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FOREWORD

In 2008, I began growing and selling flowers out of a tiny 20' × 40' garden plot in Philadelphia. At the time, I was immersed in a corporate career but had a dream of returning to my farming roots. I settled on flowers after watching food farmers struggle financially. I thought I would likely turn more profit with petals.


Over nearly two decades of running a flower farm, I have come to appreciate flowers for much more than just their profitability. Blooms on the land create rich biodiversity, better water cycling, healthier soils, bountiful food, and persistent beauty. Flowers grown en masse may be the only salvation for plummeting insect and bird populations. While we humans seek nourishment from our vegetable gardens and animal husbandry, all our winged friends need flowers to thrive.


At the outset of my own flower journey, market gardening was trendy. Many first-generation farmers had left corporate jobs to head back to the land, raising carrots and chickens. I was rebuffed more than once by other growers wondering why I wasn’t farming food. Instagram had not yet been born; there were no viral videos panning across fields in bloom to set imaginations running wild. I remember feeling isolated in my quest until I found a book in my local library, written by a flower farmer in Kansas. What a revelation to realize I was not alone and that I did not have to figure everything out myself! I often credit that book with my success.


While the horticultural principles of growing a flower remain much the same today as they were twenty years ago, quite a bit has changed when it comes to flowers as a small business venture. In this book, Joanna does a brilliant job of bringing you up to speed quickly on this dynamic subject, all while keeping the content clear and digestible. Flip through these pages and you will quickly see how much intention has gone into the layout and comprehensive chapters.


This guide is an excellent reference for both beginner gardeners and those with many seasons under their belt. For beginners, there is a detailed list of flowers to grow and exactly how to get them planted—even tips for building your soil and reading soil tests. For readers who feel confident in the growing but a little shaky on the selling aspect, Joanna has wise words on how to market your blooms as well as how to price them fairly and profitably. There are even handy visual aids for learning the basics of floral design and how to beautifully wrap a bouquet.


I was particularly impressed by the chapter on growing sustainably. As the host of a popular farming podcast, No-Till Flowers, I get to talk to many experts in the field of regenerative agriculture. Joanna has eloquently summarized organic practices in this chapter: everything from composting to permaculture to weed management to pest control. There are even high-resolution photos and illustrations of many common pests and beneficial insects—a visual primer that is incredibly helpful to new growers still unsure of which bugs are the good guys and which are the baddies.


In short, this book is comprehensive, beautiful, and inspiring. Through its pages, you will nurture your creativity and be able to sustain your homestead with an additional income stream. And the birds and bees will thank you for it.


—Jennie Love, creative director/owner of Love ’n Fresh Flowers, host of the No-Till Flowers podcast
www.lovenfreshflowers.com
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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the World of Multi-Purpose Flowers


It’s enchanting, isn’t it? The world of flower gardening, where every seed holds the promise of hope and every bud unlocks the secrets of nature’s grace. If you’ve found yourself between the pages of this book, it’s likely because you revel in the idea of fresh bouquets of your own and the joy each brightly colored bloom brings to your days. But what if that’s not all they offered?


The versatility of plants is not a new concept, as many cultures and peoples before us around the globe have found ways to harness the power of herbs and flowers by turning them into tinctures, poultices, dyes, teas, and even touting their healing properties. For example, in ancient Chinese medicine the lotus flower is iconic for its holistic healing properties, and chrysanthemums were used for treating the liver in sick patients. Navajo tribes used plants like bloodroot, sagebrush, and sumac for dyeing fabric for weaving. Today’s modern herbalism, aromatherapy, and natural dye artistry still rely on the foundation of knowledge set by our ancestors, but are now backed by the science behind the chemistry of plants and how we utilize them. The use of flowers and plants for more than their beauty alone spans all generations and cultures—our lives are intertwined with the ecosystem around us.
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In my happy place
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This blending of two worlds—beauty and purpose—has always been something I have been naturally drawn to chase. A life immersed in agriculture and gardening was inevitably in the cards for me. My journey started as many do at a young age, by looking up to those in my family who shared the same interests. Frolicking around my great-grandparents’ farm during summers; delighting in activities like fishing, haying, and picking sweet corn; and absorbing the work ethic that farming entails. Helping out in the garden with my family at home; harvesting asparagus, beans, and strawberries; enjoying flowers; picking wild berries and making jam at my best friend’s house in high school. Though I never took these experiences for granted, I do wish I knew back then how special and rare that kind of upbringing would become.
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View of my great-grandparents’ farm




