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INTRODUCTION


A MANIFESTO FOR MODERN GARDENING


Landscaping is not a complex and difficult art to be practiced only by high priests. It is logical, down-to-earth, and aimed at making your plot of ground produce exactly what you want and need from it.


—Thomas Church, Gardens Are for People (1955)


This book takes a sassy, punchy, irreverent look at fresh plant choices for modern gardens, with sidelong glances, along the way, at how gardening is more relevant than ever to our quality of life. If gardening is about the experience, it stands to reason we should all be planting things worth experiencing. Such plants make a garden our own, and this book is about plants with style, those plants that matter. Its pages are for people who crave beauty and plant-filled spaces. Of all the gardens I’ve had the pleasure of visiting, the best prevailed because of what grew: plants, after all, are (or should be) the very essence of a garden’s style.


Modern eclecticism is the 21st-century way—with access to almost anything, we have transcended the strictures of period and form. Our sense of style is expressed by the things we love, no matter their vintage or source. Unsurprisingly then, this book is a smattered collection, viewed through a garden’s architecture, with chapters considering environment, structure, emblems, vignettes, and essential kitsch as lenses on an endless array of options—too many plants, too little time. Through this globetrotting, zone-straddling look at plants with style, I hope one thing becomes clear—a passion for vibrant, A-list plants is inextricably linked to my hope for a more beautiful, functional planet.


The modern eclectic garden isn’t easily defined. It’s earnest, enthusiastic, and unbounded. It grows from a kind of purposeful materialism—plants matter because they tell stories, reminding us of the journey and the experience of acquiring and assembling them into a space, a garden, that brings us joy. And this garden doesn’t stand still. It evolves almost every day, tumbling forward headlong—just as its leaves, flowers, stems, and fruits do—because of its plants, its ingredients. Making the 21st-century garden requires not only carefully considered ingredients but smart recipes, too. Each of the five chapters—recipes, if you will—clarifies the modern garden’s components, focusing on a chic shortlist of essential plants. So begins our journey, borrowing influence and inspiration from wherever it flowers.


It’s one of the elegant simplicities of modern gardening—nobody has time to fuss over things that won’t grow, that fail to do what they were planted to do. Plants in your garden should thrive, not just simply survive. For too long, horticulture existed in spite of our environment, instead of honoring and respecting it. Minding ecology and reveling in regionality make for environmentally successful gardens, sustained by thoughtful choices and made beautiful with artful planting. From coast to coast and borough to borough, the wild spaces of our world, sometimes not so far from home, offer incredible inspiration. After all, horticulture in tune with our environment is more than just a talking point that “sounds” good—plants chosen with that idea in mind will do better, naturally.
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The Victorian Border, a seasonal display at Allen Centennial Gardens on the campus of University of Wisconsin-Madison. Former director Ed Lyon nevertheless embodies with this vignette the very spirit of the 21st-century garden: it is alive with vibrant color, contrast, and motion.





Gardening with purpose is the mantra of the modern era. People garden for more than just aesthetics or sustenance. People garden with intention, a grounding force in an otherwise chaotic world, where responsibility to community and planet is at least understood. We live in times when the quick tempo of life has become something to brag about, when even our vacations are chipped away at by links to the work we left behind. We seem to find less time to savor the things we love. A garden is the best way to savor life on earth. Purposeful planting begins with investing in a garden’s structure, the long-tail pleasures of a garden’s evolution. Structure in the garden isn’t permanent, but it is defining.


We plant what we love, from rooted trees that make for vital shade to moving parts that remind us of the rhythm of the seasons—emblems. The resulting garden is a blend of things planted as solutions and others planted with revelry, a fondness for our relationship with change. Some plants solve the challenges inherent in making beautiful gardens. Others define the spirit of the garden through an untethered passion for the beauty of the planet. Gardens should be lived in and edited often. Weeding out, pruning, and composting previous decisions polishes and refines the garden. Call it compulsive, call it obsessive, or just dub it geeky and get on with it, gardening makes for a truly rich life.


We live in a beautiful world; gardeners should know the power of planting. Great gardens deserve great plants—a choir of the most talented singers. The garden’s chorus is dynamic, full of vignettes that inspire us with a beauty that is in sync with the seasons. Follow your style or taste, whatever it is, and plant a garden that is distinctly your own. Don’t wait to be inspired—find inspiration in everything. Furthermore, just as you don’t have to be a fashionista to appreciate good clothing, you don’t have to have botanical bona fides to grow great plants.


