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The Wide World of Flowers




Flowers, from wildflowers to the finest cultivars, are beloved in every part of the world. Most are used as decorations, but many are also used for medicinal purposes, or to help other flowers grow or resist disease. What is a flower? The word may mean either the blossom or the whole plant. Botanists use the word flower to mean only the blossom of a plant. They call the whole plant — blossom, stem, leaves, and roots — a flowering plant. Any plant that produces some sort of flowers, even a tiny, colorless one, is a flowering plant. Thus, grasses, roses, lilies, apple trees, and oaks are all flowering plants.


Herbaceous (nonwoody) flowering plants are generally classified by the length of time that the plant normally lives. Annuals live only one year. Biennials live for two years, blooming well only the second year. Perennials live for more than two years; they bloom the year after they are planted. Woody flowering plants — trees and shrubs — usually live for a number of years.


By any definition, flowers and flowering plants are essential to life on earth. We depend on them for our food. Flowering plants include almost all of our grains, fruits, and vegetables. We eat the roots of beets and carrots, the leaves of lettuce, the seeds of beans and peas, the fruits of apples and peaches, and the young stems of asparagus, all of which are parts of blooming plants. And artichokes, broccoli, and cauliflower are undeveloped flower clusters. Even the animals that we eat — cattle, sheep, and hogs — live on flowering plants.


We have learned many different ways in which to use plants. Dandelion and elderberry blossoms are used to make wine. Cloves, the flower buds of the tropical clove tree, are used to flavor many foods. Pickled flower buds of the caper bush are used as a relish.


Many flowers are known by their scent, which may range from pleasant to unpleasant, from the delightful fragrance of the rose to the reek of the pelican flower of South America, which smells like carrion. Scent, whether appealing to humans or not, is a key way that flowers attract pollinators.


Most flowers need soil to grow, but some can grow on tree branches, taking their sustenance from the air, while others float on lakes and streams. Even hot, dry deserts have many lovely blossoms. During and after the rainy season, they spring up as if by magic to bloom quickly and set seed so another generation will be there to rise again when the season is right. Just about the only places flowers do not grow are in the ice-covered parts of the Arctic and Antarctic.




Some water blossoms are so small they can be seen only under a microscope; others, like the giant rafflesia, the largest flower in the world, which grows wild in Malaya and Indonesia, may measure three feet across!


A fascinating aspect of flowering plants, and one with practical value to the gardener, is how the different kinds interact when planted together. This is a subject that we will be looking at closely in this book.




Companion Flowers


Companion planting is not a form of magic. It is simple and practical, making use of known factors in planning a flower or vegetable garden. Companion plantings of some kind have been practiced throughout most of agricultural history.


Early settlers from Europe found the Native Americans planting corn and pumpkins together. In Holland in the 1800s a border of hemp (cannabis) was often planted around a cabbage field to keep away the white cabbage butterflies. Nature herself grows many different kinds of plants successfully as “companions.” Furthermore, her plants, in most instances, grow very closely together. Instead of isolating particular kinds or varieties, she often places them shoulder to shoulder. Thus they become a source of needed shade, a climbing support, or a provider of mulch and soil-conditioning food. They may even repel other plants, preventing a sturdy, too-aggressive species from completely taking over.


Legumes such as clover and alfalfa have long been used as companion crops by farmers who have grown them to add nitrogen to the soil. The nitrogen “fixed” by legumes and other plants is not immediately available to neighboring plants but is released when the legume, or a portion of it, dies and becomes incorporated in the soil. In the flower garden lupines and other plants belonging to the Bean family perform the same function.


Some companion plants offer mechanical benefits; roots of large plants may break up the soil for smaller ones and make root penetration easier, especially in tight soil. Deep taproots of dandelions and other plants bring up minerals and make them available to plants growing nearer the surface.


Large plants (hollyhocks, sunflowers) may provide shade, wind protection, or higher humidity for small plants near them. In nature, shrubs growing around the trunk of a tree may protect it from animals. At the same time the tree, because of the shade it provides, protects the shrubs from being overwhelmed by weeds.




Another key to companion planting is controlled competition. A gardener growing a perennial flower border is engaging in one of the most complex forms of companion planting. The garden is designed not only for color, texture, height, and bloom sequence but also for controlled competition through proper spacing and varying heights. Smaller plants are protected by larger ones, but thought must also be given to the aggressive plants that will crowd out slower-growing ones if they are not kept within bounds.


We have also learned that it is unwise to plant together those plants that are susceptible to the same insects and diseases. Columbines, which are very attractive to red spiders, should not be planted near other flowers, or tomatoes, that the spider mites also find tasty.


We know, too, that certain trees exude toxic substances through their roots to inhibit germination of their own seedlings beneath them. This is their natural way to reduce or eliminate competition. On the other hand, the root exudates of dahlias are helpful against certain kinds of nematodes, and they are protective to other flowers growing nearby.


Many rock-garden plants also could be considered companions because they all do well in somewhat dry, sunny sites. Environmental factors make these plants companions.


Pumpkins and corn, as the Indians knew, grow well together because they are suited to the same conditions and their growing rates let them compete favorably for light, water, and nutrients. Plants that like the same growing conditions but occupy different soil strata make good companions — African marigolds and narcissus, for example — and the marigolds also repel certain nematodes that attack the bulbs.


