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Ostrich fern fronds unfurl in spring and mingle with dwarf white pine needles and candles.
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The fallen flowers of an old rhododendron make a pool of lavender beneath its gnarled trunks. Opposite: The far shrub borders in fall are a pollinator- and wildlife-friendly mix of fruiting shrubs, conifers, and ground covers.
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“Show me your garden, and I shall tell you who you are.”


—ALFRED AUSTIN


For amazing Grace, herself a bold example of the life cycle at work
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A female green frog perches on the lip of a water- and Azolla-filled trough she has claimed as home.









Preface





AND NOW, 21 YEARS LATER


MY HOW TIMES HAVE CHANGED. Though at first thought, the idea of rekindling a 21-year-old garden book might not seem like a task as radical or needed as, say, redoing one of the same vintage about computers, it turns out otherwise. Yes, we still use shovels (if not Word 6.0; I’m now pecking away on version 16.16.2).


Yes, the horticultural operating system still begins with “green side up,” though I did recently gift a friend some paperwhite narcissus to force, forgetting to state what seemed to me the obvious. I got a call a few weeks later asking why white spaghetti was sprouting from the pot.


And one more yes, before we get to all the nos. Were they alive, my money’s on the likelihood that Alice B. Toklas and Gertrude Stein would still be discussing the most perennial of evergreen garden topics:


The story goes that Toklas once asked Stein what she saw when she closed her eyes.


“Weeds,” Stein replied.


Me, too; now and forever, I forecast that the gardener shall forevermore have plants growing in the wrong place, ad infinitum, ad nauseam. Help!


Much else has been upended, I came to realize as I dug in to revise the book. No, mere updates would not do, Margaret. The catalog sources at the back of the first edition are now mostly fond memories of old friends long gone from the business. (Their progeny live on in my garden, and I still unearth the occasional old plastic label, the printing so faded as to be nearly illegible.)


Some “it” plants of that moment that everyone grew (or wanted to, if only they could secure a piece) are now known thugs, and I, like gardeners everywhere, will spend the rest of my days hoicking them out, sometimes losing the battle. Their tenacity is an in-our-faces, perennial reminder of inadvertent environmental wrongdoing—of cultivating what proved to become invasives.


Plants that were rare—a dramatic variegated- or gold-leaf version some savvy gardener identified from a sport, perhaps—stayed that way a relatively long while. The ramp up to wider distribution was once upon a time dictated by the math of the plant’s inclination to set seed or provide ample divisions or cuttings. As tissue culture laboratories have proliferated, and the secrets of micropropagation, or cloning, for more species unlocked, the pace for many plants has likewise accelerated. Advancements in other methods of mass production, like of wholesale baby plants called liners or plugs, has evolved, too, in ever more mechanized greenhouse facilities. You barely have time to gloat over being among the first to have something special, before it confronts you en masse at the big-box store.
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Rodgersia podophylla sends up creamy plumes in early June, but its bold foliage is the main attraction from emergence till hard frost.
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Frogs and birds and poppy pods: Indoors and out, elements of the natural world are ever-present at my house.
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A spring peeper, Pseudacris crucifer, rests on a leaf of European wild ginger (Asarum europaeum) outside the kitchen door.





I knew, and grew, some native plants back then—notably winterberry hollies and asters—but our current collective consciousness about the role of natives, about habitat gardening and pollinator gardening, had not taken hold. Today native status is even printed on plant labels (though often imprecisely, since few things are native to the entire nation). The word “nativar,” for a cultivar of a native plant with showier attributes or a different habit than the straight species, has been added to the vocabulary.


Ticks were familiar, but those tiny arachnids hadn’t yet traumatized a chunk of the nation. Our longtime No. 1 annual, the impatiens, hadn’t been assaulted by a devastating fungus-like disease called impatiens downy mildew, and a related species of DM hadn’t yet attacked beloved basil. (As I type this, news is just out that the impatiens genome “sequence and assembly” has been cracked, a critical step in developing a strategy to breed in resistance someday to DM.)


And so many introduced forest pests have increased their pressure: The ever-wider encroachment of hemlock woolly adelgid, as one example, saw to it in these ensuing years that I would not dare plant Tsuga. Instead I mourn former stands of what was a foundation species of the northeastern forests I live surrounded by.


Even the earthworm has evolved from being regarded as a gardener’s (and farmer’s) best friend to a leading suspect in environmental havoc. I didn’t even know years back that there were no native earthworms in the northern United States—that they were all introduced species (including many kinds in warmer regions). And nobody knew just how destructive some of the latest imports, notably jumping worms from Asia in the genera Amynthas and Metaphire, would prove to gardens, yes, but to forest ecologies most terrifyingly, as they impoverish soil and interrupt the process of succession in parts of the Great Lakes Forest, the Great Smoky Mountains, and New England. We will be hearing more about them regularly, I forecast.
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The now-muscular trunk of a European copper beech was just a youngster when planted decades ago on the hillside above the house.





Need I mention that the gardener’s other once-reliable companion, the weather, doesn’t seem very friendly or familiar at all, either, as the climate shifts? The expected meteorological pacing of each space of a season is no longer, and all the time we face extremes that are ever more perplexing to manage around.


As unsettling to keen gardeners (and to a greater degree, farmers) has been consolidation of the seed industry, as seed genetics became regarded as intellectual property—something to patent and own. The number of players has shrunk to a few giants, and their focus is on money-makers—genetically engineered agribusiness crops, yes, and also classically bred hybrids suited to large-scale farming because of their uniformity, perhaps, or inclination to ripen all at once for ease of harvest. Some heirloom home-garden seeds that didn’t have such profit potential got neglected, but, blessedly, counterforces have risen up to protect and reinvigorate some of them.
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The fist-size buds of Asian biennial Angelica gigas foretell big, wine-colored, umbel-shaped blooms.





I didn’t know years back that my garden would become a laboratory for data collection. Though I was interested in science—something the garden opened up for me in a way no high school teacher ever had—I was not yet one of what are now millions of citizen scientists who today record backyard observations, adding my bird counts and moth counts and more to giant databases that scientists can use for research (but could not compile without us).