Geekiness has attained a sort of sex appeal in modern culture, from retro glasses and funky socks to the idolization of awkward mannerisms, rhetoric, and personalities in pop culture. Plant geeks are no exception, even if as we obsess over stamens and other minutiae, we may inadvertently intimidate the less impassioned among us. Cultivate your inner plant geek—it’s sexy. The world needs more gardens, more beautiful spaces to unwind in and harvest from. Plant geeks cultivate the leading edge of the revolution—sometimes brandishing things deemed too kitschy for general consumption. I believe that many gardeners are in fact geeky plant collectors; they just don’t know it or accept it. Don’t sneak—show it off.


Finally, even as I attempt to remain practical in my treatments of the plants I celebrate in its pages, this book doesn’t attempt to divulge every detail of their cultivation; rather, it is a rhapsody, a paean for a new romanticism born from passionate interaction with plants. In short, hunt up all the facts, if you want, before you commit shovel to earth, but in the end, grow plants, garden with them. To know them is to study them, and experience is the best teacher. For those so smitten, garden because you have to and hope others join you along the way.


This book is a story of my own passion for searching out, trialing, and promoting hardworking, thriving plants for cosmopolitan landscapes—plants that gardeners haven’t seen and that ultimately deserve wider recognition. There are surely more omissions than inclusions. What gardener, really, isn’t in pursuit of plants? I garden because I want a world full of damn cool plants, teeming with spirit and style. I see that as the ideal for so many gardeners, whether they’re twenty-five or seventy-five. So why have we settled for typical gardens filled with boring, lackluster plants that don’t excite or enliven? Why have we become a culture of shy, reluctant gardeners? I have a feeling that many of us want something different, and we rightly should demand it from the people we buy plants from and the people we look up to for gardening ideas. Call it a revolution or a quest for gardens that make sense, this book is a call out for a new generation of passionate, motivated, and enthusiastic gardeners who love to play in the dirt.
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ENVIRONMENT


PLANTING AT THE INTERSECTION OF PLACE AND ECOLOGY


Until recently the standard approach to the home landscape included a large expanse of grass lawn, disciplined beds of annuals, and brutally pruned shrubs. In most cases, the wisdom of such a landscape went unquestioned, even though homeowners were actually battling nature instead of working with it.


—Ken Druse, The Natural Garden (1989)


Gardening in harmony with the environment is the new vernacular. Recognizing that gardens aren’t isolated from the world around them and leveraging that to your advantage is sure to result in a more satisfactory gardening experience—plain and simple. Giving a damn about our environment, about how it looks and how it grows, is the conscientious thing to do, a spirit that should be planted deeply into the beds and borders that extend our homes. Stylish gardening is about connecting with the earth. The best gardens are created when we embrace sense of place and celebrate ecology.


The first element of making beautiful gardens, then, is not so much the stylistic persona you’ll employ in its later development but the context in which it exists—its foundation, in other words, to settle on just one of the many apropos analogies. I sometimes think of gardens as houses, built so many stories high (or not), with walls and floors to spec, rooms or nooks at every turn. Like a house, a garden is to be decorated and lived in. Gardeners, by extension, are artists at work—dreaming, scheming, crafting, and planting their way to some kind of ever-evolving, playful finale, which, unlike the house itself, is never really all that final.
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In the beginning, making a garden is about the plants that form the foundation of what you’re about to build—the plants that connect a garden to your environment, whatever it may be.
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In a garden that borders parkland in Savannah, Georgia, borrowing the nearby live oak laden with Spanish moss (Tillandsia usneoides) might translate into finding a tree to dress with this common bromeliad, the obvious promulgation of sense of place.
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In the Desert Southwest, regionally centric planting invokes the shape and colors of fishhook barrel cactus (Ferocactus wislizeni), repeating spiny themes abundant in the desert backdrop.
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On the prairies, wind-blown grasses carry on phantom waves the mantra of modern ecology with each midsummer gust. These matrices of deep-rooted perennials teach us to think about communities of plants, thriving together in a delicate but plantable balance.
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In urban environments, look to what colonizes buildings, bridges, and overpasses. Plants like Boston ivy (Parthenocissus tricuspidata) or English ivy (Hedera helix) have no place in smaller, intimate landscapes, where their brutish personalities might overwhelm everything. But forced to scale the monuments of modern civilization, they work hard to soften lines and edges.