We find many other unusual examples of “togetherness.” Hawkweed or Indian paintbrush, a beautiful flower and a great attractant for hummingbirds, will not grow from seed (in cultivation) unless another plant is sown in the same pot with its seeds. The usual practice is to use blue grama (Bouteloua gracilis).


So now let’s look at some of the flowers and plants, both cultivated and wild, familiar and unusual, that I hope you will find beautiful and useful.







Chapter 1Flower Lore






Adonis, Flower of Adonis


(Adonis)




This flower is named for Adonis, the beloved of Venus. According to legend, the flower sprang from the blood of Adonis after he was killed by a wild boar.


Adonis plants belong to the Buttercup family, Ranunculaceae. The flowers are yellow or red and have 5 to 16 petals. Use annual and perennial varieties for the front border and rock garden.









African Marigold


(Tagetes erecta)




“African” is a misnomer, for these plants hail from Mexico. To defeat nematodes that attack narcissus, nurserymen often plant African marigolds as a cover crop before planting the bulbs. To achieve satisfactory control, they plant the marigolds at least three months before planting the bulb crop.


African marigolds are also planted around apple trees or nursery stock used in grafting and budding to discourage pests. Planted near roses damaged by certain nematodes, they restore vigorous growth.









African Violet


(Saintpaulia)




This is a great favorite of indoor gardeners for its beauty. To propagate, plant the leaves in slightly moistened potting soil in a margarine tub. Slip the tub in a plastic bag and close. New plants will grow quickly and form roots.









Ajuga


(Ajuga)




Ajuga is a delightful ground cover. A. reptans var. metallica crispa is especially lovely planted in small patches between the green varieties. It has deep purple foliage and deep blue flowers. Although it can grow in shade, it does best in full sun. A. reptans ‘Pink Beauty’ has whorls of delicate pink flowers in May and June. A. pyramidalis, which is larger than the others, has deep green foliage and blue flowers with purple bracts.











Alkanet, Bugloss


(Anchusa)




This genus name is derived from the Greek anchousa, a cosmetic plant or stain; it may possibly have been a coloring from the blue flowers used by the ancient Greek women for eye shadow. However, a red infusion may be prepared from the roots and, as John Gerard says in his Herball, “The Gentelwomen of France do paint their faces with these roots as it is said.” The genus also provides showy biennials and perennials for borders.









Allheal, Amantilla, Jacob’s Ladder, Setwell, Valerian


(Polemonium)




The common perennial border plant allheal (Polemonium caeruleum), also known as Jacob’s ladder or green valerian, reaches a height of 18 to 25 inches and bears beautiful blue flowers in June; the variety album has white flowers.


The value of allheal lies in its roots, which are dug in spring before the plant has begun its growth. Dry, then pulverize the roots; store the powder in an airtight container. Valerian tea is useful for many nervous disorders such as cramps, headaches, and stomach gases. The flavor is not particularly pleasant, but it is sleep-inducing and tranquilizing. Use a teaspoon of root per cup and steep in boiling water. As an herbal sedative, it is very calming.


Dried valerian added to bathwater helps with skin troubles and has a soothing effect on the nervous system. Because of its sleep-inducing quality, a small amount is beneficial when added to herbal cushions or pillows. Pillows may also contain a mixture of dried peppermint, sage, lemon balm, and lavender with small additions of dill, marjoram, thyme, tarragon, woodruff, angelica, rosemary, lemon verbena, and red bergamot. (See the chapter on Cosmetics and Fragrances for directions.)









Aloe


(Aloe vera)




The flower of this, nature’s own medicine plant, is very undistinguished, having an extremely long stem and very small blossoms. The plant, with more than 200 species, is a vegetable belonging to the Lily family.


Cut leaves exude a juice useful as a wound dressing on a tree limb after it has been cut. The healing qualities of aloe are now widely recognized and the extracts are used in various cosmetics. It is best known for its use on burns. The juice taken internally is also healing.










Alpine Flowers




These flowers know so precisely when spring is coming that they bore their way up through lingering snowbanks, developing their own heat with which to melt the snow. One, Stellaria decumbens, is found at 20,130 feet in the Himalayas.









Alyssum


(Lobularia maritima)




The white, honey-smelling alyssums are charming with ‘Martha Washington’ geraniums. Or try the ‘Violet Queen’ variety with a ‘Cecile Brunner’ rose. Sow outdoors in early spring. Do not cover; the seed needs light to germinate. Pot up alyssum in August for indoor bloom in November.









Amaranth


(Amaranthus)




This is the common name of a family that includes both weeds and garden plants. The family is mostly herbs. The name comes from a Greek word meaning “unfading,” and is appropriate because the amaranth flowers remain colored even when dried.


A member of the Amaranth family, cockscomb (Celosia), is very often grown as a garden flower. Celosia cristata bears flattish, dense heads of crimson, yellow, orange, or pink flowers and is an excellent pot plant. Another type, C. plumosa, grows in the form of a feather plume and comes in scarlet, crimson, and gold. These plants add brilliant color to the garden.