My mother heavily influenced my love of plants and flowers, with knowledge she absorbed from my all-knowing grandmother and great-grandmother. My mom is that garden lady—the one who will walk through your yard and point out all the wild plants you could be eating and the herbs you should be using to treat any ailment. In fact, she still likes to remind me that the land my husband and I live on could easily become a plantain farm. Not a plantation, but plantain: the “weed” that doubles as a healing salve and a nutritious salad green, or easy rabbit food. I remember growing up, we had this wildly untamable kiwi vine in our backyard. Who knew you could grow kiwi in zone 6? My mom, that’s who. And though it only fruits once every so many years, when it does you better have buckets ready for harvesting.
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My mother grew up knowing the meaning of farm work—the kind of work ethic that sticks with you. Always happy and willing to help dig in the dirt, she made sure to have fun in whatever we were doing.
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After high school, I had a diverse skillset but no real direction on what path to pursue, although I knew I wanted it to involve animals and plants. Once I found out there were academic degrees for that, it was game on, ignoring all the “You’re going to school for farming?!” comments and holding my head high with confidence. I obtained my bachelor of science in agriculture, making connections throughout my schooling with a close-knit peer group who would land careers in different genres of agriculture—horticulture, extension, crop sciences, animal welfare—and eventually become priceless resources and networks as I forged my own way into the world of both corporate ag and small-scale farming and homesteading. A career rooted in agriculture enabled me to later support my own passions of creating the farm life of my dreams.


The road to success isn’t always a clear-cut path, however. I bounced around the realm of agriculture for a few years after college, never quite satisfied with the work I was doing. First ag retail, then sales, always keeping busy laboring outside at local farms during the summer months, as that was my most rewarding work. (I’m not one for idle hands regardless of the season—pretty much any of my friends or family can confirm this.)


It was during my years in the corporate agricultural sales field that I learned to use my time for both business and pleasure. Networking and attending local events were almost mandatory for success in the position I held, but the flexibility to tailor where I chose to attend and why was up to me. As I explored new venues and organizations, my curiosity for a better way to grow plants and food without chemicals and intensive practices was indulged with speakers and conferences supporting sustainable and regenerative agriculture. This came at a time when I had begun pushing the limits of what we were capable of farming at home, and I knew there had to be a more organic, economical option that supported my own values.


Local extension events on pest management, crop symposiums, conferences, and fairs became a way to not only grow my knowledge and expertise in my career but also gain education in topics I was so eager to learn more about. They were also an opportunity to meet other farmers and professionals in the field who would soon become my mentors and peers and who shared the same values and vision I had for the future of agriculture. Networking at these events became the catalyst for my personal and professional development and allowed me to transition to a new career that supported work I truly value: organic farming.


It was during this time that I experienced my own health scare with the big C word, pushing me even further to explore alternative health options and cleaner living. I knew there had to be a way to grow food using fewer chemicals at home and to nurture my body with resources outside of pharmaceuticals. First came organic vegetables. Then, as I began to expand the horizon of my gardening, flowers and herbs started showing up in my pantry in more ways than one. I learned that plants aren’t just for pretty countertops or spices—they can offer us so much more if we let them.
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Bridging the gap between my professional and personal lives to create a successful business and homestead that reflects my own mission statement—utilizing plants to their full potential—has been an ongoing process, as learning is a constant in any type of agriculture and gardening. But after several years, I have reached the point where I am comfortable and confident in how I use plants daily in my home—whether medicinal, culinary, or just for fun. It has been my dream to share this knowledge with the world, and my hope in writing this book is that you find confidence in learning to grow your own flowers and use them to their utmost abilities in your own way.