In the old text of the book, I could hear the first hints of the gardener, and person, I would become. I met a Margaret who was, as I am now, devoted to organic practices, and already proselytizing. I also met one-time friends, plants that starred in the first edition but have since gone—not because they all died, but because my enthusiasms shifted. For example, once mad for silver, I’m now all about the gold (leaves, that is).
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A common garter snake peeks out of one of the stone walls where they make themselves at home, helping with pest control.





A younger Margaret shared joyful anecdotes of interactions with the first birds she came to know, and an apparent delight at a growing number of beneficial insects, too, as her deepening sense of connection to the bigger picture took hold. Missing in the original book were amphibian adventure stories, as their populations in the garden have multiplied to almost comical proportion, and I have undergone the metamorphosis into She Who Lives with Frogs. I likewise failed then to celebrate my reptilian brethren—to trumpet how important it is to make snakes at home in an organic garden. There is good reason for that last oversight: I was not yet a recovering ophidiophobiac. Quite to the contrary.


Today, I describe my approach to gardening as “horticultural how-to and ‘woo-woo’”—a blend of stuff you need to memorize, like how deep to plant a daffodil bulb, and stuff you need to feel when you witness a seed germinating, for instance, and just surrender to (like getting over a fear of snakes, and instead of screaming, thanking them for eating slugs and mice). I was glad I could hear both how-to and woo-woo notes in the old Margaret, and my nowadays constant invocation to strive for a 365-day garden was evident, if not labeled yet as such. I guess I am still me (or always was?).


One more thing, or actually two, have not changed even a little. First, I garden because I cannot help myself. I hope that you may feel that calling.


Most of all: this book is still titled A Way to Garden because it is not the only way, just my way. It’s the one way I have gradually sorted out despite all the shifts in trends and technology and even the taxonomic order of things, as tried-and-true plants were renamed (and sometimes then unrenamed for dizzying good measure). Whatever pest or predicament is thrown at me, onward I do dig, and most of all: weed. Perhaps mine is a way to garden that will work for you, too. I hope so.
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A woolly bear caterpillar of the Isabella tiger moth curls up in an abandoned bird’s nest.









Introduction





BEYOND OUTDOOR DECORATING


A GARDEN WITHOUT A GARDENER is a jungle waiting to happen. But a gardener without a plot to till is likewise a very sorry sight. This book is about both sides of the equation: the delicious organism that gardener and garden, once united, quickly become, as they ride the peaks and abysses of what the weather and life dish out. In this, the 21st-anniversary edition, the book is also about what happens when you stay in one place and keep digging holes, as I have.


This is a basic garden book, but then again it is not so basic. It supplies guidance to those looking for the way to succeed with tomatoes or prune a hydrangea, but it also shares guidance from the other side of the equation: advice and insight I have gotten in return from my plants.


By becoming a gardener, I accidentally—blessedly—landed myself in a fusion of science lab and Buddhist retreat, a place of nonstop learning and of contemplation, where there is life buzzing to the maximum and also the deepest stillness. It is from this combined chemistry that my horticultural how-to and “woo-woo” motto derives.


On the second half of that equation, I think of my garden and myself as the two main components of the same organism—like the Jerry McGuire character played by Tom Cruise, who finally professed to exhausted Renee Zellweger, “You complete me” (though I did not resist surrender anywhere near as long). That perspective makes me think about the gardening year in a way that may, at first, seem a bit unfamiliar, or even odd. I imagine the garden year as roughly parallel to the six seasons of my own life, from conception through birth and on to youth, adulthood, senescence, and finally death and afterlife. Moving from phase to phase takes months or years (if all goes well) in the case of a human; in the garden, it’s all packed into a single year, and then starts over, and over, even long after the gardener is gone.


In my system, each phase is roughly equivalent to two months. For example, Conception is January and February, a time when we are conceiving of the garden by planning on paper and ordering seeds. I’ve tried to cover each subject within the section of the book corresponding to the time of year when the information would be most useful—so preventing spindly seedlings is discussed in Birth (March and April), and sowing the fall vegetable garden is covered in Adulthood (July and August). By the time we get to Death and Afterlife, it is November and December, and we gather up the year’s debris and make compost (one form of eternal life I feel certain of), and carefully store away saved seeds (another way that next year’s garden rises up out of the one gone by).
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On the hillside in autumn, native little bluestem and goldenrod are backed by a copper beech and a grouping of Metasequoia glyptostroboides ‘Gold Rush’.
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Above the backyard water garden, a female green frog speaks her piece to the vintage Indonesian bust of Buddha.
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The pollen-laden male catkins of the black pussy willow, Salix gracilistyla ‘Melanostachys’, start reddish, evolve to pink, and then to black.





I find this anthropomorphic view of the garden comforting, a handle to hold when trying to remember what to do when reviewing the incessant chores list. It also reminds me that this gardening stuff is not just a hobby, like building model airplanes or stamp-collecting. The medium is alive, and always changing, and no, you are never really in charge for a second, no matter how straight your rows nor sturdy your staking. Something larger is always at work, something no mere hand of a gardener can control.


How I Came to Garden


I came to the garden in my twenties, at a time when things were not going so well in the people parts of life.


My new friends, the plants, helped me through a long spell facing an impossible responsibility: how to ethically, sensitively care for a parent who would never get well but would live a very long time. Each quart pot of some unknown growing thing (at this stage, even common names were Greek to me, and botanical Latin was unthinkable) gave me a reason to rouse myself for another day. The young plants needed me, and I them, since unlike my failing mother, they showed promise, and possibility.