Amaryllis


(Amaryllis)




This is a genus of beautiful, lilylike plants that are usually grown indoors. Pot an amaryllis in a container only slightly larger than the bulb. Cover about one-third of the bulb with soil. For best bloom, the amaryllis should be potbound.
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Potting up amaryllis











Amsonia, Willow Amsonia


(A. salicifolia, A. tabernaemontana)




This unusual and little-known perennial may be used as a specimen or toward the front of the herbaceous border. Its arching, willowy stems display narrow, glossy leaves and, during May and June, clusters of small star-shaped flowers of a strange steel blue color. The plant grows in sun but prefers part shade, particularly in warm climates. Because it is highly resistant to wind, it grows well in the Southwest and in coastal areas. Amsonias grow slowly, are never troubled by insects or diseases, and rarely need division or staking.











Angelica


(Angelica archangelica)




This decorative, broad-spreading plant is the largest garden herb. Although a biennial, it will live many years if you keep the flowers cut, but once seed develops, the plant will die. The roots and leaves have medicinal properties. The candied stems are used in confectionery, the fruits have flavoring properties, and an oil of medicinal value is derived from the roots and seeds. Dry seeds do not germinate well.









Anise


(Pimpinella anisum)




This is a white-flowered annual belonging to the Carrot family. When thoroughly dry, the seed germinates with difficulty. Therefore, you will get better plants from your own fresh seed, and it will add more potent flavoring to bread, cakes, and cookies. Use the green leaves in salads as a garnish.


Aniseed germinates better, grows more vigorously, and forms better heads when sown with coriander. Anise oil attracts fish.









Anthemis


(Anthemis)




The name comes from the Greek anthemon, a flower, and refers to the plant’s profuse blooming. Use these aromatic perennials for the border or rock garden. Chamomile tea is made from A. nobilis, and a nonflowering variety of this species is sometimes used for lawns, particularly in very dry areas. It is said also to improve the health of other plants when grown close to them.









Anthurium


(Anthurium)




These greenhouse plants, chiefly from tropical America, belong to the Arum family. They are grown for their brilliantly colored flower spathes that appear in spring and summer, or their ornamental leaves. The name refers to the tail-like flower in the center of the spathe and is derived from anthos, a flower, and oura, a tail. However, the tail always reminds me of Pinocchio’s nose!


One of the most magnificent anthuriums is A. veitchi, which has metallic green leaves two to four feet long.










Asparagus Fern


(Asparagus plumosus)






The plant, a member of the Lily family, is slender, with fernlike foliage on climbing stems. The fronds are very popular for floral arrangements. A. sprengeri, an ideal plant for pots, has long branched stems clothed in narrow leaves and bears small white flowers followed by small red berries. A. medeoloides, the smilax of the florist, has dense minute foliage.









Aspidistra, Parlor Palm, Cast-Iron Plant


(Aspidistra elatior)




Gracie Fields made this plant famous in the song “The Biggest Aspidistra in the World.” During Victorian times it was probably the most popular houseplant, gradually giving way to the philodendron, dracaena, and ivy. However, it is becoming popular again, perhaps because it is the most easily managed of all houseplants and may be kept healthy and vigorous for years with a minimum of attention.


Aspidistras are shade plants with a low respiration level. Even with little sunlight, the leaves can support a steady growth of all parts of the plant. Flowers come in winter, December to March, and arise at soil level. With their magenta and gold colors, they are reminiscent of sea anemones or tiny exotic lilies, to which they are related. In their native forests of the Himalayan or Japanese foothills, the flowers are pollinated by a tiny snail crawling over them. As “potted captives” the plants seldom produce seeds but may be increased by root division. The types with variegated leaves of cream and green are especially attractive.









Aster


(Aster frikartii)




The plant sends up an abundance of flowers from June to November, even after a frost or two, and deserves to be seen more often in gardens. Asters are an immense group with about 160 species native to North America. On moist, low soil or by roadsides we find bushy aster (Boltonia steroides); New England aster; Aster tradescanti; and willow-leaved aster; and on banks of streams and in swamps, purple-stemmed aster (A. puniceus). If asters invade pastures or fields, it indicates a need for drainage.









Astilbe


(Astilbe)




The name is thought to be derived from the Greek word for “not shining,” a reference to the leaflets. Perennials are useful for border and rock gardens; the many modern cultivars are generally the most handsome, and are known as Spiraea.










Auricula


(Primula auricula)






The name comes from the Latin auricula, an ear, and is a reference to the shape of the leaves, which resemble the ear of an animal. Auricula itself is one of the 30 or so classes into which botanists now divide the genus Primula. So-called Alpine auriculas are probably derived from Primula pubescens and what are known as florist auriculas from Primula auricula.









Baby Blue-Eyes


(Nemophila menziesii)




This plant shares honors with catnip as a feline attractant. In her book The Fragrant Garden, Louise Beebe Wilder says cats “will even dig the plants out of the ground.” Baby blue-eyes, however, deserves to be more widely planted, as it makes a colorful ground cover from June to frost.









