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  You don’t have to have been born in the South to understand what I am about to tell you. All you have to do is garden through one season of our summer heat and humidity, and it will become clear as a bell. Our special climates demand special flowers—bulletproof flowers. Just one season’s experience, and anyone can understand why only certain kinds of flowers can flourish in our trying climates. You’ll see the need for flowers that, after planting in the spring, will stay in color right through the summer, perhaps until the first fall frost. No experienced southern gardener wants to prepare soil for replanting during weather so hot and sticky that you can’t lift a hand without breaking into a sweat. So we value flowers that will keep on keeping on. Let the botanical gardens and theme parks swap out their flowers four or five times during the year, bless their sweaty little hearts.




  We need flowers and foliage plants that are in for the long haul.




  Bulletproof Flowers




  If you’re wondering where the term “bulletproof flowers” came from, I heard it first from the producer of The Victory Garden, Russell Morash of WGBH-TV. Russell used it to describe flowers and foliage plants that will stay in color through most of the summer despite prolonged high heat and humidity. The best of these, when spring planted, will provide continuous color until fall frost. Others may provide color in waves, with periods of green foliage in between. Still others may look shabby during the dog days, but will recover and bloom again with the coming of cool weather. This book also includes some hardy perennials and herbs which may stay in color for a month or two, but will also provide good form, texture, and shades of green or gray for the remainder of the growing season. Some bulletproof flowers are tropicals which, except in the Deep South, either have to be grown as annuals and sacrificed at the end of the growing season, carried indoors through the winter, or saved as rooted cuttings taken from tip growth or from saved rhizomes.
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Southeastern wildflowers at the Wilson home


  Eight States and Parts of Six More




  Just what do I include in “the South”? For purposes of definition, I included all the states from Virginia west through southeastern Kansas, eastern Oklahoma, and East Texas. I included lowland parts of Kentucky and the southern edge of Missouri, except the high Ozarks. I stopped where the tall timber in eastern Oklahoma and East Texas begins to grade into the Great Plains or dryland country. I included everything south of Virginia except from central Florida on down. They can grow so many semi-tropical and tropical kinds down there that the information in this book wouldn’t help them much.




  For years, I defined “the South” as any place where bermuda-grass thrives, but I’m beginning to see patches of it far north of where you’d normally expect to find it. I would suggest kudzu as a southern indicator plant were it not for my having seen a hillside covered with kudzu in Bronx, New York!




  Advantages of Growing Bulletproof Flowers




  What advantages do bulletproof flowers offer to southern gardeners who have to cope with uncomfortable heat and humidity several months of the year? You can plant early in the season and spread mulch to keep weeds from overwhelming your flowers. Then, except for a few weed-pulling forays during early morning or late evening hours, and watering during dry spells, you can sit on your screened porch, drink sweet tea, and enjoy color throughout the summer. What a change from bygone days when the South saw a long, mostly green hiatus from the end of azalea bloom season to the beginning of camellia bloom time. Now you can luxuriate in color all summer long!




  The Only Constant Is Change




  For the past several years I’ve lectured on gardening from Richmond, Virginia, to Tulsa, Oklahoma, and from Orlando to the American Queen paddlewheeler down the lower Mississippi. I’ve visited scores of private gardens and garden centers in the South, and I’m convinced that virtually everything about flower gardening in the South is changing rapidly, and for the better. Soil preparation and garden maintenance have been improved and simplified, but the major change is in the flowers and foliage plants we are using in landscapes and outdoor containers.
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  Iguana pot from Guadalajara, Mexico, with the heat-resistant pentas ‘Cranberry Punch’ and ‘Pearl’


  I can remember when most gardeners in the South grew flowers from direct-seeding, or from seedlings started on a windowsill and later moved to a coldframe. Prior to World War II, most of the plants sold in seed stores (there were no garden centers as we know them now) were vegetables: tomatoes, peppers, sweet potatoes, onions, and cabbage. Oh, a few blooming pansy plants might be displayed in the fall, sold in bunches, but there were no big spring displays of bedding plants already showing color. A few greenhouses on the outskirts of major cities sold started plants of flowers, but they were marketed prior to bloom stage, and were sliced out of sheetcakes of composted soil a dozen at a time, from wooden flats. The age of plastics was still in the future.
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  Ornamental pepper plants being set out by wax-leafed begonias




