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Perennial species make it simple to
grow this cottage-garden classic
by

c a l e b m e l c h i or

Digitalis grandiflora may not be as flashy as popular foxglove hybrids, but it offers ease-of-care, long bloom and a
perennial nature with which they can’t compare.

PPFoxglove_HORT0411.indd 54

1/21/11 12:56:46 PM

plantprofile

Foxgloves,
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Outfoxed
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she described as “rusty apricot bells with flaring yellow
petals.” The willow-leaved foxglove, an evergreen, tends
to become shrubby. Give it good drainage and full sun,
and you’ll be thrilled with a glorious crop of bloom.
I also talked to Bob Stewart of Arrowhead Alpines
(arrowhead-alpines.com), near Fowlerville, Mich.,
about his favorite perennial foxgloves. He emphasized

A N N I E ’ S A N N UA L S & P E R E N N I A LS

Digitalis ferruginea ‘Yellow Herald’
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Perennial foxgloves can be long-lived, reliable and easy.
Unlike their biennial cousins, many of these species
come from dry climates, so they require little water.
They’re often shorter and bushier, so they don’t need
staking. Their flowers are smaller but numerous, and
they drop cleanly and demand less deadheading. Some
species have very long bloom periods. Many bear flowers in fruity colors—persimmon, apricot, melon. Others
bloom in subtle hues of cream, green and soft brown.
For Annie Hayes of Annie’s Annuals & Perennials
(anniesannuals.com), based in California’s Bay Area,
longevity and ease of care make perennial foxgloves
worth growing. “They might not be the showiest perennials,” she said, “but they’re reliable. They don’t die.”
Sounds like the kind of plant most gardeners want.
One of Hayes’s favorite perennial foxgloves is Digitalis obscura, the willow-leaved or sunset foxglove. “Ooh,
ooh,” she exclaimed when I mentioned this species. “It’s
really beautiful and super-duper drought tolerant. Our
propagator, Annie Jensen, has a no-water garden. Digitalis obscura thrives there.” Hayes likes this species’s narrow, dark green foliage and pendulous flowers, which

D. Goldcrest (‘Waldigone’)
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To many of us, foxgloves are picture-book plants. Their
spires of pendulous bells in saccharine shades of pink
and lavender seem to embody the spirit of an English
cottage garden. One almost expects a fairy or talking
rabbit to pop out from among them.
In American gardens, though, biennial foxgloves
(Digitalis purpurea and hybrids) often disappoint. Particularly in the southern and central regions, where
they’re rarely in flower for more than a week or two,
it’s hard to justify the space and care they require. After
all, they must be sown yearly and carefully staked and
tended to ensure a fantastic display of flowers.
But there are other foxgloves besides the biennials,
many of which are finally appearing on nursery benches.
Few of them are actually new. Most have been around
for a long time, living quietly in the back of gardens,
hanging on for years without much recognition, while
their gaudier biennial cousins stole the spotlight. But as
subtler colors and reliable garden performance become
ever more desirable, these neglected foxgloves may well
find a place in many gardens.
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that one of the main challenges in growing foxgloves is
getting the plant you want. In Stewart’s experience, foxglove seed is often mislabeled, so plants circulating under a certain species name may not be that plant at all.
Mislabeling is particularly troublesome among varieties with brown flowers, which have been widely used
in recent European garden designs. The rusty foxglove

(D. ferruginea) is Stewart’s favorite of the brownishtoned varieties. “It’s long-lived, relatively large-flowered,
with a large scape (flower stalk) for a perennial foxglove,”
Stewart said. He remarked on its good show of flowers.
Seed-grown rusty foxgloves are variable, with flower
color ranging from rich bronzes to a washy greenish
white with striped throats. Plants make thick clumps to