Now, when I conjure in my mind’s eye the garden that I made in those five or so years before she could no longer live at home, I laugh. Set around the house I grew up in and returned to in crisis after a decade’s absence, in suburban Queens County in New York City, the nascent garden was, as my late father had always labeled agreeably eccentric people, a real pip. At the feet of the aged privet hedge, I tried determinedly to coax a carpet of Lobelia erinus, the sprawling lobelia with dark blue flowers normally used as an annual in hanging baskets. There was virtually no spare soil around the privet’s roots, but I was insistent on a blue swath the length of the hedgerow, and used the strongest, sharpest trowel in the garage to gouge out tiny pockets to stuff the transplants into. A chisel and crowbar might have made planting easier.


I was incredulous when the lobelia refused to grow. The little plastic labels imprinted with the pretty picture said this plant required “part shade,” and that’s what I provided. It didn’t mention that one cubic inch of loose soil wasn’t enough for any plant, or that root competition from a 50-year-old hedge probably wasn’t lobelia’s cup of manure tea, either.


The hedge continued in its role as test kitchen when I took saw and loppers to it in my first attempt at “Rejuvenation of An Aging Shrub”—the next foundational lesson I tackled in my impromptu home-study course in horticulture. My self-taught unit in “Annuals as Ground Covers” hadn’t gone so well—the lobelia didn’t even make it a month, let alone become a blooming carpet—but I was undeterred. Caring for the dying had put me in a state of perpetual motion, and gardening was my personal occupational therapy, my sedative. (Many years later, when I shared this anecdote in a lecture, an insightful audience member pointed out that I was experiencing horticultural therapy. Yes.)
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A jumble of houseplants and other tender things summer outdoors in the shady paved area leading to the kitchen door.
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Looking up into the field from the backyard in fall, the view is past the water garden all the way to the copper beech.
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Even in monochrome, masked by snow, the garden is alive in sensuous curves and shadow play. This view is uphill past the water garden and the hidden Buddha.
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A collection of pineapple lilies, or Eucomis, began in recent years with E. bicolor.





Another class in the experimental curriculum that never ends might have been called “Sculptural Plants.” For a strippy bed cut out of a steep hillside beside the driveway, I’d chosen a palette of hens and chicks (Sempervivum) and red-hot pokers (Kniphofia), and who knows why. But how I loved this peculiar, even pitiful pairing—the lurid orange-and-yellow pokers jutting upward from the succulents. Perhaps I thought the hens and chicks needed a rooster, and there is something vaguely birdlike about the red-hot pokers, and unarguably masculine. How ugly my combination was. How proud it made me to see them grow.




[image: Images]


True 365-day garden plants in the backyard include a gold Hinoki cypress (right) and an espaliered Asian pear against the house.
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Ostrich fern croziers push up as another spring begins.
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In May, a jumble of hellebores and spring ephemerals surround a little gate upcycled from a vintage protective window grate.
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By June, the spot is a mass of foliar textures, including Astilboides and variegated Hosta ‘Sagae’.
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The area slides into fall, helped by a big Hydrangea paniculata and a backdrop of yellow foliage from Aralia spinosa.
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The front entry area in June is richly decked out, as the kousa dogwood and bigroot geranium and everything else are all happening.





Or take my first significant encounter with perennials and with propagation, enduring evidence of which is still inscribed in pencil inside the back cover of my first gardening book, The Victory Garden by James Underwood Crockett. Once I calculated how much it would cost at $3.99 or $5.99 a pot (vintage prices!) to actually plant even a modest border, I apparently decided to grow my own from seed. Between the color flower headshots in his book and those in the delightfully gaudy Thompson and Morgan seed catalog of the day, I’d drafted a list of a dozen must-have perennials. “Leave no color unturned” apparently was my motto. You may wish to put on your sunglasses to dare conjuring it, even in your mind’s eye: maroon-and-gold Gaillardia; lavender Canterbury bells (Campanula); white balloon flower (Platycodon); reddish pink Dianthus; fuchsia bee balm (Monarda); hot red Maltese cross (Lychnis chalcedonica); red and yellow columbines (Aquilegia canadensis); pink foxglove (Digitalis); multicolored lupines (Lupinus); pale blue perennial flax (Linum perenne); pansies (not even a perennial, but what did I know?), and fire-engine-red painted daisies (Pyrethrum). Ugh. To this day, not a single garden pot or bed of mine has included one of those plants, nor Lobelia and Kniphofia—proof that the trauma, although suppressed, remains imprinted on my psyche.


I ordered them all and began collecting yogurt cups, milk cartons, and other castoffs for seedling pots. There was, of course, no spot in the house suitable to support a thousand plantlets that wouldn’t be ready for the open ground for half a year. And what did I know about achieving a long bloom season, or even about the plants’ habits or needs? I had been drawn in by all those postage-stamp-size catalog pictures of one luscious flower each, and headlines like “Extra-Large Exotic Blooms Will Be the Envy of Your Neighbors—and So Easy to Grow!”


I did it all wrong: wrong plants, wrong propagation setup, and I even started every seed in every packet—as if I could use 100 or 80 or 300 of something. In those days, results didn’t really matter. I was hooked on the hopefulness: the sense that there was something worth waiting for—another spring, perhaps, or more ripe tomatoes than the year before. I loved those spindly seedlings fiercely, and from them learned my first lessons in the life (and unfortunately, death) cycles of plants.
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In winter, the birdbath (filled with sedums and mosses in season) is like a giant’s birdbath meringue pie
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Vintage children’s blocks and other paraphernalia add interest in the living room.
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Crypsis: A stick caterpillar, the larval form of some geometrid moth, hides in plain sight on a bottlebrush buckeye twig.





Today, new plants at the nursery or in catalogs sometimes tug at me to take them home and love them, but that’s no longer really it. What’s it is coming upon a twig in the massive old bottlebrush buckeye that isn’t a twig at all, but a stick caterpillar, disguised by the genius of crypsis to blend in with its environment, defying predators and munching unnoticed. What’s it is all the insects who have evolved to take on the coloration of or even the appearance of bees—hover flies (syrphids), and some beetles like the locust borer, and even the clear-winged sphinx moth—again to say “don’t eat me,” because a mouthful of bee is apparently not a popular menu item. What’s it are the birds who caught on early that I offered more diversity on my land than the cornfields across the way, and became regular visitors, egging me on to learn about native plants, succession of bloom, and therefore an extended supply of delicious insects, seeds, and fruit, so that I might in turn be accompanied on my rounds by their songs, their distinctive behaviors, their flashes of color.