Baby’s Breath, Chalk Plant


(Gypsophila)




Baby’s breath is a must for dainty bouquets. In early summer these plants bear a profusion of feathery panicles of small, starry white or pink flowers on threadlike stems, creating a delicate and beautiful veil-like effect. The plant withstands cutting well and succeeds in any well-drained, not-too-heavy soil, but mix some lime into the soil before planting. G. paniculata ‘Bristol Fairy’ has large panicles of pure white, double flowers. ‘Pink Fairy’ produces double flowers on strong, wiry stems from June to September and adds an airy, graceful touch when placed with larger cut flowers.









Bachelor’s-Button, Cornflower, Blue Bonnet, Bluebottle


(Centaurea cyanus)




Actually a beautiful weed, the cornflower is of value in supplying bees with honey, even in the driest weather. On limestone soils the cornflowers are blue; on acid soil they frequently develop rose and pink flowers, sometimes both colors on the same plant. The more inclined toward red, the more acid is the soil.









Balm, Lemon


(Melissa officinalis aurea)




The flowers, which are salvia-shaped, are white, small, and inconspicuous; the heart-shaped leaves are sometimes variegated green and cream. When crushed in the hand, the leaf emits a delicious odor, suggestive of lemon-scented verbena. Melissa is Greek for bee, and bees obtain large quantities of honey from the flowers. The plant will flourish in ordinary garden soil but needs a sunny, well-drained location. Balm (Melissa) was used by ancient Arabs as an ingredient in a cordial. Many home remedies call for it to treat vertigo, migraine, lack of appetite, and indigestion.
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Lemon balm









Bat Flower


(Tacca chantrieri)




The bat plant is said to have “the blackest flower in the world.” It hails from Malaya and Burma. Some call it the devil’s flower, and the many strange stories told about it probably originate from the malevolent way in which the eyes in the bloom seem to follow your every move. Sometimes its curious influorescence looks batlike. To some it resembles an aerial jellyfish. It is indeed an awesome flower and a prize for those who want to grow something different.









Balsamroot


(Balsamorhiza sagittata)




A powder of stems and leaves is somewhat toxic to pea aphids. The seeds are edible and may be roasted, ground, and mixed with flour to make a bread, according to author Nelson Coon.









Begonia


(Begonia)




There are many varieties of begonias — tuberous begonias, wax or fibrous-rooted types, and those grown for their ornamental leaves such as Begonia massoniana ‘Iron Cross’, as well as less well-known types.


All begonias grow well in pots, porch boxes, or hanging baskets. The best potting compost consists of two parts fibrous loam; one part leaf mold or peat moss; half a part well-decomposed manure; and a sprinkling of sand. Add 1⁄4 ounce of bonemeal to each quart of compost. Keep the atmosphere moist and shade the plants from hot sunshine. Begonias do well planted with Achimenes (a gesneriad) in pots or boxes, as both take the same culture and will bloom well in shade.









Belladonna Lily


(Amaryllis belladonna)




The common garden amaryllis may be grown permanently outdoors in California and Florida, but in most places the large tuberous bulbs are taken up and stored during the winter. Store them with caution because the alkaloids present in the bitter-tasting bulb cause trembling and vomiting if inadvertently eaten. The showy, sweet-scented flowers are typically rosy pink and trumpet-shaped, which makes for a beautiful pot plant. Some members of the Amaryllis family, such as the century plant and the Cuban and Mauritian hemp, are sources of useful fibers.











Bergenia


(Saxifraga or Megasea)




These handsome plants, about one foot tall, have masses of decorative broad, deep green foliage and clusters of pink flowers that appear in early spring from March to May. They are fine for the front of the border, to “face down” shrubs, as an informal ground cover, and for the rock garden.









Bible Leaf, Costmary, Alecost


(Chrysanthemum balsamita)




Used as a bookmark, the bible leaf provided some distraction for children to smell during long church services in colonial days. The plant will grow in some shade but will not bloom there. The flower heads are golden yellow, small, buttonlike, and in loose clusters.









Bleeding Heart


(Dicentra)




This old-time favorite is still very popular. It may have red, pink, or white flowers. D. spectabilis is the old-fashioned showy bleeding heart with long, graceful, pendulous racemes covered with heart-shaped pink flowers on plants about two feet in height. Of easy culture, these plants increase in size but do not need transplanting or dividing very often. However, since they do go dormant early in the fall, it is wise to set another plant close by as a filler; Anemone vitifolia is recommended for this purpose.









Blue False Indigo


(Baptisia australis)




This perennial of unique appeal makes an outstanding cornerstone in the perennial border. Its blue-green leaves stay handsome all season and its nine- to twelve-inch spikes of intense blue, pealike flowers bloom in late spring and summer. It is splendid as a companion for Oriental poppies, and grows best in a lime-free soil in a sunny location.









Borage


(Borago officinalis)




Borage is the common name of a familiar herb whose leaves and flowers have traditionally been used in claret cup and other beverages, to which it imparts a cucumber-like fragrance and refreshing flavor. The blue flowers are also dried for use in potpourri. It is an annual and easily raised from seed sown in spring in ordinary garden soil.




For many centuries, borage has been used medicinally; in the preparation of various cordials and cups, it is believed to have an exhilarating effect. Pliny had a high opinion of its virtues “because it maketh a man merry and joyful.” However, present-day herbalists advise against using borage for long periods.