EMBRACE:


Planting with What Grows Around You


Finding inspiration in the context of where you garden is critical, because it’s what personalizes the garden. Plants may drive the design, but sense of place gives a garden its soul. Gardens in hardscrabble neighborhoods are grounded by incorporating rough-hewn features, repurposing found objects, and letting plants fill the voids between the hardness of humanity. Those built atop a breezy hillside have see-through plants that frame views and tolerate wind. A wet spot in the backyard or the burning hellstrip next to the street prompts, at either extreme, garden making of an entirely pragmatic though no less stylish kind. The inspiration for building a new garden can quite often come from something much bigger than the property itself. Hilltop or not, it’s called borrowing the view, taking note of what extends beyond the garden’s edge and putting it to work. Sometimes it’s about repeating what’s germane to the rest of the landscape; at other times it’s about juxtaposing it. Partnering with nature, whether original or contrived, is essential for creating a sustainable space.


Certain plants dutifully evoke a sense of place, some greater feeling about the landscape that littler pieces can’t quite express. They consort with their surroundings as a result of evolution and environmental adaptation. In the context of their space, they are the right plants for that place. It follows that in every climate, some plants’ personalities (and so often their nativity) beg to be amplified.
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Texas firecracker bush (Anisacanthus quadrifidus).





While place may define your environment, your sense of style colors within the lines. And while your environment may well define your palette, it never has to limit it. Gardens should be outgrowths of their surroundings, even if as expressions of their creators they seek to convey something unfamiliar. You won’t be the first to create an Asian garden in the middle of the desert, for example. In hot, exposed, waterwise gardens, the fiercest colors deserve serene coordinates. The wailing red flowers of Texas firecracker bush (Anisacanthus quadrifidus) or California fuchsia (Zauschneria californica) cry for cool companions: try Mexican blue sage (Salvia chamaedryoides) or Santa Barbara sage (S. leucantha ‘Santa Barbara’). Add the blades of Agave desmettiana ‘Joe Hoak’ or A. havardiana to at once unify the vignette and tie it to the greater landscape, with pointed rosettes of accenting and contrasting colors.


Almost every garden I’ve ever explored in the Pacific Northwest causes me to consider scale. There, the boreal native landscape celebrates evergreens like western red cedar (Thuja plicata) and Douglas fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii). Often shrouded in foggy cloaks, the permanent, static scaffolding of these trees frames the landscape in distinctly regional terms, while the cultivated landscape revels in Asian natives that are at home in the Left Coast’s similarly maritime climate. Notable and obvious among these are the Japanese maples (Acer palmatum).
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Agave desmettiana ‘Joe Hoak’.
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Mexican blue sage (Salvia chamaedryoides).
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Agave havardiana.
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A slough of ferns (including Adiantum and Polystichum) and Spanish bluebells (Hyacinthoides hispanica) looks authentically Left Coast, reveling in seasonally abundant moisture as observed here at Hatley Park, Royal Roads University, Victoria, B.C.





Underneath the Pacific Northwest’s well-architected canopies flourishes a palette of plants adapted to shade, acidic soils, soggy springs, and rainy autumns with a three-month dry spell in between. Ferns like Adiantum aleuticum and perennials like Trollius laxus symbolize the natural “gardens” that populate the wild slopes of the region’s mountains and forests. But in a climate so generous and paradisial (did I mention mild winters?), it is tempting to garden with plants from anywhere. The Chinese native Beesia deltophylla, the rare and unusual groundcovering relative of buttercups, is one such example, forming glossy carpets that rival freshly varnished floors for sheen and shine. Tough, sturdy foliage seems to soak up the downpours of spring just enough to last through the lingering dryness of summer. Outside the Northwest, it grows with mixed success. It wilted into a disheveled salad in my loamy Iowa garden a few summers ago, but I’ve admired fine masses of it in Michigan in the same months. In flower it’s airy and elegant, with foamy white stars that alight on delicate, ascendant stems.