We have grown up together, the garden and I, and now we approach growing old together, too, with bits falling off here and there on both of us, and others not working quite so smoothly. It is about 40 years since I tortured that first flat of lobelia. These days, in the garden I have had for more than three decades in the Hudson Valley, a couple of hours’ drive north of that first experiment, I try to be kinder, with respect for what the world has given me (and I never grow seedlings without a proper light source). What follows are some of the lessons I’ve learned so far—regarding plants, processes, tricks, and most of all, a lifetime supply of wonder—to nudge you beyond approaching gardening as merely outdoor decorating, and to enrich the seasons of your garden and your life.












Conception





JANUARY & FEBRUARY
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A NEW CYCLE, A NEW SEASON



 


“I LAY NO CLAIM either to literal ability, or to botanical knowledge, or even to the best practical methods of cultivation,” a woman of great gardening wisdom once began an essay, and that was fine for her to say because it was humility, pure and simple. But if I tell you that in my case these same claims do indeed hold true, you can trust it. I mean, a painting of modest Gertrude Jekyll’s well-worn gardening boots hangs in the upper-crusty Tate Gallery in London; somehow I doubt that my sorry L.L. Bean specials will ever make their way to anywhere but the local dump.


But what I do share with Jekyll—regarded as most responsible for the renaissance of classic garden design in the twentieth century, whose writings I could read and read again—and I trust with you, too, is a wonder at the very existence of plants.


How can it be that they have such intricate beauty: have you ever seen the clever paintings that live inside a flower? How is it that so many garden plants can disappear come winter and then, from nowhere, reappear in spring, unbeaten by having “lived” like Birds Eye vegetables in the earth’s own freezer, month after frozen month?


How can it be that a border of daffodils blooms each spring in the woods above my rural home, though the people whose house they once adorned are decades gone? And why does a tomato smell great, and its foliage just smell, and why aren’t every plant’s leaves—the centers of photosynthesis—the color green? It is this natural curiosity, coupled with the need to touch and smell and otherwise get to know these living things, that counts first and foremost, all manner of scientific degrees notwithstanding.


I want to tell you where this instinct of botanical wonder came from, at least in my case, about the zinnias my Grandma Marion cut and stuffed into the Fiestaware bowls of water, flowers that picked up the brightest flecks in the old linoleum of that kitchen painted, walls and ceiling and cabinets, in yellow high gloss.


I want to tell you everything, to talk to you about the image of the iron padded chaise beneath the old, contorted wisteria at Grandma’s, too. They plopped me on that chaise for my birthday photo, while all around me, wisteria pods fell to the upholstery canvas and the slate patio beneath. Manna from heaven. Happy Birthday, Margaret. Welcome to the garden.


Digging down deeper into the psychological subsoil will take some time. All I can tell you now are fragments like that one; flashes of memory, moments of recognition. All I can say for certain is that it is gardening that I love more than anything else I’ve ever found, and here is a simple example of the reason why:


Just the other night I reached into the freezer for a large container of “tomato junk,” a hodgepodge I use as the stock of my winter diet. It is a commingling of whatever edible was still standing and producing when frost closed the last season down—tomatoes, beans, parsley, kale, and squash. There, like a reddish brick of ice in my hand, and then a few hours later in its next incarnation as the base of lentil soup, my garden was with me again.


Gertrude Jekyll, in uncharacteristic immodesty, called herself a “garden-artist,” but do not look in this place for any such lofty figure. Simply, I like two things very much: the smell of freshly washed laundry, and the smell of warming earth that is hit by a rain shower (properly called petrichor). Hence down deep I am part washerwoman, part ditchdigger, and thankfully it is a true symbiosis. The former helps undo the filthiness the latter wreaks on the hands.


No, neither my garden boots nor my garden are the stuff that art is made of, a fact for which I am only partly apologetic. My garden is where I can be myself—perhaps the only place besides the pay-by-the-hour couch that invites me to be so, in fact. This is where I think big, where I overdo it, where I don’t turn inward and downward but really stretch myself—damn the insecurities.


In the untidy maze of garden this wintery weekend, the zinnias will be waiting, dried and shrunken to a dilapidated state of brown, contorted by months of cold days and nights as Grandma’s wisteria was by age. I did not cut my zinnias to fill the bowls my ancestor did, at least not in the season’s final month. In my kitchen, the bowls hold shallots and garlic, a ‘Blue Hubbard’ and a ‘Buttercup’ squash, all destined for the winter kettle. My zinnias, doornail dead, and nearby the coneflowers and rudbeckias and all, have a higher final purpose.


To the birds, each dried seed head is a minifeeder, and as the sun comes up on these frigid mornings, I am content to sit and watch the goldfinches having at it, bursting from one botanical snack bar to another with zeal such as I only feel when . . . to tell the truth, I never get quite that energetic anymore.


My bird feeding, next to my gardening, is what amuses my friends most, though frankly I see nothing funny in it. I know, when other gardeners’ checking balances are finally spared the growing season’s near-daily drains for pots and plants and seeds, there I am in my woolens, hurtling up to the Agway farm store, possessed by a mantra of “seed sale, seed sale, seed sale.” When others are clipping supermarket coupons to spare the household budget, I am urging the birds to “eat, eat, eat,” in hopes of moving one hole closer on the Birdseed Club punch card to that as yet elusive free 20-pound bag.


“We are building a habitat,” an old friend used to needle, impersonating my voice and using my very words, as we’d dig yet another hole for a berry-bearing shrub or drive yet another feeder pole into the good earth. But underneath the kidding he knew it is the magical intertwining of things that gets to me—we feed the birds in the lean times, they eat our bad bugs, and thus there’s a harvest.


