
Tropical Gardening 
Banana, Canna, Bo-bana! 

Diane LaBonte 
 

ave you been yearning for the feel of a tropical garden?  Well, you can re-create your own Eden right here in 
the Carolina Piedmont.  All it takes is the judicious choice of plants hardy to our climate, a bit of artistic 
blending, and voila!  Tropics-r-us!   

 
Since true tropical gardens are growing year-around, rather than warm-season only, blossom-covered plants are the 
exceptions.  Instead, tropical plants bloom and bear fruit or seeds a few at a time for most of the year.  So from the 
ornamental aspect, interesting foliage takes precedence over blooms.  Lush foliage interspersed with big, bright blossoms 
is essential to recreating the tropical look in our temperate USDA Zone 7b climate.   
 
A good starting point is a background of evergreen plants with varying leaf sizes and textures that give year-around 
interest—like the tall hollies, Viburnum awabuki ‘Chindo’, evergreen magnolia, Loropetalum chinense ‘Burgundy’, and 
butterfly bushes.  Add a few trees for focal points and multi-season interest—like Crepe Myrtle ‘Natchez’ where there’s 
space, or ‘Acoma’ where space is limited, and mimosa for its exotic-looking summer blooms and foliage texture.   
 

Hardy varieties of Sabal, needle, and windmill palms, as well as hardy 
banana varieties are available from local nurseries or from the Plant 
Delights catalogue (a nursery located in Garner, NC; see 
www.plantdelights.com).  For insurance, try to locate these in a 
protected site.  I aim for the foundation area on the southwest side of 
the structure, especially near paved areas that will collect heat and keep 

the site warmer.  A raised planting area and PermaTill will ensure the 
excellent drainage they require; and be sure to give them extra 
insulation their first couple of winters until they are established.  This 
includes tying a six-inch thick layer of straw around their trunks and 
covering the crown with plastic to prevent standing water from rotting 
out the core.   
 
Pictured left: Sabal Palms; a non-copyrighted picture from the Internet.   

 
Next comes an intermediate layer of shrubs, using a combination of 
evergreen and deciduous plants.  Choices might include Inkberry Holly, 
Ilex glabra ‘Shamrock’, yellow-foliaged Spirea, Spiraea bumalda ‘Gold 
Flame’, or the burgundy-leafed Loropetalum chinese ‘Plum Delight’, all of 
which stay under four feet high.   
 
Interplanted among this intermediate 

layer, use the taller perennial plants and bulbs or rhizomes—long-blooming, mildew-
resistant phlox such as ‘David’, or one of the variegated forms; Brazilian Verbena, Verbena 
bonariensis; cannas such as the yellow and green striped ‘Praetoria’, pink and green striped 
‘Tropical Sunburst’, and black-foliaged ‘Wyoming’; Butterfly Lily, Hedychium; Hibiscus 
coccineus or the one of the red-leafed ones such as H. ‘Kopper King’; or annuals like 
Persian shield and Cuban oregano.   
 

Caption: Canna ‘Wyoming’; non-copyrighted picture from Internet.   

 
Striking architectural interest can be created on a couple of berms using variegated yucca 
and blue-foliaged agave in several sizes and leaf forms. Agave parryi subsp. Huachucensis and 
A.p. subsp. parryi are both hardy here in USDA Zone 7b.  A raised planting area is 
required to give these plants excellent drainage so they don’t get root rot in the cold weather months.  Another good 
architectural perennial with its weeping form is Lespedeza thunbergii ‘Pink Fountain’, a nice addition to the late summer 
garden.   
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http://www.plantdelights.com/


In the foreground, use repeating elements for a unifying effect.  I like Hemerocallis x 
‘Happy Returns’, Coreopsis verticillata ‘Zagreb’, and Achillea ‘Moonshine’, contrasted with a 
variety of sedums and Tradescantia pallida ‘Purpurea’ AKA ‘Purple Heart’ (also known as 
Setcreasea pallida).  New Guinea impatiens and other exotic-looking annuals of your 
choice can complete the foreground and can be combined in large containers or hanging 
planters for accents.   
 
Caption: Coreopsis verticillata ‘Zagreb’; a non-copyrighted picture from the Internet.   

 
All of these plants are readily available in local garden centers.  Just add Tiki torches and 
invite your friends over to your little paradise for a luau!  DL   
_______________ 
References: Hot Plants for Cool Climates by Susan A Roth and Dennis Schrader; The Exotic Garden by Richard 
Iversen; Plants Delight Nursery 2001 spring catalogue.   
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Master Gardener newsletter (now named The Thymes).  This article, appearing here in edited format, is a reprint from that 
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