On a plant hunting trip to the Black Hills one July, I found myself at sundown immersed in a shortgrass meadow that embodies perfection in my memory unlike few other vistas I can recall. Silver, shield-sized leaves of the deeply taprooted balsamroot (Balsamorhiza sagittata) and ascendant spears of white sage (Artemisia ludoviciana) knit themselves together in a tight weave, growing in communal competition. Two plants made this vignette magical, a simplistic matchup of dynamic foliar personalities and a reminder that less is so often more. In an area of the country so sparsely populated, taking in this view seemed like a rare privilege. In the same meadow on the other side of the hill, the pattern repeated itself, only with additional elements. Absent the dramatic leaves of the balsamroot, the texture was finer, instead drawing on the subtler contrasts in color between the silver leaves of the artemisia and the bubblegum and blue flowers of Astragalus laxmannii, a legume known only to rock gardeners unfortunately, all arrayed amid a bladed carpet of sedges, sand lovegrass (Eragrostis trichodes), and prairie junegrass (Koeleria macrantha).




[image: Image]


Beesia deltophylla.
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If you’ve never dreamed of a meadow front yard, start now. Imagine the possibilities.
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A prairie dominated by indiangrass (Sorghastrum nutans) near my hometown in southwest Iowa stands as a reminder of the frontiers of biodiversity that remain unexplored by most gardeners. They thrive by the thousands, locked in an ecological dance with goldenrods (Solidago) and big bluestem (Andropogon gerardii).
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Little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium).
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Japanese apricot (Prunus mume).





In the Midwest, grasses like indiangrass (Sorghastrum nutans) and little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium) bring motion to the garden, catching the spirit of the prairie from the winds that rustle through their culms. Growing up and traipsing through the remnants of formerly expansive prairies, I relished these grasses as they tickled my legs and arms. Both indiangrass and big bluestem (Andropogon gerardii), the taller cousin of little bluestem, are remarkably absent from North American gardens, even though at one point in biogeographic history they were nearly the most populous plants on the continent. New cultivars of indiangrass from Iowa State University offer a glimmer of hope for the species as it slowly earns some street cred as a garden staple. ‘Bantam’, a dwarf, and ‘Redspike’, an aptly named variety with red-tinted spikes, join ‘Indian Steel’ and ‘Sioux Blue’ as some of the only representatives of this species on the marketplace. The latter two, besides evoking nonexistent rock bands in name, really earn points for their pewter and aquamarine leaf blades, respectively.


Venture to the Deep South and you’ll undoubtedly encounter southern magnolias (Magnolia grandiflora) and Japanese apricots (Prunus mume). The southern magnolia is instantly “known” to us, familiar from historic paintings, novels, and movies that depict the story of the American South. With hefty, glossy leaves and a broad canopy, a singular Southern magnolia speaks southern in a dialect that few plants can. Japanese apricots, the favored geishas of the southern winter garden, are thirty years into their life in American horticulture, elevated from obscurity by famed plantsman J. C. Raulston in the 1980s. In the eyes of plantsmen, it’s the belle of cold months, coveted for its pink and white rosettes that dangle charmingly in a lonely season, when little else matters. I’m giddy at the mention of it, recalling the first time I encountered the plant in Tennessee in mid-February—the perfect grace note for a winter blues day. While the flower colors are relatively limited—white and red forms mark the ends of the spectrum, with most coming in near pink—the international sentiment they express is more than enough to make up for it. Hovering over the doorstep, framing the entrance to the house, a Japanese apricot now couldn’t look more quintessentially southern.


In the Northeast and Great Lakes, I love encountering sugar maples and the various fiddlehead ferns (Osmunda cinnamomea, Matteuccia struthiopteris) in well-mannered abundance, icons of the eastern North American forest. This native landscape is an ecotone that expands over millions of acres and a dozen states. As home to our country’s earliest settlers, this portion of the continent arguably shows the greatest impact of humanity on the native landscape. At the margins of development, natives and nonnatives mingle precariously in ecological imbalance. Yet further into the wild, beyond the greater metropolises of the coast, tall groves of hardwoods still shade lush carpets of ferns, ephemeral wildflowers, and shrubs that were the beginning of America’s horticultural heritage.


Spicebush (Lindera benzoin), an eastern native to be prized, earns few raves nowadays, despite its near essential role in delivering the earliest doses of color in spring. Tiny yellow flowers dot the gray stems of this large upright shrub that Thomas Jefferson valued for its potential use as a flavoring. In fall, the plant reprises its role in the garden as an effusive source of beaming yellow.