And the bottom line is that is what I am doing when I am gardening: building a habitat. It is a place for me, and for my friends, and for our friends the birds and bugs, and yes, even the blubbery woodchuck who rambles down the hillside from time to time in fairer months, in search of a refill for his sagging belly.


Lately, it has been the place for a hungry stray farm cat, too, a truly wild creature, and when I throw a little stone close by to chase him from beneath my sacred feeders, I feel a twinge of sorrow, for after all, he is just trying to join in the cycle, too.
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A vivid winter sky, with the moon still up and a tracery of fresh snow on the trees, makes for a beautiful day in the garden.






Studying the Catalogs


The cheapest gardening education can be had in the pages of plant and seed catalogs. If you are not welcoming the New Year in possession of a pile on the bedside table and another on the dining table, make it the first resolution to order some now.


Seed catalogs used to flood my post office box as the holidays were waning, followed by bulb and plant ones. Now there is a race for vendors to get the printed seed offerings, at least, in the mail and online as early as Thanksgiving. Therefore, thoughts on how I choose among which seed companies to frequent—because not all seed is created equal, either genetically or ethically—are covered in the section called Death and Afterlife (which covers November and December). Realistically, though, I think we mostly still do our orders around this time, so following are a few general guidelines.


When I first paged through a garden catalog, seed and plant merchants didn’t have websites. Today I place my orders online, but only after marking up my stack of competing catalogs, talking to myself all the while about how many kinds of peas is too many (the number goes up every year), or whether I already have a particular pineapple lily (Eucomis) that looks so sexy in a photo. I long ago lost track of the labels on some of them, so I excuse myself a binge or two in the name of potential newcomers.


At the start, I got just two catalogs. As soon as I placed an order, the number in my mailbox soared. Many were worthless, but I knew I was getting somewhere when I could discern which—when I could tell the real gardeners behind the best from the mass marketers behind the rest. Read up about your would-be merchants.


At the start of one’s gardening life, a good catalog will be one that’s full of color photos, like baby’s first books. By a few years in, if all is going well, I dare you: Screw up the courage to shop from—or at least peruse—a couple of nonillustrated listings, too, many of which these days are online-only. Before the internet, these were abundant, and I remember the total plant nerds behind them who felt like pen pals, each with a specialty and a passion for the unusual—the 9 varieties of chives (who knew there was anything but just “chives”?) and 44 mints at Well-Sweep Herb Farm, alongside hundreds of other things. Most of my old list-publishing friends are gone, but I see that J. L. Hudson, Seedsman, is (like Well-Sweep) still at it, and each of the 15-ish aquilegia and 16 acacia sounds equally charming, amid seeds for trees, native wildflowers, and who knows what wonders.


Plant societies often have seed exchanges, where members can order (or donate) seed. Browsing the American Primula Society or North American Rock Garden Society lists might awaken your collector spirit and up your game. Or try reading the websites of specialty wholesalers, like Landcraft Environments or Iseli Nursery. You cannot order, but go to your garden center prepared to ask for better tender things for seasonal containers or specimen conifers, respectively.


Nonillustrated catalogs make you really read the entry and see whether a plant will thrive in your region’s conditions, rather than get you all excited by a color close-up of a flower that won’t work. The people behind hardcore catalogs are typically connoisseurs, so you’ll be selecting from among more unusual plants. Most important: These lists require you to sharpen your Latin skills, which anyone intending to make gardening a habit must accomplish. Common names aren’t useful; they’re imprecise and may vary, according to local tradition, and are not even unique. Did you want false indigo the perennial (Baptisia australis) or false indigo the small tree (Amorpha fruticosa)? They’re hardly interchangeable.




[image: Images]


A young rose-breasted grosbeak, nestled in a giant leaf of Petasites hybridus, observes the backyard goings-on.





Read the fine print—especially with seed sources. Seeds aren’t an average mail-order product, since who else ships live embryos (well, I suppose some poultry suppliers do—but how often do you order those?). We scan the listings for irresistible attributes like a very big (or small) sunflower, or an unusual color of chard (think ‘Bright Lights’ mix or orange-stemmed ‘Oriole’)—or practical ones like adaptability, in a Northern (short-season) tomato, or cucurbits with built-in downy mildew resistance in the Southeast, perhaps.


Consider catalogs the textbooks of your ongoing correspondence course in horticulture. A dozen or two will do, if they’re the right ones. Subscribe today.


Early, Middle, Late


Repeat after me: early, middle, late. That’s the secret. When you are passionate about a particular plant, whether lilacs, daffodils, hydrangeas, tulips, you name it, don’t include one variety in your order (nor cart home just one from the nursery). Read the labels or descriptions carefully, or do homework first, then choose some that are early, others that bloom in the middle of that plant’s flowering cycle, and still others that are late. (Bulb catalogs make this easier than the other catalogs may.) Selecting some early, middle, and late lilacs, for instance, would mean you’ll have one or the other to enjoy for many weeks, not all at once for just ten days. With Narcissus you could stretch it to a couple of months; with Hemerocallis to nearly a summer. Now what’s our mantra?
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The anthers of male pussy willow catkins offer up sustenance in February to any insects daring to fly that early in the new season.





Look Out the Window: Design 101


I’ll admit that humility, and sometimes even downright humiliation, have been regular elements of my horticultural epiphanies, especially when it comes to garden design. I suppose it all fits, since the root of the word humility comes from the soil: from the Latin humus, for earth or ground. A good soil is rich in the partially decayed, formerly living plant and animal material called humus, and I find myself brought to my knees in contact with it regularly, both figuratively and in real life.


The afternoon I learned the most important design lesson of all was one such grounding moment. Glenn Withey, an accomplished designer friend, was visiting from Seattle; he and I were starting supper, standing at the stove, which faces east through two windows that flank the range. Soup, not shock and awe, was on the menu—or so I thought.


Without missing a beat of his whisk, he asked: “Do you like looking at the door of your car every day, Margaret?”


Because that’s what we were staring at, just beyond the glass: the passenger side of my car, parked in the driveway, which way back then continued all the way up alongside the house.
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Garden design begins with going inside and looking out the window: out the bedroom window in springtime, looking west.
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The same bedroom window view in August, when giant cannas totally obscure the patio.