The Homestead Flower Garden: Cultivating Possibilities

Imagine for a moment stepping outside your home to a sea of color, the sweet scent of summer blooms softly gracing a warm breeze. The lush feel of a delicate bloom freshly picked and curated into a simple yet sophisticated bouquet that adorns your kitchen counter. A masterpiece in its own right. The only limits set in stone are those of your growing season, and even then some might dare to push past that threshold to revel in the beauty of the season even longer.


Now take a step back into reality, as it’s easy to get carried away daydreaming of your future lush garden and buckets of blooms. While fresh-cut bouquets are the main event when cultivating flowers, there are so many additional opportunities these plants offer. You can sell flowers, dry them for teas, make tinctures for salves, dye fabrics, or garnish your salads—just a few of the possibilities I’ll discuss in the coming chapters.


This book serves as more than just a how-to guide—it’s an invitation to immerse yourself in a world where patience is rewarded with petals, where tenderness fosters growth, and where the simple act of planting a seed can open a portal to creativity, pride, and joy all in one. No matter what stage you’re at in your gardening career, you can find comfort and inspiration in the knowledge I share here, as we are all constantly learning and growing together.


So, grab your trowel and your watering can, and let’s dig deeper into the heart of flower gardening—a world where the beauty of blooms knows no bounds and where the fragrance of possibility lingers in every breeze.
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Golden dahlias in front of our centennial barn
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Chapter 1

PLANNING YOUR HOMESTEAD FLOWER GARDEN

Maybe you have a brand-new property where you’re just buzzing with ideas on what to plant and how to landscape. Or possibly you live on a fixer-upper farmstead many generations old that has existing overgrown gardens and could use a total overhaul. Or perhaps you’ve already crafted a beautiful gardenscape but want to get more out of it. Well, friends, let me tell you, there is always room for more flowers. Just as a “homestead” isn’t a one-size-fits-all category—these days, there are many variations of homesteading growing in popularity among younger generations—gardening also has the flexibility to be what you make of it, wherever you are in your current growing journey. Many, if not all, of the plants discussed in this book can be grown in pots, for those of you living inside city walls without enough soil of your own to till and plant, just as easily as they can be grown in a field on a larger scale.


Growing Zones

Aside from the type of gardening you choose to pursue—whether it be in-ground, raised beds, or potted plants—your only real limiting factor will be your growing zone. A growing zone, or hardiness zone, is the geographical standard by which gardeners, farmers, and growers determine the average temperatures and seasons that allow for the survival of most annual plants. Developed by the US Department of Agriculture (USDA), this system divides the country into thirteen different regions. You’ll notice when purchasing seeds or perennial trees and plants that there is usually a hardiness zone noted on the plant tag. This describes the region-specific zone or average temperature range in which that plant will thrive. The temperature limitations will inform you whether or not the plant can survive over winter in your climate. For peak hardiness, be mindful to select plants adapted to your growing zone when establishing perennial flowers and trees. If you aren’t familiar with your growing zone, I urge you to check the USDA database’s updated map at planthardiness.ars.usda.gov. You can use their online, interactive digital map by plugging in your zip code to access your specific address’s growing zone.

Here in zone 6 in Pennsylvania, we’re afforded the ability to grow many perennials; however, with some extra care, the flower varieties and plants I’ll be discussing can be adapted to your own region’s growing climate by following the recommendations for plant dates and peak harvest times from either the USDA plant hardiness map or your local extension agency. For instance, if you live in lower zones, which are colder climates, you might find that plants need extra care inside prior to planting them outside at a later date than they would somewhere warmer. The growing seasons for lower zones may also be shorter without the added use of a greenhouse or other protected area for your crops. (If you live in these lower zones, you may also want to research some hardier varietals that are naturally adapted to tolerate inclement weather.) Higher zones—which are tropical, warmer climates—have the benefit of a longer growing season and more perennial varietal opportunities. However, extra attention to watering and feeding may be necessary throughout the season.