 



  Mass production of bedding plants began during the 1950s. Plant breeders began concentrating on developing short plants that would bloom quickly after seeding in pots. Market packs and plugs soon replaced individual small pots. And breeders began to pay attention to the gradual shifting of demand from sun-loving kinds to shade-tolerant plants. Zinnias, marigolds, and petunias were bumped out of their top places in gardens by impatiens, wax-leafed begonias, and (in the South) periwinkle. Not until recent years, however, did seed breeders acknowledge the special needs of southern gardens in their plant improvement programs.




  Winter weeds work against growing hardy perennials in the South. Were it not for the increasing use of mulches to keep down weeds, we wouldn’t be as far along with perennials as we are today. We were accustomed to turning the soil after cleaning off spent annuals, and turning it again before spring planting, to reduce the weed population and to incorporate limestone and fertilizer. Mulching makes turning the soil unnecessary, but frequent liming of gardens is still needed, even on azaleas, rhododendrons, and blueberries growing on our degraded soils. University of Georgia trials and landscape experience by nurserymen indicate that many so-called “acid-loving” plants can benefit from liming with dolomitic limestone to correct calcium and magnesium deficiencies that are, in some parts of the South, profound.




  Tropical and Semi-Tropical Plants in the Middle and Upper South




  Perhaps the most important contributor to the change in southern gardens is the surge of interest in semi-tropical and tropical plants in the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) hardiness zones six, seven, and eight. Most of the species had reached Florida years earlier by way of the Caribbean Islands, Mexico, or Central America, and some had entered California from South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, and southeast Asia. Home gardeners and professional growers fell in love with these exotic species when on winter vacations, brought plants home, and discovered that most grew very well during the summers in the Middle and Upper South. They then had to convince local growers to produce plants or order them from growers in Florida or along the Gulf Coast, or from California. You might call the process “pulling plants through the supply channel.” Now, producers and marketers are “pushing them through,” to capitalize on the appeal of new and different flowers.




 Award-Winning Flowers




  Recently, we have begun to see plant introductions developed primarily for growing in containers or hanging baskets, and secondarily for ground beds. Evaluation and promotional organizations such as Proven Winners and FloraStar are behind the introduction of these cutting-grown or micropropagated cultivars. Many of these new flowers were originally from hot countries, but not all of them are tolerant of high humidity.




  A much more venerable organization, All-America Selections (est. 1932), specializes in evaluating flowers and vegetables that are customarily grown from seeds. To be entered in their trials, a flower should be an annual or a precocious perennial that will bloom the first year from seeds. A new introduction that is proven in field trials to be significantly better than the reigning “best in its class” will be given an All-America Selections award. Winners include both cool-weather and warm-weather kinds, so you have to rely on seed catalog and seed packet descriptions to lead you to ones that will stand up under heat and humidity.
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  Star cluster flower (Pentas lanceolata) with garden statuary, Baton Rouge, Louisiana




 



  Perennials, too, have organizations for evaluating the potential of relatively recent introductions. Foremost is the Perennial Plant Association, which evaluates hardy cultivars and each year announces the Perennial Plant of the Year. Although their test grounds are weighted to the north, most of their winners will also grow well through hardiness zone eight. Certain of the hardy perennials have difficulty adjusting to our hot summer nights. Dr. Marc Cathey’s new American Horticultural Society Plant Heat-Zone Map addresses the problem, and assigning internationally recognized numerical heat tolerance ratings to perennial cultivars is well under way.




  This revolution in southern flower gardening is far from over, and bulletproof flowers are one of the most visible results. Water gardens are appearing in more landscapes, as well as multipurpose trees, shrubs, and vines that offer not only shade but also colorful blossoms, fall color, and winter berries. Altogether, they have reclaimed the summer months for garden enjoyment. No longer is there a long, all-green summer hiatus. We can have loads of color twelve months of the year in the South, and it is surprisingly simple to do.
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  Black-eyed Susan (Rudbeckia fulgida) with crested celosia at the Park Seed Co. trials
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  What’s So Special about Southern Gardens and Southern Gardeners?