What I was getting my first glimpse of: When undertaken most intelligently, home-garden design is an inside-out exercise. Garden Design 101, Lesson 1: Always go inside and look out the window before digging a single hole or otherwise committing to what goes where (including figuring out what needs to just go away in the name of the greater good).


The following Monday morning, a contractor was retained to erase that last little gravel stretch so that I could look out for the rest of my days at garden, not automobile. The Loebner magnolia called ‘Ballerina’, which I’d had the sense to plant years before just beyond the far edge of the former driveway, would become the start of my new unobstructed view.
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Looking uphill to the south in summer.
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The pots and water troughs sit on pavers in the entry by the kitchen door.





It must seem obvious in that example that something had to give—that I should not sentence myself to car door penance. I also know that moving a driveway isn’t always a solution. I was willing to walk another 50 feet from where I’d have to park instead. Even if I hadn’t been able or willing to make the change, though, Glenn’s inside-out insight changed everything in the way I saw what I was doing—or meant to be doing—as I set about to make a garden, and thankfully he didn’t stop there.


A series of subsequent exercises followed, some involving bamboo poles and colorful flagging tape. He demonstrated that even when the situation is subtler, what we see from inside is quite a different perspective than the same spot viewed from outdoors.


Go ahead and try it: Site a planned grouping of shrubs or a new tree where you think it works best, using bamboos of different heights to represent each one (unless you’ve brought home the actual plants). Then go inside and see whether you’ve created a picture you can admire from spots where you’ll be spending much more time. Real gardeners don’t spend a lot of outdoor hours lying on a chaise admiring their handiwork. When we are outside, we are weeding, dividing, transplanting, mulching, edging, mowing—and repeat.


Together Glenn and I looked out other key windows, with an eye to improving axial views and positioning well-placed pictures to enjoy in every season. Besides ideas for specific plant-by-plant positioning, we looked at the overall size and shape of each bed, too; many looked skimpy from the indoor vantage point, and today are much more substantial islands whose shapes and heft I prefer.


We observed the light at various times of day, and talked about how by comparison it moves across the place in other seasons, so that I would not deprive myself of its best dramatic effects. Instead, I could site some good subjects for backlighting, like ornamental grasses or a red cutleaf Japanese maple—and avoid the costly mistake of placing tall-growing conifers where they would interrupt views or block that beautiful light.


To further enliven a favored westerly gaze, we positioned stakes repeatedly here and there along both sides of the journey from house to property edge. Each stake represented a gold-leaf shrub, like a bouncing ball of yellow that would hit several spots and then land for good in one larger gleaming specimen at the far extreme.


The ghost bramble, Rubus cockburnianus, became one such subject, along with the golden cutleaf staghorn sumac (Rhus typhina ‘Bailtiger’, marketed as Tiger Eyes), Spiraea thunbergii ‘Ogon’, and the prostrate yew called Taxus baccata ‘Repandens Aurea’. The final moment: a big old Physocarpus opulifolius ‘Dart’s Gold’, or ninebark.


Looking out the window informs many decisions, like where a winter garden might go (no, not in the out-of-sight far reaches, but perhaps on axis from the chair by the fire). One note on placing winter plants: Remember that deciduous things between the house and spots you’re considering will have dropped their leaves, extending your uninterrupted view farther than in the growing season. Dramatic moments, like a large island of winterberry hollies (Ilex verticillata) or a specimen tree with extravagant bark and dramatic silhouette, can be enjoyed from a considerable distance in the quieter months. Sited maybe 10 feet beyond a key downstairs window, even a single specimen dwarf conifer (I’m thinking Abies nordmanniana ‘Golden Spreader’), or a clump of a red-twig dogwood like ‘Bailhalo’ (sold as Ivory Halo) with variegated leaves then brilliant red winter stems, is a beacon 365 days a year.


On the other extreme of scale, I’ve selfishly started placing my “hummingbird plants” closer in to the windows, so that I can actually see those tiny birds in action. For them (and myself) I always cultivate a stand of tall verbena (Verbena bonariensis) and flowering tobacco (Nicotiana mutabilis, N. sylvestris, and others) right on the patio, which draw butterflies, too, and my back porch post is encircled with Lonicera sempervirens, my favorite honeysuckle (and one they likewise adore).
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A perfectly hardy southeastern native honeysuckle, Lonicera sempervirens, twines around the back porch post to entice hummingbirds where I can see them.
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For fullest enjoyment of small visitors like the giant swallowtail butterfly or hummingbirds, treats like Verbena bonariensis are placed within window view.





One final garden design bonus tip, having nothing to do with windows but with foot traffic: Alongside the former last bit of driveway now turned into path flanked by beds, I am careful to use plants that look good over many months of the year. Not every guest will get to see the garden from indoors from the best seats and windows in the house, but anyone who approaches (including me, over and again, day in and out) deserves a proper welcome.


Planning, on Paper or Otherwise


Teachers—whether at horticulture lectures and classes or in books—always said the same thing: Put it all down on paper before you plant, even before you purchase a single seed packet or a single pot of anything. I quickly came to wonder if I would ever really be any good as a gardener, because try as I might, I simply could not force myself to map out planting plans ahead of time. Shop the nurseries, yes. Order by mail, definitely. But figure out in advance what I planned to do with most of it? Never.


Planning on paper in winter is about as satisfying as eating a February-issue tomato. In January or February, I am as impatient for the payoff—the real thing—as a child whining from the back seat on a long car trip: “Are we there yet?” No amount of paper and crayons (or even a grown-up notebook and pen) will quiet me.


That doesn’t mean I don’t make notes, and more specifically lists—lists of several kinds, including the obvious to-do list that evolves over each day and week of each season, as things are added and others ticked off. It is always at the ready, on my clipboard.


