to early summer 

 Low growing 

 Available in pink, rose, white 

 Well-drained soil 

 Full sun 

 Fragrant 
 
 
Spotted Dead Nettle, Lamium 
maculatum  

 Spring blooms 

 Spreading ground cover 

 Pink mauve color 

 Partial to full shade 

 Silvery white streak on 
leaves is highlighted in a shady corner 
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Xeriscaping is actually a 
concept of creative 
landscaping with the 
objective of water 
conservation through the 
use of drought-tolerant 
plants.  It is a concept 
whose time has come.  
The word Xeriscape was 
coined by combining 
xeros, the Greek word for 
dry, with landscape.  
Literally, Xeriscape means 
dry landscape.  It is 
pronounced as if the x 
were a z.  Other names 
or terms such as water-
conserving landscapes, 
drought-tolerant 
landscaping, zeroscaping, 
and smart scaping are 
sometimes used 
interchangeably with the 
term Xeriscape.   
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 Jerusalem Sage, Phlomis fruticosa  

 Evergreen 

 Grows 3 feet x 3 feet  

 Bright yellow flowers 

 Full to partial sun 

 Mediterranean origin 

 Cut back to encourage blooming 
 
 
Balloon Flower, Platycodon grandiflorus 

 Spring to summer blooms 

 12-36 inch height 

 Blue or white flowers 

 Unopened flower buds resemble little 
balloons 

 Full sun to partial shade 
 
 

 Yarrow, Achillea 

 Spring to summer blooms 

 24-36 inches tall  

 Pretty fern like foliage 

 Common gold yarrow is great for dried 
arrangements 

 Colors of gold, white, pink, red 

 Full sun 

 Many species and hybrids available 

 Very drought tolerant 
 
Caption: ‘Coronation Gold’ Yarrow from the Garden 
of Debbie Moore Clark, 5/26/10.  ‘Coronation Gold’ is 
a particularly desirable cultivar as an everlasting; its 
stiff stems keep the blooms from flopping.  Used with 
permission. 

 

 

 Confederate Jasmine, Trachelospermum jasminoides   

 Evergreen vine with holdfast roots 

 Rapid growth rate 

 10-15 feet tall; needs support 

 Can also be grown as a ground cover 

 White very fragrant flowers in spring 

 Drought, heat and wind tolerant 
 
Caption: Confederate Jasmine in the Garden of Debbie Moore Clark.  
Plants writhe and twist as they run up the trunk of a Swamp Cedar tree.  
Shown in in bloom (May 5, 2009), blossoms scent the air with a heavenly 
sweet aroma.  Used with permission.   

 
 
Japanese Kerria, Kerria japonica 

 Partial to full shade 

 3-6 feet  high x 6-9 feet wide 

 Upright arching stems 



 Bright yellow flowers in spring 

 Flowers on previous year’s growth 
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Non-copyrighted pictures from the Internet were used to illustrate this article unless otherwise noted.   

 
Maureen McCracken, an Extension Master Gardener Volunteer since 2006, has lived and gardened 
in places from Toronto, Canada, to Sarasota, FL—and has experienced USDA Hardiness Zones 
from frigid to subtropical, and rainfall ranging from desert-like to “monsoonish.”  Yet, of all the 
places she’s gardened, her favorite is Charlotte, NC, with its great climate, which allows for year-
round gardening, numerous plant choices, and many wonderful gardener friends.  With her varied 
horticulture experiences, Maureen has gained a deeper understanding and appreciation for the 
wonder of nature, which has increased her resolve to conserve our natural resources through smart- 
and ecology-minded gardening techniques and to follow the “Right Plant – Right Place” rule.  As a 
result, drought tolerant plants have become much more important in her garden.    
 