   


   


   




  It’s a shame that we southern gardeners have to put up with misconceptions about the South fostered by “Bubba” jokes and fallout from books about trashy people. Most of us just smile and consider the source. We know that Bubba is too busy tinkering with his pickup truck or Harley to plant more than a turnip patch, and that trashy people can be found in every state in the Union. Besides, we prefer to have no truck with people who don’t appreciate the better things of life, especially gardening.




  This book doesn’t deny that much of the South has to suffer through prolonged high heat and an uncomfortable level of humidity for several months of the year. (Hisses and boos from the Chambers of Commerce in the South!) The further south you travel, the worse it gets. We southern gardeners don’t fight it, however; we just schedule our garden tasks for early in the morning or late in the evening, and we try to complete major landscaping jobs during the cool months of the year. Prolonged high heat and humidity aren’t all bad. They make it possible to grow many kinds of plants that folks up north can’t. And our mild winters can produce minor horticultural miracles by turning some plants normally considered annuals into perennials.




  A Long Tradition of Gardening




  Tradition holds that a Charleston, South Carolina, planter, a few years after Charleston’s founding in the 1600s, made the first use of a landscape architect in designing a garden in the colonies. Yet, evidence exists of formal gardens in southern Louisiana at about the same date. They also may have been laid out by gardeners or landscape artists brought over from Europe. The Creole influence still shows in many old plantation gardens along the lower Mississippi River.




  One shouldn’t become so dazzled by these great gardens of the top 2 or 3 percent of the southern population of those days that they overlook what was going on with the much larger part. During the expansion of the southern colonies from their toehold along the Atlantic, a few town gardens were bedecked with flowers, but out on the frontier and around slave quarters, vegetable and herb gardens far outnumbered the few flower beds. Those flower beds included bulbs of durable kinds and varieties of flowers that set copious crops of seeds. Plantation gardens, on the other hand, included some species from Caribbean islands such as Barbados and Martinique, from where many British and French planters moved with their slaves during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. There were even a few kinds ordered from Europe or brought over by skilled gardeners moving to the new land.




  Reconstruction or Destruction?




  The South suffered longer than most people realize after the War Between the States, during the period called “Reconstruction.” During Reconstruction, the slow recovery was partly the doings of northern commercial interests who were determined to maintain a competitive edge over southern manufacturers. A lingering nostalgia for “the old ways” and the “lost cause” of the South also impeded change. During the War and for several succeeding decades, the competitive advantage enjoyed by the North allowed huge industrial empires to be built, and a strong, upwardly-mobile middle class developed. The point of this look back is to show how it happened that the North surged ahead of the South, which had once led in horticultural sophistication. The new industrial barons visited Europe and brought back skilled gardeners, new plants, and ideas for greenhouses and conservatories. Some of their homes and grounds were converted to botanical or estate gardens upon the death of wealthy owners, while many of the finest southern plantations were abandoned. To this day, for example, much more is known about hardy perennials and house-plants in the North than below the Mason-Dixon line. For nearly a century, gardeners in the South had virtually no botanical gardens where they could observe plants and learn how to grow them. Many of the surviving plantations had passed into the hands of wealthy northerners, and there was little money or means for the average southerner to travel or to experiment with new and different kinds of plants. The merchant class in the South was slow to become affluent because their customers were poor. With the exception of the birth of garden clubs in Georgia during the 1920s, horticultural progress stalled until about the time of World War II.




  Roots in the Country




  Until World War II days, you would seldom find a southern family so urbanized that they had no relatives out in the country. The link between country and city people and gardens was still strong, and most families cultivated sizable food gardens. They didn’t have to study gardening; they absorbed it from the older, farm-reared generation. They grew a lot of annual flowers, either from saved seeds or from seed packets purchased from displays in general stores. Bulbs, rhizomes, tubers, and corms were passed along from generation to generation. Common names proliferated. At that time, hardy perennials were little known in the South, except by specialists such as the legendary Elizabeth Lawrence of North Carolina. Much more was known about such southern specialties as camellias, azaleas, semi-hardy summer bulbs, Louisiana iris, and southern cultivars of roses.