Sweet fern (Comptonia peregrina) and Rhode Island have a lot in common, primarily that neither of them is what their name describes. A singular relic of a genus long extinct, this stemmy shrub grows three to four feet tall often in the companionship of pines on sandy soils, though it adapts to a range of loamier soils, particularly in garden settings. Texture is the operative word, as its common name suggests—ferny, frond-like leaves extend in waves from leathery stems that age to bronze in the waning days of autumn.


The fact is that within any one region, there are dozens of plants that characteristically define the garden. Regardless of style, incorporating at least some of these in the garden’s palette bodes well for some semblance of ecological authenticity. The native plant movement has long called on a gardener’s civic duty by appealing to environmental responsibility. That message has given way to a lasting, sustainable paradigm of American horticulture. When we plant natives, we embrace our environment. Embracing what we have, for its opportunities and challenges, means at the core we are taking inspiration from the environment at large and accepting responsibility for it. That’s not to say just because you support local farmers that you can’t have a good Bordeaux on occasion. Similarly, just because you embrace your local plant palette, doesn’t mean you can’t celebrate wild gems collected from around the world. The lines of ecology and evolution aren’t as easily drawn as the boundaries of continents or geopolitics. As a design idea, it makes sense to embrace sense of place. As a model for ecological goodness—the harmony of living in context—it’s more than sensical; it’s golden.
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Spicebush (Lindera benzoin).
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Sweet fern (Comptonia peregrina).
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An expansive colony of ostrich fern (Matteuccia struthiopteris) at Coastal Maine Botanical Gardens, Boothbay, Maine.
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The André Bluemel Meadow at the American Horticultural Society’s River Farm represents the ultimate alternative to the traditional American lawn with four acres of woven grasses and forbs nestled along the Potomac River.





CREATE:


Making The Garden with What You Have


With a solid ethos rooted in embracing our environment, we can more confidently approach the challenges of making gardens while simultaneously reveling in the rewards. Celebrating plants, after all, gives gardening its thrill; the merrymaking is in the details—but that comes later. Connecting a garden to environment starts not only by considering how the space is to function but by frankly acknowledging soil, light, and the domination of climate and its range of temperatures. To prioritize the discussion, I’ve charged off hardiness and functionality to peripheral conversations. The functionality of any garden space is a subjective choice, one the gardener must make when charting a new horticultural adventure. Hardiness is all encompassing—plants either are hardy in your garden or they are not. Thus, the two biggest considerations when starting a new garden, renovating an old one, or retouching an existing one are soil and light. Remember, no matter your circumstances, there are almost 250,000 known species of flowering plants: there is a plant that will thrive, whatever challenges a garden presents.


YOUR SOIL ISN’T AS BAD AS YOU THINK


No matter what you call it—soil, dirt, mud—the rawest of the elements you’ll face when making a garden is the stuff underfoot. Gardening on less than desirable soil seems to be the norm—at least you’d gather as much over weekly coffee with your gardening friends. In short, everyone thinks their soil sucks. Mention clay to a fellow gardener and you’ll likely get a grimace in return. While some gardeners in the western United States might bemoan their sand and constant aridity, surely the fiercest enemy in the fight for good gardens everywhere is clay soils, those that have a higher ratio of clay to silt, sand, or organic matter. Gardening in clay soils isn’t exactly the kind of bliss most gardeners look forward to as they leave the house, tools in hand on a summer morning. Too often, gardeners struggle with clay, feeling the urge to do battle against the soil instead of accepting the nature of the dirty world below their feet; but as they quickly learn, clay soils tend to become elastic, spongy, and slimy with the addition of water and, in drier periods, firm, rigid, and sometimes powdery to the touch.


Regardless of how bad you think your soil is, gardening on it isn’t impossible, even if at first it seems more like battle and war than love and peace. To borrow a saying—garden smarter, not harder. Let’s raise a trowel to working with the soil you have. There’s a cast of plants ably suited to the challenge.
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Butterfly milkweed (Asclepias tuberosa).
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Purple milkweed (Asclepias purpurascens).
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Redring milkweed (Asclepias variegata).





MARVY MILKWEEDS


Unfortunately the reputation of milkweeds stretches unfairly between two poles—on one end sits the smashingly orange but sort of commonplace butterfly milkweed (Asclepias tuberosa) and on the other the weedy and dastardly common milkweed (A. syriaca). Don’t get me wrong, I secretly like them both (the former far more than the latter) for their intense durability under a variety of conditions. Even if the usual butterfly milkweed packs an ordinary punch, the color variants are where the KO is. Various shades of red and yellow grow on the benches of nurseries, often propagated from local populations and sold under various names. The reds have a rusty quality to them; the yellows verge on golden. My favorite is a dwarf yellow form (sold under that description) I picked up at The Flower Factory near Madison, Wisconsin. It flowers profusely on stems half as tall as the usual variety.