The plants require a sunny position, but the blue coloring of the flowers is finest when the plants are grow in poor soil.









Bouncing Bet, Soapwort


(Saponaria officinalis)




This showy flowering plant grows almost too readily. Its great virtue lies in its sudsing quality, the bruised leaves acting as a soap when agitated in water. The lather may be used as a shampoo. When decomposed, the lathering substance (saponin) helps to retain soil moisture. (See also Cuckoo Flower).


Bouncing Bet was brought to the New World more than 300 years ago for its valuable lathering qualities. It was once used extensively for washing fine silks and woolens. The carnation-like pink and white flowers cover the plant during its long blooming season.
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Bouncing Bet












Bromeliads


Did you know that you can force a bromeliad to bloom by covering it for five days with a plastic bag that has an apple inside? A bromeliad is any plant belonging to the Pineapple family. Typical bromeliads are aechmea, billbergia, cryptanthus, nidularium, tillandsia, and vriesia.


If you’re cramped for space indoors, try miniatures. Among my favorites are the little bromeliads, specifically those known as Cryptanthus, or earth-stars. The species known as C. vivittatus minor, for example, forms a rosette three to four inches across. It hugs the ground and is composed of leathery-stiff leaves, the edges of which have tiny spines. If you run your index finger lightly along one, it will remind you of a cat’s tongue.


The leaves are striped lengthwise in color that varies depending on age and growing conditions. Usually they are a combination of green with red or pink suffusion. The flowers, which are white and typical of cryptanthus, grow from the center of a mature plant; hence the name of the plant.











Buckbean, Bogbean, Marsh Trefoil


(Menyanthes trifoliata L.)




This perennial plant found in marshes and bogs has white flowers tinged with rose borne in a terminal cluster on a stalk four to twelve inches long. Rootstalks used as an emergency food must be dried, ground, then washed several times to leach out the bitter principle, and then dried again. Fernald describes the bread made from such flour as “thoroughly unpalatable but nutritious.” In Europe the roots have been used to replace hops in making beer.
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Buckbean












Bulbs


You can have bulbs flower in succession, from snowdrops in early spring to lilies in late summer. There are bulbs for every purpose:


Beds and borders. Try hyacinth with English daisies in pink or white, pansies in selected colors, or forget-me-nots for color combinations. Tulips give a medley of color in a good-sized tulip bed edged with pansies.


Rock gardens. Small bulbs bring color and early-season interest. Snowdrops lead off; then come the crocus species in white, yellow, and lilac shades; followed closely by little Iris reticulata in very dark purple with orange veinings. Other suggestions include grape hyacinth (Muscari), glory-of-the-snow (Chionodoxa), spring glory (Scilla), small narcissus (Narcissus minimus), hoop-petticoat daffodil (N. bulbocodium), and angel’s-tears (N. triandrus), to name but a few possibilities that do well together.


Forcing bulbs for winter bloom. Narcissus, such as paper-whites and Chinese sacred lily, are the easiest and earliest to bloom. Set them in bowls of pebbles and water in September and they’ll bloom for Thanksgiving. Later starts will prolong the season. Hyacinths, white Roman and the miniatures in yellow, pink, and blue, grow well in bowls of vermiculite or the special bulb fiber obtainable from dealers. Daffodils and tulips are mostly grown in standard pots or bulb pans in a good soil mixture. Use precooled daffodil bulbs or cover pots outside until after a heavy freeze before trying to force them.




After blooming, spring bulbs should have the dying flowers cut off, though not the whole stem, so that the plant’s strength is not wasted in seed production. Work the soil lightly between the bulbs with a hand fork or hoe before planting with annual bedding plants for summer display.


Naturalizing bulbs. Some bulbs grow and flower for many years under natural or “wild” conditions; their only need is good soil. Snowdrops often grow and flower on the north side of a slope for generations. Grape hyacinths grow and spread. So will Siberian squill and glory-of-the-snow. Crocuses bring color and interest to bare ground. Plant poet’s narcissus (Narcissus poeticus) near water. Spanish bluebells (Scilla hispanica), in delicate shades of white, pink, and blue, enliven the somber green of ferns in a moist, shady spot. Daffodils naturalize readily although they will not increase as rapidly in grass as under cultivation. Trumpet or large-cupped daffodils look enchanting on a grassy slope.









Cactus


The origin of the bizarre Cactus family is shrouded in mystery. Botanists theorize that the first cacti evolved from roses because their lavish, showy flowers closely resemble roses in shape and structure. Cactus blossoms are unbelievably beautiful, especially the fragrant flowers that bloom at night.


Native Americans and other southwesterners find a variety of uses for cacti. Many species have delicious edible parts: The pads of opuntia taste like green beans, and the flowers may be used in the same way as squash blossoms. The fruits of some species taste like strawberries. The pulp of the barrel cactus is used to make cactus candy.


Some of the giant cacti are used as lumber, to roof houses and to make cradles. Peyote cactus buttons have been used for centuries for medicinal and religious purposes. Many cacti are beautiful and interesting even when not in bloom and are widely used in the Southwest for landscaping. Many cactus fanciers in more northern climates enjoy potted cactus or indoor cactus gardens.