  Critter Consciousness




  We southern gardeners are more aware of the critters around us than are gardeners in the North, and with good reason. Gardeners most everywhere have to be careful about poison ivy, ticks, mosquitoes, deer flies, and venomous reptiles and arachnids, but chiggers and no-see-ums are mostly a southern problem, and imported fire ants have been reported as far north as Maryland. We are afflicted with squirrels, rabbits, and deer, just like northern gardeners, but gardeners in the Deep South have to contend with armadillos as well. On the other hand, woodchucks don’t range much past the Upper South. I know it is hard to accept critter damage gracefully, but then I think of Europe, where fully half of their native animal and plant species have been exterminated, and to a point, I am willing to make allowances.





  The New Melting Pot




  Five decades ago, southern communities that had been virtually isolated since their founding began seeing families move in from other parts of North America and the rest of the world. The newcomers brought with them new preferences in landscape designs, flowers, and herbs, and sometimes a pervasive lack of information on how to garden in tune with our seasons, heat, and humidity.




  Scholars of African-American cultures have begun studying the unique gardening and landscaping habits handed down from Africa by researching the few remaining homes and landscapes from two or three hundred years ago along the east coast of Africa (see Appendix). There is no doubt that many kinds of vegetables and flowers were brought to this country by slaves, sometimes following generations of servitude on Caribbean plantations, and we owe much of the richness of southern cooking and southern landscapes to their introductions.




  This rich mixture of ethnic groups and economic classes has set the stage for a transformation in southern gardens and plants. I’ve been watching it for more than fifty years of gardening as an adult, through the post–Victory Garden days, through the flower-children era, and through the expansion of suburbs. Yet, this is the first time I’ve felt like fastening my seat belt.




 

  Cotton Clothes and Skin-So-Soft




  Our summer days are shorter than those in states further north but our sun really bears down. Veteran gardeners in the South suit up before going out for chores. Shorts and short-sleeved shirts are risky because of the likelihood of sunburn and skin cancer, and broad-brimmed straw hats and sunblock lotion are in. Many of us choose garden clothing that fits loosely and is made of pure cotton for improved absorption. During mosquito season we rub on Avon Skin-So-Soft bath oil; it does the trick. Whether it is the floral scent or the oils in it that repel mosquitoes, the manufacturer isn’t disclosing.
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  Must I Learn Everything about Gardening All Over Again?




   


   


  



  What hit me?” a gardener might ask when faced with our summer heat and humidity. Or perhaps he or she arrived during our mild fall or winter season and became lulled into believing that there was still plenty of time to study up on southern gardening. But let’s say that we had one of those years when summer comes sizzling in on the heels of winter, canceling our usual delightful spring season. After struggling with heat and humidity for a few weeks, the stunned transplant from cooler climates is more likely to ask, “Where did I go wrong?”




  
Where Did I Go Wrong?





  Again and again I’ve seen northern gardeners newly arrived in the South, demoralized by the prospect of relearning everything they knew about gardening. The further north their former home, the greater the feeling of dislocation and confusion, and it happens to experienced gardeners as well as to novices. All of a sudden, they have from seven to eleven months of frost-free weather in which to garden, instead of three to four. They have three or four distinct planting seasons instead of one or two. They are faced with working with tenacious red clay or deep sand instead of dark, sandy loam. And they don’t know how to verbalize it, but the sun isn’t where they are accustomed to seeing it at various hours of the day. Worst of all, the old familiar flowers from gardens north of the Mason-Dixon line seem to melt away when planted on Memorial Day.




 I’ll Get By (with a little help from my friends)




  Don’t worry, you’ll survive the transition, but there is no need to gut it out by yourself. Ask for help. The first place you need to visit is the Cooperative Extension Service office that serves your county. You may have to search through phone books to find the address. It really isn’t a conspiracy to hide from the gardening public, and they aren’t having an identity crisis. Sometimes they are listed under the name of the land grant university of the state: Texas A&M, North Carolina State University, Louisiana State University, Clemson University, or University of Kentucky, for example. If you don’t find them there, look under Cooperative Extension Service, or Agricultural Extension Service, or plain old Extension Service. Explain that you are a home gardener and would like to come by and pick up bulletins on flowers, vegetables, landscaping, and pest control. You may have to pay a modest price for them, but they are well worth it. Don’t be put off if you see all sorts of recommendations for chemical controls for garden pests. They are projections from uses on commercial crops. Slowly but surely, the extension specialists are beginning to offer alternatives to toxic chemicals, such as botanical and biological controls, and are promoting disease-resistant varieties.