Getting Started

Regardless of where you are growing, first plan your varieties and growing design based off your “why.” What is your main intention in adding to the flora of your growing space? If you’re growing flowers strictly for profit, you’ll want to maximize your garden space by utilizing strict flower spacing and trellis support for both quantity and quality. In this case, I would recommend using a weed barrier of some sort (as discussed in chapter 3) to help control the larger area you’re growing in, and planting your flower varieties based on your market needs (e.g., by season, color, etc.). For now, we’ll focus more on integrating flowers into your existing space, but keep in mind these methods can be used for any size growing operation.

Let’s prioritize first the needs versus the wants in your garden, and break down what it takes at the bare minimum to grow your new crops. You’ll need soil, access to water, sunshine, and seeds or starter plants, of course. I’m very much a “use what you have” person when it comes to homesteading, so if all you have is a 5-gallon bucket and some dirt—hey, it’s possible! But realistically, a desirable growing space will have enough room for plants to expand as they please, to reach for the sun, and to be easily accessible for things like soil amending, weeding, and of course harvesting. Your space should also allow for the level of gardening you desire, whether that’s a few plants for your own use, or a scalable level of growing for markets and sale.
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Celosia varieties



If you’re working with raised beds, consider the depth needed for perennial root systems to establish, or keep these areas mainly for annual varieties of smaller stature. In-ground growing could be done in rows or in specific areas around your property that are protected from the destruction of kids, animals, or the occasional mow-happy spouse. Methods for weed control and proper soil care are discussed later, but keep in mind the importance of setting your plants up to thrive in these areas no matter how you choose to grow them.

Next, take a walk around your backyard or garden and really read between the lines. Are there curbs, corners, or “dead spaces” in your yard that don’t serve much purpose or are underutilized and could use a little makeover with some beautiful flowers? These are the areas you’ll find inspiration in and be able to transform into a treat for the eyes, with just a little dirt under your fingernails.
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A section of our You-Pick flower field circa 2023



Now that your needs are noted and met, what do you want to get out of your garden? Do you desire to grow a wide array of herbs for culinary uses or to create your own apothecary? Or maybe you like having an off-season hobby and hope to create artwork with dried flowers that others can enjoy. There are a multitude of options covered in this book, but they are just the tip of the iceberg to inspire your own creativity. Even if your sole purpose is to grow flowers for your own pleasure, within these pages you’ll find the basic knowledge that can help you on your way to creating a successful floral garden.

Once you have the motive behind your inspiration, your basic needs, and your location chosen, you can start further analyzing the potential your space holds.




Assessing Your Space and Resources

Regardless of where your garden or garden spaces are located, there are bound to be some benefits and shortfalls. Important considerations are the proximity to water and your workspace or storage, space limitations for the number of plants you desire, and the growing conditions your garden space allows for. Will you be willing to cart heavy wagonloads of flowers, irrigation, or compost a long distance each time you need to work in the garden if this space is a long distance from your resources?

Observe the amount of daylight hours in your given area before planting, since this will aid in picking the plant varieties you grow here. Some plants require full sunlight (6+ hours) to reach peak productivity and growth, while others require partial shade (3–6 hours of full sunlight) or full shade (less than 3 hours of direct sunlight).

Also assess your soil type and drainage (more on this in chapter 2) and any additional features that may affect your garden, such as a slope or hill.

Measuring your growing space will give you the square footage your garden contains, a practical piece of knowledge when it’s time to decide how many plants you can fit into a given space. Don’t forget to account for existing structures, fencing, trees, or shrubs when doing your calculations and mapping. The square footage of a space can be calculated by measuring the length and width separately, then multiplying these numbers together, keeping all units the same during your calculations.
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A mixed handful of Queen series zinnia color varieties



By assessing the features of your space and available resources, you will be well on your way to setting the foundations for a thriving flower garden that matches your style, environment, needs, and aesthetic preferences.