Cacti comprise a perennial family of herbs and shrubs equipped with areoles. No other plants have these unique organs of growth. From them spring branches, flowers, glochids, spines, and, when present, leaves. If areoles are removed, the cactus will die.
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Cacti: The “Other Roses” and Some Pollinators








	



	Bat (pollinator)


	Coville barrel cactus


	Fragrant night-blooming senita cactus


	Opuntia (edible pads; fruits of some species taste like strawberries)


	Hedgehog cactus (exceptionally beautiful flowers)


	Snout butterfly (pollinator)


	Owl eyes cactus


	Chin cacti


	Wild honeybee (pollinator)


	Marine blue butterfly


	Pincushion cacti


	Opuntia ‘Bunny Ears’


	Golden barrel cactus (pulp contains water)







	



	Powder puff cactus (soft fuzzy spines)


	Old man cactus (white hairs)


	Horned toad


	Spineless sea urchin cactus


	Fishhook cactus


	Crested cactus


	Mourning dove family in jumping cholla cactus


	Wait-a-bit (sharply recurved spines)


	Moth (pollinator)


	Fragrant night-blooming cereus cactus


	Peyote buttons (used in medicine and religion)


	Barrel cactus (tastes like watermelon)






















Calla Lily, Arum Lily


(Zantedeschia)






This plant is easily grown in mild climates such as in California, where it sometimes “escapes” and grows wild. The most popular kind is the common calla, which has handsome green leaves and bears large white flower spathes. It is cultivated in large quantities by market growers for the spathes, which are in great demand for decorative purposes, particularly at Easter.


The common calla and its varieties are moisture-loving plants and must be grown in rich, loamy soil that does not dry out quickly. In parts of North America where the winters are mild, the common calla and its varieties may be grown outdoors. They thrive in moist or wet soil on the edge of a pool or pond, or may even be planted in shallow water.


The chief kinds of yellow or golden calla are Z. elliottiana and Z. angustiloba. The pink calla, Z. rehmannii, is a smaller and much lower plant than the white or yellow-flowered kinds. There is also a spotted calla, Z. albomaculata, and a black-throated calla, Z. melanoleuca. This last has yellow spathes with a conspicuous black-purple spot at the base inside.


In Lapland, people grind the root of the marsh calla into flour for bread.
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Calla lily









Candytuft


(Iberis)




This plant is practically foolproof even for “purple thumbers,” and does well in any soil in sun or light shade. To extend the blooming period, shear off the spent blossoms. Use this evergreen subshrub for edging borders and garden walks, in the rockery, or for mass plantings. Most candytufts have white flowers; I. jucunda is noted for its dense pink flowers and blue-green foliage.









Canna, Indian Shot


(Canna)




These tender herbaceous perennial plants from South America and the West Indies have unbranched, stately stems springing from a fleshy rootstock. During the summer they have large, ornamental foliage and brilliant, showy, gladiolus-like flowers in dense terminal clusters.


The leaves and stems of cannas have insecticidal properties. They are particularly useful as a greenhouse fumigant to control aphids, ants, and mites. Place newspapers in the bottom of a pail with a metal grating on top of them. Above the grating put a layer of straw to act as a buffer; then place leaves and stems on top. Light the newspapers; the leaves will smolder rather than burn, producing thick smoke. Close the greenhouse door tightly and smoke the leaves for about 30 minutes.









Carnation


(Dianthus)




These charming plants of cheerful colors and spicy fragrance have attractive, often bluish green foliage. They are fine for borders, edging, and rock gardens. The hardy border carnation, D. caryophyllus, blooms almost perpetually. Grow it in well-drained soil with lime added and protect it in winter with a dry mulch. Cut back the plants after blooming.


Carnations are very popular for Mother’s Day.









Carpetweed


(Mollugo verticillata)




This is a low-growing weed that forms mats in gardens and on paths. It thrives well on lighter, sandy soils, but will not resist hoeing and cultivation.


Charles Harris in his book Eat the Weeds states that carpetweed is good steamed or boiled, or used as a potherb.









Carrion Cactus


(Stapelia)




This cactus looks and smells like carrion and attracts carrion flies from a long distance. Bluebottle flies also seek it out and have been known to lay their eggs on the leathery petals, as they do on another foul-smelling plant, Amorphophallus rivieri, or devil’s-tongue.









Carrot, Wild


See Queen Anne’s Lace.









Catchfly


(Silene)




This group of plants often infests dry meadows, clover, and alfalfa fields. It may become a pest if not controlled by early cutting. The sleepy catchfly, forked or hairy catchfly, and night-flowering catchfly are all annuals and propagate by seed. The sleepy catchfly opens its flower only to bright sunshine. The name catchfly is derived from a gluelike substance on the stem, which does catch flies.










Celandine, Great


(Chelidonium majus)






This plant grows here and there in barnyards, pastures, and roadsides. It contains a yellow, slightly poisonous juice, which was once used against warts (hence the popular names wortweed, killwort, and devil’s milk). It has also been recommended that the freshly oozing juice be applied daily to corns until cured, or used on sores of horses. There is a caustic quality in the juice (even more in the roots than the upper parts) that could be of medicinal value for skin conditions. Cultivation and early cutting before it goes to seed will keep celandine from spreading.