  Master Gardening Classes




  Ask the Cooperative Extension Service how to go about signing up for their next Master Gardening class. Don’t be misled by the name. You don’t have to be a master of gardening to take the course. You just have to be willing to invest about twenty evenings or afternoons, learning all aspects of gardening from the ground up. Courses typically cost about a hundred dollars, but you can save that much in time and materials you might waste while floundering around, trying to learn on your own. The demand for space in the classes is so strong that some states have waiting lists two or three years ahead. Some rural counties don’t offer Master Gardening courses, and a few states shot themselves in the foot a while back by cutting off university specialists who were teaching Master Gardening classes. Once you are certified as a Master Gardener you will be required to put in about as many hours of volunteer work as you put into study, but it is fun. The fellowship in local and state Master Gardening groups is as close and supportive as you’ll find anywhere.




  Lectures, Demonstrations, and Classes at Botanical Gardens and Retail Garden Centers




  Every major city and most towns of middle size have at least one botanical garden or estate garden, and all have long-established retail garden centers. They reach out to help newcomers and novices as well as experienced gardeners. Look in the yellow pages under “botanical gardens” or “arboreta,” or ask a senior sales associate at a retail garden center where to find the nearest one. Go to your library and check out Gardening by Mail (see Appendix). It has the names and addresses of major botanical gardens under “horticultural libraries.” Most botanical gardens have ongoing programs of evaluating plants and distributing publications on what, when, and how to plant. Many also conduct guided tours of their gardens to introduce newcomers and visitors to the plants in their landscape and their conservatory (greenhouse).




 TV and Radio Gardening Programs




  For many years, The Victory Garden and Ed Hume’s program, Gardening in America, both seen over PBS, were the only nationally broadcast TV gardening shows. But have things changed! With the advent of the Home and Garden TV channel, several crackerjack garden shows are being aired. All of them are scripted for a national audience. Some of the major metro areas have local TV garden shows, usually hosted by a horticultural agent from the Extension Service.




  One of the best sources for gardening information, if you can tolerate the commercials, are radio gardening programs. They are often broadcast from 6:30 a.m. until 9:30 a.m. on Saturdays, and are set up for call-ins. The host is usually a horticulturist at a local garden center, an Extension Service specialist, or a newspaper columnist with a good following. When my old friend and fellow horticulturist Herb Lester was hosting a Saturday morning gardening program over a Nashville station, he asked me to come in as a guest. It was during the fall season. I don’t know how it happened, but the talk got around to persimmons and paw paws, which led to tall stories about possums. We started getting calls from way down in Mississippi and Alabama, and way over in east Tennessee, in the richest array of country accents, telling the doggonedest stories you can imagine. What a morning that was!




  Plant Societies




  If along the way you fall in love with a particular species or genus of flowers, you may find a local chapter of a plant society in a town near you. Gardening by Mail has the names and addresses of the national headquarters of all the specialty plant societies: roses, daylilies, hostas, irises, herbs, peonies, lilacs, conifers, bonsai, rock garden plants, and so on. They can tell you where and how to contact the nearest chapter of their society. Some major cities have horticultural societies where hobbyists from various plant specialties come to pick up new information and to swap ideas.




  Books




  State gardening books are few and far between, but are increasing in number. Often, they are displayed in racks of books of local or regional interest, on a number of subjects. Taylor Publishing Company, which was of great assistance to me in publishing this book, has published several southern gardening books (see Appendix).




