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Design seasonal containers

With a little special attention, a beautiful arrangement  
can hold its own through the cold season. We asked  

Jim McMillen, president of Landscapes in Bloom,  
to create lush planters that will last until spring. 

text by Tara Nolan   photography by Donna Griffith
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Evergreens are a staple 
in winter pots, but here, their bushy 

habit is blended with tall branches and 
earthy tones. Jim started with a ring of cedar 

and pine around the edge of the container, then 
pushed the birch logs into the centre to create a 
focal point. Magnolia, seeded eucalyptus, men
tola balls and Italian cotoneaster fill in any gaps. 
“It’s like flower arranging, painting and art all 

mixed together,” he says. Jim recommends 
taking a step back from time to time to  

see how the pot is taking shape.

refined 
 

 plant material list:
1 Birch logs

2 Magnolia tips
3 Seeded eucalyptus

4 Ontario cedar
5 Red pine

6 Decorative  
mentola balls

7 B.C. hemlock
8 Italian cotoneaster
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Because he’s not 
rooting plant materials, Jim’s 

method of hilling the soil ensures plants 
freeze into place when winter hits. Here, with 
the pot filled almost to the brim, the birch log 
tripod was wired and placed inside. Jim added 

more soil, then worked from the bottom up, 
layering branches based on colour—silvery grey 

eucalyptus against dark pine, with hits of the 
rusty underbelly of magnolia for contrast. the 

oversized grapevine sphere, secured by 
wire, “floats above a nest of greens.”

graphic 
 

 plant material list:
1 Birch logs

2 Grapevine sphere
3 Royal fir

4 Magnolia tips
5 Seeded eucalyptus

6 B.C. white pine
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• Use a winter-hardy pot, 
made of fibreglass, metal 

or thick cement. Terra-
cotta can crack in the cold.
• Use a triple mix (adding a 
bit of water if it’s dry)—it’s 

denser than potting soil.
• Fill your urn and mound 

the soil three to four 
inches above the rim “to 

give branches some thing 
to hold them up.”

• Jim applies Wilt Pruf 
Plant Protector to some of 

the greenery to reduce loss 
of moisture in winter, but 
advises caution—silver fir,

for example, and juniper 
berries will lose their 
colour after it’s applied.
• If you’re adding lights  
to an arrangement, use 
garland to wrap unsightly 
electrical cords.
• Jim uses the clock method 
(positioning branches  
at 3, 6, 9 and 12 o’clock)  
in a hilled urn.
• Create your pot inside  
if possible to avoid the 
elements. Once you place 
the container outdoors, the 
arrangement will freeze in 
place as temperatures dip.

Jim’s Tips for Winter Containers

The square planters 
influenced the linear design of 

these symmetrical showpieces. Jim 
avoided a traditional palette, choosing instead 
vibrant yellow and chartreuse pops of colour. 

Boxwood tips, carefully cut to size, were layered 
around the edge of the container, followed by  
a layer of oregonia inside the boxwood. They 

create a frame to hold the bright African greens 
in the middle of the arrangement. Curly 

willow sticks provide height and  
curvy appeal.

fresh 
  plant material list:

1 Curly willow
2 Oregonia

3 African greens
4 Magnolia

5 B.C. hemlock
6 Fake pears

7 Boxwood tips
8 Silver fir

9 Italian viburnum
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  plant material list:
1 Brown lacquered sticks

2 Oregonia
3 B.C. cedar
4 Silver fir

5 Italian viburnum
6 Boxwood tips
7 Seru fino pods

8 Carolina sapphire
9 Eucalyptus pods 

10 Robusta eucalyptus
11 Magnolia tips
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For the  
steps to create 

these containers  
go to canadian 

gardening.com/
jimspots 

If you’ve got the 
space, use it to full effect. This 

majestic arrangement, nestled behind a 
low boxwood hedge against a backdrop of 
deciduous trees, was placed so the owners 

view it from their back window. Jim mounded 
soil into the planter, then placed overhanging 

pine and blue spruce branches at the edges. He 
introduced taller plants further into the centre, 

alternating with more layers of soil and gra
dually working his way up with luscious 

berries and seed pods. 

sumptuous 
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Touches of white in 
the crown of painted twigs balances 

the feathery cedar branches Jim used in 
this planter. He always begins by using a clock 
method—putting material in at 12, 3, 6 and 9— 

as a rough guide around the perimeter of a 
container. Here he started with the cedar, then 

moved on to other textured greenery and 
sculptural lotus pods. For a quirky topiary 

effect, Jim wove a cedar garland around an 
inverted grapevine cone and wired it to 

bamboo stakes to hold it in place.

whimsical 
 

  plant material list:
1 White decorative 

branches
2 Cedar garland

3 Robusta eucalyptus
4 Oregonia

5 Decorative  
Badam, dyed

6 Silver fir
7 Lotus pods
8 B.C. cedar

9 African greens
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“Add some small led twinkle lights for a festive touch during  
the holidays,” suggests Jim McMillen of Landscapes in Bloom. cg