Ceratostigma


(Plumbago larpentiae)




This plant is truly one of the most rewarding of all perennials. Growing only six to eight inches high, it forms mats twelve to eighteen inches across, solidly covered with clusters of intense peacock blue flowers in late summer and fall. Simultaneously the interesting leathery foliage turns deep mahogany red. Use the plant for ground cover or for underplanting shrubs. It will grow virtually anywhere, good soil or bad, well drained or poorly drained, in heat or cold, sun or shade!









Cherokee Rose


(Rosa laevigata)




This charming decoration of our southern states originally came from China, but is now widely and permanently naturalized. The foliage is evergreen and shining and the immense white single blooms have the rich fragrance of the gardenia.









Chickweed


(Cerastium arvense)




The field-mouse-ear chickweed is a beautiful flowering native plant used in gardens. It derives its name mouse-ear from the shape of its leaves. The blossom is large, white, and star-shaped. Because of its creeping rootstock (every joint can produce a new plant), it can become troublesome in pastures. Plow and cultivate to control it. In Gardening Without Poisons, Beatrice Trum Hunter says that “rye overpowers chickweed.” Chickweed likes roadsides, sunny hills, and even grows way up on high mountains.


Common mouse-ear chickweed (Cerastium vulgatum), which propagates only by seed, has smaller leaves and blossoms than the field mouse-ear. It likes to grow in fields and on roadsides. Early cultivation in grainfields will lift up the shallow roots and so eradicate this perennial.










Chinese Lantern


(Physalis alkekengi)






Chinese lantern is often grown for its large, showy calyxes, which are attractive as winter decorations. The white flowers are followed by dense clusters of bright orange-scarlet, lanternlike husks enclosing scarlet berries. Cut the stems in autumn and dry to preserve. Chinese lantern is an aggressive plant that will rapidly take over, so grow it in a waste spot to prevent crowding other flowers.









Chocolate Flower


(Berlandiera lyrata)




This branched perennial has pale yellow, daisylike flowers that smell like chocolate. The underside of the “petals” have brown veins. The large green bracts below the flower are attractive for dried arrangements.









Christmas Rose


(Helleborus niger)




This perennial herb is often cultivated in gardens for its midwinter bloom. Because it blooms in early spring in some regions, it is often incorrectly called the Lenten rose. The white or pink-white flowers, about two inches across, become purplish with age. The thick but fibrous rootstalk, which is blackish brown, yields drugs for commercial use. However, the rootstalk is violently poisonous if eaten and, as a warning, emits an unpleasant odor when cut or broken. It has a bitter, slightly acrid taste. The poisonous leaves may cause dermatitis on contact.









Chrysanthemum


See the chapter on Companion Planting with Flowers and Herbs.









Clove


(Syzygium aromaticum)




This is the name given to the flower buds of a tropical tree that grows wild in the Moluccas, or Spice Islands, and in Sumatra, Jamaica, the West Indies, and Brazil. The tree’s purplish flowers grow on jointed stalks and are picked before they open. Reddish when first picked, they turn dark brown when dried. The dried buds are used as a spice. They have a fragrant odor and a warm, sharp taste. Maybe you know them best as decorations for a fine ham.









Clove Pink


(Dianthus caryophyllus)




This is the gillyflower of medieval Europe, popular for its variety of color and sweet, spicy fragrance. Before oriental spices became available to everyone, the flowers of clove pinks were used with foods and for flavoring wine and vinegar. These lovely old-fashioned pinks bloom from early summer until late fall and keep the air delightfully perfumed — and the plants are winter hardy.











Clover


(Trifolium)




Like other legumes, clover fixes the nitrogen from the air by means of bacteria growing on its roots. When the clover is plowed under, the nitrogen enriches the soil. Many of the clovers are used for cover crops, including the common red or sweet clover.


There are also bur, crimson, Egyptian, and Persian or Wood’s clover, but red clover is the most important member of the family. The flowers of red clover will not be fertilized unless a bee pollinates them. When red clover was first planted in Australia, there were no bumblebees to carry the pollen; not until they were introduced did the red clover produce seed. Crimson clover is much used for soil improvement. Its flowers are often red but may be white or yellow.


Red clover herb tea is especially good for canaries. To make: Steep two teaspoons in 1⁄2 cup hot water and allow to stand 15 minutes. Put a few drops a day in the canary’s drinking water.


Clover honey is very delicious and one of the best-known flavors.









Coleus


(Coleus)




These are superb, colorful foliage plants for shady spots in the garden — and they are fine houseplants as well. The luxuriant foliage displays shades of red, green, crimson, yellow, white, pink, and combinations thereof. As exotic in color and form as they are, coleus are probably due for even bigger changes. They react strongly to radioactivity, and many new forms have been seen at the nuclear installation outside Knoxville.









Columbine


(Aquilegia)




These hardy perennial plants bear spurred, beautifully colored flowers from May to July. They grow wild in North America, Siberia, and other north temperate countries and belong to the Buttercup family, Ranunculaceae. The word Aquilegia is derived from aquila, an eagle, an indication of the spurlike petals.
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Columbine






Columbines will thrive in ordinary garden soil and are easily raised from seed. A sunny or partially shaded location suits them. But keep them to themselves — they do not companion well with other plants and are also very attractive to the red spider. However, the hummingbird finds their red and yellow bells irresistible.