Lovely as they are, this sampling of the milkweed tribe is remarkably shallow. With a genus numbering some 140 species (over seventy of which are native to North America), the possibilities for finding the right plant for the right place are far greater than what available offerings would suggest. At the top of my list, at least in terms of their garden worthiness, are two co-reigning champs. Though not a plant for the stickiest of clay, purple milkweed (Asclepias purpurascens) grows across a remarkable range in the wild, inhabiting dry, rocky glades and moist, shaded, lowland savannas, where it often grows contentedly in some clay. In the Ozarks, it’s an effortless addition to the understory. In the garden, it’s a plant that requires some patience, like all comely milkweeds. But while you’re being patient those first few years or so, the roots of your purple milkweed mine themselves deep into the ground, establishing a dense taproot with a network of woody roots—all words you want to read in the description of a clay-busting plant. When finally established, the rewards—vibrant, rouge-colored flowers—are worth the wait. Equally slow but just as valuable is the redring milkweed (A. variegata), a native of the eastern United States that bears delicate clusters of pearl flowers with a distinctive red halo. Rarely encountered, its presence in a garden means two things—someone has impeccable taste in milkweeds and a security system armed to ward off would-be looters. In short, a plant worth cosseting, once you lay hands on a division.
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Amsonia tabernaemontana ‘Short Stack’.





BLUESTARS


Bluestars (Amsonia) are close kin of milkweeds, recently classified as belonging to the same family (Apocynaceae). For those less concerned with taxonomy, the lessons of the family are worth repeating—bluestars, like milkweeds, have a predilection for growing in tough soils, from clay to sand. In the wild, these sixteen or so North American natives grow from the Desert Southwest in loose scree to the East Coast in woodsy humus. In the garden, they are bellwethers of spring’s climax. Four earn appraisals here. The first, A. tabernaemontana ‘Short Stack’, is a dwarf form of the common eastern bluestar, a distinctive specimen with little penchant for reseeding. As much as I love the bluestars, they can be a weedy bunch, shooting umpteen little bluestars into the garden universe, often where you least want them (the only wish you’ll make on these stars is that they shed a thousand instead of ten thousand seeds). Tony Avent’s ‘Short Stack’ short circuits those genetics, at least in my experience, politely filling out its border home with nothing but charm and grace. A little taller is A. illustris, an inland relative of A. tabernaemontana found in the south-central Plains and the Ozarks. With glossier, narrower foliage and pendent seed pods, its ornamental effect is subtle by comparison but still desirable.


In stark comparison to those already mentioned, the ciliate bluestars (Amsonia hubrichtii and A. ciliata) sport filigree foliage that turns enviable shades of gold and yellow in autumn. If you haven’t heard, there’s nothing unexpected about the color of bluestar flowers—they are blue, on a scale of silvery to periwinkle and only rarely white. Their value lies in their flowering time and plant habit. If you’re looking for an unusual form of these fringy bluestars, seek out A. ciliata ‘Georgia Pancake’, flat from the frying pan of this meritorious plant. “Had I the heavens’ embroidered cloths,” they’d hardly compare to the golden rug of this plant in fall color. Did I mention that all these are deer resistant? Their virtues are endless.
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Threadleaf bluestar (Amsonia hubrichtii) in glorious fall color.
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Baptisia ×variicolor ‘Twilite’ (Twilite Prairieblues).