A second list is a kind of trickier to-do reminder than just “weed tomato bed” or “edge front path.” It’s a list of projects I want to tackle, and am pondering, like: “rethink front bed by Juniperus virginiana,” or “island of Vaccinium or native Viburnum above meadow area?” Many entries end with a question mark, since I’m ruminating.


I refer to this list during catalog-shopping season, hoping to match specific plant possibilities and firm up my imaginings, and if that happens I pace off the space before deciding whether it’s 3 highbush blueberries or 11 that are needed, and then maybe what goes under them. This isn’t literally planning on paper—as in drawing a detailed planting plan for a bed—but it works for me.


The last kind of plan I do make—again a list—is of what edibles I intend to grow from seed. When to start seed for what is covered elsewhere, but this third list is about what the “what” is in the first place. I confess that with a pile of seed catalogs beside me, the answer to the question, “What seeds can’t I live without?” becomes, “I simply must have everything.”


To try to get real and filter “everything” down to “doable,” I list what I enjoy eating most often and most of all, which may still be too many things to fit in my available space. Yes, I like eggplant, and jalapeño peppers—but I only use each a couple of times a summer, and could probably buy them and devote that space otherwise. To keep narrowing, I mark which are available as organic produce locally for a reasonable price. This is where zucchini, for example, may not rate much (or any) precious garden space compared to sowing a teepee covered in the heirloom pole bean ‘Aunt Ada’s Italian’ that is the secret ingredient in my vegetable soup.


Some crops just aren’t available, or in comparable quality, as homegrown—like peas, for instance, which I have never regretted making room for both spring and fall. Lettuce never gets stricken from the list, either, because it doesn’t take much space and grows fast and is best very fresh (not having been in a bin, or worse a plastic box) and can cost $8-plus a pound organic at my food co-op. Your list will differ, but the thinking to get there is the same.


I do some cold math calculations, too. To purchase three crates of plum tomatoes from my neighboring organic farmers for my year’s supply of tomato sauce and vegetable soup would cost about $100 to $120. Do I have space instead for maybe eight tomato plants (total cost $5 in seed, some bagged fresh germinating mix, and a lot of TLC)? I like to have winter squash as close to year-round as possible. Let’s say I devote a big bed to growing 25 or 30 fruits of an average 5 pounds apiece at $1.79 to $2.49 retail—at least $225 worth of squash, and probably much more. Worth it.


This kind of thinking informs why I give garlic a big space October through July. Have you seen the price of organic garlic at the market? Plus: once you get enough of a crop built up you can save your own “seed garlic” from year to year and be garlic-independent.


Maybe lists will work for you, too, whether instead of or to supplement more detailed planning. I probably should have taken that landscape design class at the botanical garden all those years ago, and if you aren’t so stuck in your ways already, that’s something to investigate. Put it on the list.


Journals: Writing It All Down


In recent years, prodded by my sister (a writing teacher), I offered a class online that I called “Garden Writing for Everyone.” I told prospective students: Gardening, and writing, are the two interwoven threads that have shaped my adult life. I cannot imagine being without either; each is far more than a mere career component, but more of a life practice. I heartily recommend digging into both, even if simply for your own sanity and joy—or at the simplest level, for record-keeping—in the privacy of a garden journal, and not for publication.


I encourage each of us to give voice in at least the most basic way to what comes up—whether tulips, or a sense of intimate connectedness—when we head outside. Why take the time to write it all down? When I write something down, it really sinks in, aiding memory. With all the layers that the garden has to offer—not just the what-blooms-when notations that might inspire future plant combinations if one was eventually transplanted beside the other, but also the slightly more woo-woo stuff—that’s really valuable.


Like the catalogs, your garden journal offers free gardening lessons, gleaned from your own adventures, and something else no other publication will: highly localized cultural information, geared precisely to this spot. Here is where we learn what is and is not possible, if only we write it down, and pay attention.


When I began gardening, a sturdy notebook was the standard issue, but a computer is a fine place to store garden records, too, though far less romantic. It will never become dog-eared by muddy fingers, or grow too wide to close because of all the flowers and leaves pressed inside. If you prefer the digital medium, there are apps for garden journaling, or start a blog with one of the free programs such as WordPress.com and journal there. What’s critical is to create an information storage system and use it—and again, hopefully also make it a repository of observations that are a bit more on the inspirational side.
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Deciding what rates precious space in the raised bed vegetable garden takes some advance planning.





Most important to record are bloom dates (start and finish), to identify what plants might make good partners. Planting dates and the precise names will be helpful. Note where you got each plant—print and save order confirmation emails, to paste or copy into your notebook—and record where each permanent one was placed. This latter detail will be especially helpful when you find yet another label in the middle of the lawn, or in the compost heap, and have to try to figure out which epimedium or daffodil it belonged to.


I record sightings of bird comings and goings in the citizen-science database eBird.org—like an online checklist—a project of Cornell Lab of Ornithology and Audubon. For those wishing to contribute other natural history data, the Nature’s Notebook program of the USA National Phenology Network would be happy to have you, and you’ll become a sharper observer by observing and recording the timing of plant (and animal) phenophases—the switch between phases such as from dormant buds to bud break to flowering to setting seed.
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It would not be a vegetable garden—nor could I make vegetable soup—without heirloom ‘Aunt Ada’s Italian’ pole beans.





In my earliest journals, I had a page each month for self-criticism of a sort, a multi-column list whose categories simply read: Rescue, Remove, and Ugh. The plants under the first heading are judged as worthy ones, but deserve a better home than I had given them; they’re getting too much or too little light, moisture, space. The Remove list is not so clear; will I dig it out and compost it, or find the plant a new home in my yard or someone else’s? The Ugh list is obvious.


One problem: You’ll get so swept up in sowing and weeding and edging and dividing (hopefully) that you’ll forget. Promise to at least take pictures weekly all year. Organize them by date in a computer or cloud photo management program or even just post them to Instagram—whatever it takes so that you can see the evolution by scrolling or swiping through, and be reminded what happened when in your corner of the world.