Comfrey, Knitbone


(Symphytum officinale)




This plant was believed to aid the knitting of fractured and broken bones and has been used for this purpose for centuries. The leaves make a poultice for bruises, swellings, and sprains. It has also been used for lung disorders, internal ulcers, external ruptures, burns, and splinters. However, it has been found to contain compounds that damage the liver and is no longer recommended for internal use.


Grown in the garden, comfrey is beneficial to other plants — a sort of “plant doctor.” Because it is deep-rooting, comfrey does not rob minerals in the surface soil from other nearby plants. It keeps the surrounding soil rich and moist and gives protective shade and shelter with its large, rough leaves. Flowers are pale blue pink, bell-form, and borne in drooping clusters.









Compass Plant, Rosinweed, Pilotweed


(Silphium laciniatum)




The scientific name refers to the resinous juice of these plants. Although the genus includes fifteen species of perennials in North America, only two are likely to be seen in cultivation.


The plant bears yellow flowers that look much like sunflowers. It is a coarse plant and sometimes grows to be 10 feet tall. The leaves are about 11⁄2 feet long and are cut into several lobes. The petioles, or leaf stalks, bend so that the leaves, by pointing in a north–south direction, escape the strong midday sun, but get the full early-morning and late-afternoon light. Frontiersmen and hunters in the prairies of the Mississippi Valley noticed that this plant’s leaves, pointing north and south, accurately indicate the points of the compass.









Coriander


(Coriandrum sativum)




Grown for its savory seed, coriander is not suitable for the flower garden because the foliage and fresh seed have an evil smell. However, the foliage is delicate and lacy and the rosy white flower umbels are beautiful. The ripe seeds are fragrant and the odor increases as they dry. Use them in cooking.











Cotton, Ornamental


(Gossypium)




These two-foot plants have pink buds and creamy blossoms, followed by big white bolls of cotton.









Creeping Charlie, Ground Ivy, Gill-over-the-Ground, Cat’s-foot


(Glechoma hederacea)




This member of the Mint family is a ground-hugging vine that returns year after year to produce pretty purple flowers and an aroma that protects nearby plants from insects. It spreads rapidly, sending down roots wherever it touches the ground, and likes a partially shaded location. According to some sources, sniffing the crushed foliage relieves headaches, and the roots contain a substance that stops bleeding.









Crown Vetch


(Coronilla)




Crown vetch is wonderful for preventing soil erosion along steep banks and for choking out unwanted weeds. It increases quickly by sending out roots both above and below ground. The neat, billowy foliage grows no higher than two feet and, in season, is a mass of lovely pink flowers.









Cuckoo Flower, Meadow Pink


(Lychnis floscuculi)




Originally from Asia Minor and Siberia, this plant prefers moist meadows and has some value for feeding livestock. Its blossoms are bright red. (The familiar garden varieties, pink, white, or blue, are known as phlox.)


The roots of all Lychnis species contain saponin, which produces a soapy foam if stirred in water. Before the discovery of soap, it was used along with the true Saponaria for washing. To this same group also belong red campion, found on grainfields and in pastures, and white cockle or evening lychnis, so called because its white blossoms open in the evening and close at sunrise.









Cupid’s Dart, Love Plant


(Catananche caerulea)




The flower spikes, springing from silver-green foliage, are an exquisite cornflower blue and stay in bloom from early June right up to late September. These are superb as cut flowers, either fresh or dried to preserve the glorious color in long-lived arrangements. Plant in full sun in well-drained soil; they will seldom need dividing.










Cup Plant


(Silphium perfoliatum)






This plant has yellow flowers, and its leaves join together to make a cup around the stem.









Cyclamen


(Cyclamen)




This is a genus of dwarf tuberous plants from the Mediterranean regions. They are exotically handsome and best grown in a cool temperature. Cyclamen is from the Greek kyklos, a circle, referring to the coiling of the flower stems in some species after flowering. This is the plant’s method of bringing the seed capsules down to soil level.


Do not keep these plants near any orchid plant at any time, as they give off ethylene gases that kill the orchid and its blossoms. However, cyclamen has long been esteemed for killing parasites on fruit trees. The principle, saponin, found in the bulbs, is effective fresh or dried.









Daffodils


(Narcissus)




Daffodils announce the advent of spring. Their cheerful yellow combines well with the violet-purple of the grape hyacinth, or you might finish the bed off with a ring of crocuses. Daffodils discourage moles. In Europe and England the interest in daffodils has sometimes assumed the proportions of a craze. Rival enthusiasts grow and cross daffodils, getting extravagant prices ($500 to $2,000) for no more than five or six bulbs. In America we have never taken these flowers so seriously, but love them nevertheless and plant them widely in our spring gardens.
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Daffodils









Dahlia


(Dahlia)




If you want an ideal flower, try the vigorously growing dahlia for an abundance of beautiful blooms and, best of all, relative freedom from diseases and pests. They come in many sizes, many colors, and single or double flowered. Cactus varieties are particularly attractive.
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