NOTHING FALSE ABOUT FALSE INDIGOS


Growing up, I poked around prairie remnants in southern Iowa, seeking out plants that fascinated me with their beauty in otherwise bygone places. Welcoming them to my garden didn’t seem novel or part of a movement—it was an answer to a child’s fascination with flowers so close to home and yet so precious and rare. Among these plants, which I admittedly failed to cultivate with success until I was older, were two false indigos—Baptisia alba and B. bracteata. The former is the prairie’s version of a string of pearls, dangling along the upper lengths of four- to seven-foot-tall stems. Sculptural to an artist’s eye, it’s rare in gardens, probably because it doesn’t fit the paradigm of modern nursery production. Native plant nurseries occasionally offer it, though establishing it is a lesson in patience with a dose of memory loss and apparent neglect. To grow its umbrella of pressed, pea-like foliage and watch its flower buds spurt into these lithe and lilting stems is a precious blessing. Similarly, cream wild indigo (B. bracteata) remains one of the coolest plants on the planet, if I was inebriated enough to chart the list. It grows and flowers much closer to the ground than its tall, white cousin, a softer-shaded blossom skimmed from the finest milk. Tony Avent named a selection with generous clusters of ground-hugging flowers ‘Butterball’. If I counted the number of times I’d failed at growing this plant, I’d run out of fingers. When I finally succeeded—the pitiful excuse for soil that it made roots in notwithstanding—all trials were forgotten.


Any one of the numerous new hybrids of false indigo makes a striking focal point in the spring garden. A three- or four-year-old established clump is enough to stop traffic, a natural response (sheer disbelief) to its busty presence in the perennial border. With showy hybrids like Baptisia ×variicolor ‘Twilite’ (Twilite Prairieblues) and B. ‘Solar Flare’ (Solar Flare Prairieblues), you can’t help but want to dot a few of these in the roughest soil you have in an act of warfare-like defiance. False indigos have notoriously deep and fleshy root systems, ably suiting them to the stickiest of clay soils but also making them fairly recalcitrant to division at any time of the year except early spring. Small machinery, teams of sherpas, and archaeological permits may be necessary should you desire to relocate a toddler-aged specimen. The bottom line: site carefully and permanently. In turn, false indigos will reward the garden scene with hundreds of pea-shaped flowers spring after spring for much longer than you can imagine, much less intend. Who doesn’t love a tough plant with values like commitment? Other new varieties worth naming include the Decadence series from Proven Winners, with diet-crashing names like ‘Lemon Meringue’, ‘Cherries Jubilee’, and ‘Dutch Chocolate’. In short, most new varieties, regardless of their origin, reward similarly—bountiful floral displays, stocky architecture, and prairie-style star power.
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A seed-grown selection of Oenothera macrocarpa ssp. fremontii growing in my scree garden with flowers aplenty.





THE DAWN OF EVENING PRIMROSES


You’ll surely pick up on a theme in this book before long—I feel a duty to champion genera that are either underrated or disregarded entirely. While I don’t suggest the latter is true of Oenothera, it’s certainly true that this amazing genus of so-called evening primroses, suncups, and sundrops hasn’t gotten its due in the American garden. As if those common names weren’t suggestive enough, the overwhelming majority of species and cultivars tend toward yellow and nearby hues. Oenothera tetragona, with its sun-soaked, bowl-shaped flowers, epitomizes the effect, and several of its cultivars have merit, perhaps because they thrive in everything from good, compost-heavy garden soil to the thin remnants of topsoil left in the hellstrip. ‘Fireworks’ is one of the best, with red buds giving way to a sunrise surprise (I’m always apt to give a plant points for a well-placed surprise). It’s a consistent performer, never lacking for flowers even through the hottest days of summer. If you’re with me in the surprise camp, you have to grow O. versicolor ‘Sunset Boulevard’ for its arresting crimson, amber, auburn, and maroon-blended flowers that make even the best tequila sunrise look like Kool-Aid. Backlight it and you’ll faint.


If drunken celestial colors aren’t your thing, you might consider Oenothera macrocarpa ssp. fremontii, which has the added benefit of scintillatingly silver foliage. Native to chalky, rocky soils (read: hell) in northern Kansas and south-central Nebraska, these silver salvers serve up yellow flowers, sunny and tastefully lemony, on the eve of high summer—an eloquent way of saying that these flowers show up when it’s blisteringly hot out. Several nice forms and selections of this showy Great Plains native are available, with image-conjuring names like ‘Shimmer’, ‘Silver Wings’, and ‘Comanche Campfire’. Of these, ‘Shimmer’ has the highest “hot or not” score for its dazzling foliar presentation and floriferousness.
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Cercis canadensis ‘Forest Pansy’ seen from below, a scintillating reminder of the power of backlighting.





SHADY BUT NOT SKETCHY


Light is equal to soil in terms of its primacy in the garden and yet is the most under-realized character as a source of inspiration there. Consider this—light plays an enormous role in framing the views of plants in combination. Backlit, some take on a completely different personality; gleaming and glinting surreally, they look nothing like their appearance at high noon.
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