Zones and Other Considerations


Half the nation’s 80 million or so gardeners found themselves officially declared a half-zone warmer in January 2012, when the U.S. Department of Agriculture updated its Plant Hardiness Zone Map for the first time since 1990. No, the new map was not technically a confirmation of a trend toward global warming—a different data set is used than in those longer range calculations—but simply a more accurate picture of America’s growing conditions.


Ever more sophisticated computers enabled the sharper take, particularly in tricky mountainous areas or those near bodies of water, which can cause sharp variations despite close adjacencies.


The 2012 map draws on data from 1976 to 2005, specifically 30-year averages of what are essentially extreme events—minimum winter temperatures. Climatologists studying climate change, by comparison, look for trends in overall average temperatures over a 50- to 100-year period. I was one of the 50 percent who changed zones, to 5B from 5A, which means my zone gets down to about −10 to −15°F (each full zone is 10°F winter minimum). However, I feel like I am in Zone All Bets Are Off lately, as I suspect others also do, with ever more unexpected weather patterns.


Nursery plants and catalog listings are typically marked with the USDA hardiness range, but there is a limit to how much you can rely on that alone to determine what you can and cannot grow—and to what degree of perfection, or at least satisfaction. Use the numbers as a guideline, but then let the garden tell you, instead. I’m not recklessly leaving any Zone 8- or 10-rated plants outdoors in winter, but I’ve been growing many supposedly Zone 6 plants even before my zone was officially 5B—and have killed plenty of Zone 4 or 5 plants.


Winter low temperature is just one factor. Place a bone-hardy plant in a poorly draining spot, so that it is effectively standing in an icy sump, and you will kill it. A plant deprived of adequate soil moisture leading up to winter is also ill-prepared for coming through the cold weather well. Don’t confuse such havoc with lack of hardiness.


Moisture of another kind, in the form of humidity, can be a blessing or curse. In winter, high relative humidity means less moisture is lost from foliage, dormant buds, and even twigs, minimizing damage as the temperature drops. But a low-humidity wintertime blast, perhaps accompanied by wind, will be tough going, especially for conifers and broad-leaf evergreens (rhododendrons, for instance, or mountain laurel, boxwood, or holly), maybe causing desiccation and even dieback.


Other elements in the hardiness equation may include the duration of extreme cold spells—momentary, or tenacious—and whether there is insulating snow cover. How long ago the plant was installed and how well rooted-in it is can make a difference. Repeated dramatic freeze-thaws can be a major killer of newly planted things. Whatever is said on that nursery label, even the hardiest will die if heaved from the ground.


Another one I’m attributing more damage and losses in woody plants to lately, with the unhinged “new normal” of the seasons: whether the plant had a chance to properly harden off the previous fall. Ideally, the fall season is a gradual cooling-down phase; plants slow gradually toward dormancy as days shorten and temperatures drop. If the first deep freeze comes very early, or the fall is exceptionally warm, it may catch those plants unprepared and render some tissue vulnerable. Fertilizing after about July here or even pruning too late could also have been the culprit, by causing the plant to send up succulent new growth that wasn’t stress-ready.


Though a relief to us, sunny late-winter days can bring havoc. Imagine standing out there in the bright sun all day—particularly on the south side of a building with the extra reflected heat that warms your tissues—and then, when darkness falls, having the temperature plummet. Leaves like a broadleaf evergreen’s are most susceptible, since they may heat up to 10 or 20 degrees higher than the rest of the plant, then feel the drop at night the worst of all.


This is also when overwintered flower buds that are just starting to swell (ones on mophead, or macrophylla, hydrangeas, for instance, and the earliest blooming magnolias), literally get nipped in the bud, and the gardener assumes the plant isn’t hardy, or at least its flowers aren’t. Wrong, or at least maybe wrong.


Buds on plants sited on the southern side of a building are especially vulnerable to being awakened a little too early, then killed if a late frost follows unseasonably warm weather. It’s great to have the first magnolia on the block to bloom, which the protected location yields, but in volatile years you may have no flowers at all. The same plant on the north or east side, out of intense direct sun, would stay asleep a little longer, perhaps until the weather settled, and might miss the rollercoaster.


My basic approach to zones is: Educate yourself, but then never fear trying a plant that’s one zone less hardy than your location. Don’t buy 20 of something marginal as a test, but do try a couple, preferably in different locations. Try again a second year. And if you fail twice but still covet the plant, pot one up and enjoy it that way.


Taxonomy Lite


It all sounds like Plantus unknowniensis at the start, but botanical Latin is the mother tongue of gardening, and must be reckoned with. Besides being the only precise way of asking for what you want, it’s often actually quite informative—once you get the hang of it.


The genus name, which comes first, is expressed as Latin in an italicized word starting with an uppercase letter. A genus is a group of related species—such as Helianthus, the sunflowers. (The plural of genus is a surprise: genera, not genuses.) It is not always obvious what the genus name derives from, unless you speak Latin, know the history of botanical exploration, or possess some other equally arcane skills. Many genera are named for the explorer who discovered them (Davidia, for instance, after Pere David) or someone they were meant to honor (Franklinia, for Ben Franklin, or Dahlia, for a botanist called Dahl); others are simply Latin words for what they look like (Aster means star).


The species name, or specific epithet, which follows the genus to form each two-part name, or Latin binomial, is lowercase and expressed in italics. A species is a group of individuals that are closely enough related to interbreed (two distinct species in the same genus typically won’t, with exceptions). Often, the species name tells us something extra about the plant’s background or appearance:


Some species names reflect their discoverer (Magnolia wilsonii, after English plant collector E. H. Wilson, or Prunus sargentii, for Charles Sargent, first director of the Arnold Arboretum). Or they might reveal the person they were meant to honor. Physician and botanist George Engelmann, instrumental in identifying native plants of western North America, had a native spruce, pine, oak, and even a prickly pear cactus named for him with the specific epithet engelmannii.


The plant’s place of origin can also be invoked. Some that come up again and again include virginiana (of Virginia, or the area roughly equivalent to the early colonies), or occidentalis (western), or japonica (Japan).
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