Selecting Versatile Flower Varieties

Do you know how everyone’s grandma has their favorite apple variety for pies? Or the best tomato for sauce-making? Well, in that same respect, not every flower is well suited for dyeing purposes or eating, and some may have a better vase life than others for fresh bouquets. One of the most exciting parts about starting a new garden is choosing what varieties to grow. If you have a hard time choosing vegetables, just wait, because the flower varietal selections seem endless for some species. Consider your final goal and intended use. My personal favorites are highlighted here; these are the main players I rely on in my garden each year to support an abundance of blooms for both personal and professional use. The most profitable cut flowers for harvest and sale are highlighted in chapter 4, while more on medicinal and edible varieties can be found in chapter 6.
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Ageratum (Ageratum houstoniaum): Ageratum blooms in cooler shades of blue, violet, red, pink, deep purple, and white, and is often sold as seed mixes for growing. A simple-to-grow annual, ageratum is very low maintenance and will bloom all summer long if harvested consistently. While it doesn’t stand out much on its own, ageratum is a go-to filler and adds texture to bouquets with its fluffy small flower heads and thin stems. It also dries well and makes a great container or border landscape flower. Ageratum tends to naturally reseed itself if left to die back in a protected area where it can bloom anew next year.
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Amaranth (Amaranthaceae): Boasting over sixty different species of plants, there is no shortage of varieties in the Amaranthaceae family to choose from for your garden. Some species, like Hopi Red Dye, can be grown for their “weeping” look and the height dimension they bring to bouquets, as well as for their usefulness as a dye plant. Varieties such as Red Spike, Emerald, and Love Lies Bleeding are all popular among florists for their textural qualities and complementary colors. One of my unconventional favorites for late fall bouquets is Hot Biscuits. This less-common variety for home gardeners has a subtle bronze color that complements bouquets of all seasons well, doesn’t discolor vase water as much as varieties of amaranth on the red spectrum, and is a prime choice for fall wreaths or pumpkin crafts when dried. If harvested before the seeds mature, amaranth flower heads hold their color and texture well after drying and can be used for wreaths or dried flower crafts, or as delicate fall décor.

All amaranth flowers contain edible blossoms, leaves, and grains or seeds. The leaves are high in vitamin C and can be eaten fresh or cooked, as you would collard greens or spinach. Amaranth grains are high in protein, gluten-free, and can be ground into flour or used just as you would any other grain in cooking. In fact, this plant dates back thousands of years as a food crop for the indigenous Aztec peoples, who used amaranth as both a religious and a culinary plant.
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Bachelor button, also called cornflower



Bachelor’s Button/Cornflower (Centaurea cyanus): One of the first whimsical pops of color for the season, bachelor’s button or cornflower will bloom best in late spring/early summer and fall. While it’s not a perennial, it readily reseeds itself and is both versatile and low maintenance. Coming in cool colors both vibrant and soft, cornflowers are edible, dry well, and are long-lasting in arrangements. Try tossing a few petals onto your next salad for a bit of color, as this flower is also edible.
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Calendula (Calendula officinalis): This vibrant, sunny flower doubles as a medicinal herb and a dye plant, on top of being a beautiful bloom. It throws many stems per plant, and the unmistakable seeds are extremely easy to harvest and plant each year. Calendula also tends to reseed itself naturally. The most common calendula you may think of is a bright orange in color, but softer varieties like Cantaloupe and Ivory Princess offer a range of off-whites, mellow yellows, and pastel oranges.