D. obscura

growing foxgloves

J E R R Y PAV I A

foxgloves prefer partial shade and moist, acidic soil
• easy to grow from seed • seedlings may not bloom
the first year • to encourage perennial behavior and
prevent self-sowing, remove flower stalks before
they set seed • removing flower stalks may also encourage a second bloom • all Digitalis are poisonous
if ingested, and their sap may irritate skin • potential
problems include powdery mildew, aphids, mealybugs, slugs and Japanese beetles • ensure good
drainage, especially in winter, to prevent crown rot
• the plants in this article are not listed by any state
as invasive, but D. lanata and D. purpurea are listed
by several states (source: invasiveplantatlas.org),
and all foxgloves will spread by seed in favorable
conditions • to prevent spreading, remove flowers
before they set seed
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D. ferruginea ‘Gigantea’
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D. grandiflora ‘Carillion’
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about two feet wide, with flower spikes rising four to six
feet in late spring. In all but the coolest summers, they
need some protection from the midday sun.
‘Gigantea’ is a larger variety of rusty foxglove that
Annie Hayes prefers. It has more color than the straight
species, with six-foot spires of beautiful bronze flowers
dusted with gold. It’s a great stun-the-garden-club plant.
Annie’s also offers a very pale yellow selection of D. ferruginea called ‘Yellow Herald’ (also known as ‘Gelbor
Herald’). It produces five-foot flower spires above glossy
dark green foliage. Both selections suit partially shaded
spots where you need something intriguing but easy.
Hayes emphasized rusty foxglove’s reliability and longevity, as well as its long bloom season. “Here in the Bay
Area, they bloom all through the summer,” she said.
Another of Bob Stewart’s favorites is the yellow perennial foxglove, (D. grandiflora, formerly D. ambigua).
One of the most reliable species, it’s easily found throughout the country. The basal foliage is undistinguished,
strappy and dull green, but the flower spikes make up
for that. Throughout late spring and early summer, the
plants send up numerous two- to three-foot spires of
soft yellow flowers. These luminous pale yellow bells
shimmer in the flickering shade of deciduous trees. In
hot climates, flowering will subside in midsummer, but
the plants will resume flowering with the onset of fall.
“[Digitalis grandiflora] flowers as long as the plant is in
growth,” Stewart said. It self-sows moderately, and the
original plants will clump, eventually forming attractive
patches three or four feet across. I’ve seen this species

thriving at the Missouri Botanical Garden in combination with Persian comfrey (Symphytum asperum). The
cobalt blue of the comphrey creates a spectacular contrast with the soft yellow bells of the foxglove.
‘Carillon’ is the most common selection of yellow perennial foxglove, and like its parent, it’s strongly perennial with beautiful pale yellow flowers. But unlike typical D. grandiflora, ‘Carillon’ grows only 12 to 15 inches
tall. It’s also more floriferous and longer blooming. My
clump, which has grown in the deep shade beneath an
old white oak (Quercus alba) for four or five years, begins flowering in mid-spring, usually by the middle of
April. Bloom ceases during the summer, but resumes
in the fall. In 2008, my clump of ‘Carillon’ produced
bloom spikes a few days before Thanksgiving. (I garden
in southeast Missouri, USDA Zone 6.)
For a similar plant with differently colored flowers, try ‘Waldigone’ (Goldcrest). It’s a recent interspecific hybrid from England that has impressed all at the
nursery where I work. ‘Waldigone’ is a small plant with
peach flower spikes 12 to 18 inches in height. Give it
afternoon shade for best color and longest bloom.
The genus Digitalis offers more than candy colors and
short-lived spectacle. Many perennial foxgloves grow
willingly in a variety of conditions. They flower heavily and for long periods. And when their yearly flush of
bloom is done, the show’s not gone for good.

P

CALEB MELCHIOR is studying landscape architecture. He spends
his summers working at a nursery near his home in southeast Missouri.
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species/cultivar

bloom color & time

Digitalis obscura

flower height

USDA hardiness

noteworthy

red and yellow, late 1 to 3 ft.
spring to midsummer

Zones 4–8

willow-like foliage, drought tolerant

D. ferruginea

golden brown, late 3 to 5 ft.
spring to midsummer

Zones 4–9

biennial if allowed to set seed

D. f. ‘Gigantea’

orangish, summer

4 to 6 ft.

Zones 4–9

long bloom period, heavy rusty
veining on flowers

D. f. ‘Yellow Herald’

pale yellow with rust 3 to 5 ft.
veins, early summer

Zones 4–8

also known as ‘Gelbor Herald’

D. grandiflora

pale yellow, early to 2 to 3 ft.
midsummer

Zones 3–8

very large flowers, strongly perennial

D. g. ‘Carillon’

butter yellow, sum- 12 to 15 in.
mer

Zones 3–8

a short selection for the front of
the border

D. ‘Waldigone’

apricot, summer

Zones 4–7

compact size, often sold under the
trade name Goldcrest

12 to 18 in.
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foxglove footnotes
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Rusty foxglove (D. ferruginea), in a
nice color echo with the brown cones
of Echinacea purpurea ‘White Swan’.

PPFoxglove_HORT0411.indd 59

1/21/11 1:00:15 PM