  State books are a good place for newcomers or beginners to start, but they can’t fully take the place of nationally distributed books that address certain plant specialties in depth. Look for titles by American authors. Think twice before buying a book by a British author. Even if the text has been “Americanized” by a writer over here, it can’t come to grips with our peculiar soils and weather, and British books often picture and describe varieties or cultivars that aren’t available over here. I have many British books in my library, but they are encyclopedias of specialty plants that help me research obscure species.




 Internet and CDs




  The Internet is not the best place for a newcomer to the South or a beginning gardener to start accumulating local information. I will repeat what I said in chapter 1: Our special conditions demand special plants, Except for information from your state land grant agricultural university, most of the data you get from the Internet will have been generated somewhere outside of the South. Some of it will be vague or too general, edited by people who don’t understand seeds, plants, soils, the dynamics of water, or even elementary chemistry. On the other hand, a few will know gardening and landscaping thoroughly, including gardening in ways to minimize environmental impact. And there are some comprehensive and reliable CDs (see Appendix).




  But how is a newcomer to the South or a beginner to distinguish between the qualified expert and the wannabe, or how to spot the zealot who does his best to swing everyone within his reach into his radical orbit? You’ll learn, but to avoid being led into a thicket of misinformation, start with southern specialists who, like Michael Dirr and Allan Armitrage, have traveled widely and who have had years of experience in teaching and in writing authoritative books and CDs. Every land grant university has at least one or two specialists of this kind in its schools of horticulture or landscape architecture.




  Seed and Plant Catalogs




  Years ago, I read a survey which indicated that home gardeners received much of their gardening information from seed packets and seed and plant catalogs. They still do, but not as much as a generation ago. The difference is due to the gradual shift from direct-seeding in the garden or starting seeds indoors to buying bedding plants or potted perennials.




  Many mail-order seed companies, large and small, have disappeared through mergers or purchases. Some have changed ownership but retained their good trade names. A few have ridden out the storm and prospered, and a handful of new startup companies have made it. The mainline seed companies have survived and grown by astute choices of new varieties and by modern management practices.




  When I lived in the North, I relied on the catalog from Stokes Seeds, in Buffalo, New York, for information on varieties and their culture. Their catalog directions were as thorough as you will find in any textbook, and a lot easier to understand. Now, I rely on seed catalogs from Geo. W. Park Seed Co. as well. They are heavy on color. A relative newcomer, Territorial Seed Company, has some of the best cultural information I’ve seen in years on vegetable growing. For information on woody and herbaceous plants I use the catalog from Wayside Gardens; the big, thick catalog from ForestFarm (inquire about its price); and the specialized catalog from Woodlanders on woody plants for zones 8 and further south. There are many other good catalogs, but I can usually find what I need in these.




  Now, several southern mail-order companies specializing in plants of herbs, hardy perennials, and native species are distributing catalogs. I particularly like the audacious catalog from Plant Delights Nursery, published by Tony and Michelle Avent. They are active in introducing new species from plant explorations, and new hybrids from plant breeders. These smaller companies are knowledgeable about the adaptability of the various cultivars to southern climates and don’t try to stretch the parameters to sell more plants.




 Hang Around Retail Garden Centers




  This may sound like a zany idea, but it works. When you can spare a morning on a weekend, hang around a local garden center, reading plant labels and information on packages of products. Tell whoever is in charge who you are and what you are doing, so they won’t conclude that you are either an incredibly dense thief or a clandestine shopper working for a competitor. Just stay out of the way of shoppers while you are taking notes. After two or three visits, you will begin to know the plants well enough to identify them without looking at labels. You may not have learned the products all that well, but at least you will know where to find them and what they are used for.




  Don’t Get So Hung Up on Summer That You Neglect the Other Seasons




  You will hear a lot of talk about our many planting seasons but practically speaking, we plant most of our flowers, shrubs, and trees in the spring or fall. As soon as the winter rains subside and the frost-free date is past, it is time to plant summer flowers, and as soon as possible after summer heat has lost its punch, we plant flowers for winter color, also trees and shrubs. I wish we gardeners in zones six and seven had more choices than ornamental cabbage, Primula veris, pansies, violas, the hellebores, and winter-blooming bulbs and shrubs for cold-weather color, but that’s the size of it. I suppose we should glory in what we can grow, rather than envying gardeners in zone 8 and further south.
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