Celosia (Celosia): Celosia is part of the Amaranth family and consists of many different types of blooms, each one producing an abundance of vibrant colors and textures throughout the growing season. From feathery plume types (plumosa) to crested cockscomb with coral-looking flower heads (cristata) and the spike flower heads on spicata types, each variety brings its own unique features to the table. The top varieties I grow year after year include Flamingo, Pampas Plume, Celway Series, and the brightly colored Chief mix. Celosia thrive in full sun and, when given a deep, frequent “pinching” or trim, will produce a multitude of stems all season long. They are wildly popular with pollinators, so beware harvesting during the peak of day when the bees are busiest.
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Celosia varieties and colors



Celosia is also one of the longest-lasting fresh-cut flowers in arrangements, making it a no-brainer as a bouquet filler for its sturdy stems and textured flower heads in almost any color you desire. If you’re someone looking to collect seeds to increase your self-sustainability in flower farming, celosia creates thousands of tiny seeds with each plant. Celosia also keeps its structure well when dried, making it ideal for wreaths and other crafts. There isn’t much celosia can’t do, which is why it’s an excellent addition to a flower garden of any size.
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Celosia Celway
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German chamomile is a popular herb for calming teas. AGNIESZKA KWIECIEŃ VIA WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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Dyers chamomile, commonly used as a dye plant, has larger flower heads that are golden yellow and flatter than the more common edible varieties.
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Chamomile (Matricaria chamomilla) and Dyer’s Chamomile (Anthemis tinctoria): The most notable difference between these two varieties of chamomile is their uses. Common chamomile is widely grown for its herbal and medicinal properties, while dyer’s chamomile contains high levels of dye properties, making it ideal for shades ranging from olive green to golden yellow. Chamomile can be either an annual or a perennial, depending on the variety planted and your growing zone, and will bloom all summer long if harvested frequently. Chamomile dries well and has a lovely calming fragrance; it is often used in teas and beauty products.
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Plains coreopsis features a golden outer ring and deep red inner coloring, while cinnamon and tall red coreopsis are a darker red throughout.



Coreopsis (Coreopsis tinctoria): Coreopsis is a small but mighty plant that is native to the United States. As a filler flower, these plants bloom all season long and have strong stems adorned with small flower heads ranging from yellows to oranges and reds. The flower heads and leaves of coreopsis are light and textural. Some of the most common varieties used as a cut flower and dye plant are plains core-opsis, and you can achieve shades of greens, reds, yellows, and oranges when using it as a dye. The flower petals make wonderful eco-print material and retain their dye properties and structure well when pressed and dried—you can harvest all summer and play around with crafting in the off-season.
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Cosmos field blowing in the breeze



Cosmos (Cosmos bippinatus): Cosmos is the genus name that covers a broad and colorful variety of cosmos flowers. They are relentless cut-and-come-again flowers that bloom endlessly from mid-summer to first frost. Each variety may be different in color and petal formation, ranging from single petals to double layered, ruffled, or daisy shaped, but almost all varieties are annuals that will reseed themselves rapidly year after year. When picked just before bloom, they can have a nice vase life and add a whimsical touch to bouquets. While the flowers may look delicate, the plants themselves are very tolerant of poor soil and challenging seasonal conditions, and I often recommend them for beginner growers as a very forgiving variety. The plants will most likely need to be trellised or supported, as some varieties can reach 6 feet tall and be prone to breakage in high winds.
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Cosmos—Apricot Lemonade variety



Seashells and Sensation varieties are the most common and feature shades of pinks, whites, and magentas. Apricots are a personal favorite for complementing bouquets of all color themes as a neutral filler. And Sulfur cosmos is a bright orange with easily extracted pigments that provide a saturated and vivid natural dye. In fact, my most popular use for cosmos is as a dye plant, due to the many shades that can be produced from the varietals, along with the sheer mass of blossoms that can be collected throughout the season from just a few robust plants. However, they also press and dry well due to their thin petals. A tip for drying these flowers evenly is to snip off the larger centers flush with the petal base; this will cut back on moisture and allow the flower to lie flat in your press.
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Dahlia field circa 2022
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Mixed dahlia blooms
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Variegated dahlia—Carmen Fiesta
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Dahlia—Shadow Cat
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Dahlia—Pompom
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Dahlia yellow varieties



Dahlias: The high-maintenance drama queen of all blooms, she’s as beautiful as she is a headache sometimes, but dahlias can also allow for a rich color dye, are the perfect statement flower in bouquets, and did you know their tubers are edible? (Shh, it’s taboo to say that near a production grower.) Each tuber can create a bundle of tubers (similar to a potato) that can then be split to multiply your stock after just one season. Most zones (7 and lower) will require dahlias to be dug up for storage at the end of the year or heavily mulched to overwinter. Flower heads range from mini “pompoms” the size of your thumb to the prized “dinnerplate” varieties that can boast an impressive diameter of 8 inches or more. Color options are limitless, as hybridizers continue to release new varieties annually, spanning the entire rainbow (with the exception of blue) and including options like variegations, petal shapes, and closed or open centers (like a sunflower or daisy). Foliage also ranges from one variety to the next and makes an excellent bouquet filler. Sadly, these precious plants are prone to blight and mildew, plus beetles tend to be attracted to eating their petals; therefore, harvesting top-notch blooms can be a challenge for home growers. Dahlias can truly make you starstruck when discovering their beauty, though, and it’s not surprising how addictive it can be to collect different varieties over time.
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Swallowtail caterpillars favor Dara laceflower and plants like dill.



Dara Laceflower/Queen Anne’s Lace (Daucus carota): You are likely already familiar with the more invasive version of Dara known as wild carrot or Queen Anne’s lace. Dara laceflower is a cold-hardy annual that looks identical to its wild sister plant, except the cultivated varieties come in a moody chocolate burgundy and soft plum colors. The stems of this plant grow tall and strong, and blooms can come in a variety of sizes with broad, airy flower heads composed of many tiny flower clusters. Dara laceflower pairs well with most bouquets as an elegant, lacy filler.

The colorful version of laceflower is not very palatable, as the plant’s edible properties are reserved for the wild-grown version of this flower, white Queen Anne’s lace—commonly called “wild carrot”—whose roots and flower heads can be used as a tea. Take heed when identifying this plant, as the equally invasive poison hemlock can look identical. The best difference to note between these two plants is that the stem of poison hemlock is smooth and colored with purplish splotches, while Queen Anne’s lace is plain green and has a “hairy” texture to both its leaves and stems. Be sure to consult a reputable field guide or plant identification app for your own safety before proceeding with any foraging.

Feverfew (Tanacetum parthenium): A close relative in looks and features to chamomile, this hardy annual is both an herb and a flower that gets its name from the medicinal uses of the plant. Feverfew has been known historically to treat fevers and migraines and to act as an anti-inflammatory. The most popular cut-flower varieties are Vegmo, Sunny Ball, Snow Ball or Virgo, and Tetra White. Each variety is slightly different, ranging from flowers identical to mini-daisies to tight yellow heads, but all maintain a branching habit featuring multiple stems per cut, making it one of my go-to fillers for bouquets. Feverfew pushes a strong secondary flush of blooms later in the season.
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Feverfew Tetra White



Gomphrena/Globe Amaranth (Gomphrena globosa): Gomphrena is a power player in the cut flower game. This sturdy, branching, almost bush-like plant is easy to care for and grow, making it a good choice to incorporate as a landscape flower if placed in full sun or as a field-grown flower. It is drought and heat tolerant, and seems to thrive in any conditions. For the first several years of growing gomphrena I used trellis netting, but I ditched the pains of cutting between and through the netting once I realized it seemed unnecessary, since the many flower shoots tend to support themselves as the season goes on. Gomphrena comes in several varieties; the “QIS Mix,” a predetermined seed blend, will include shades of pink and white, but you can purchase additional Strawberry Fields red and orange as separate seeds and start them yourself at home with ease.
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Gomphrena QIS Mix



Gomphrena will last forever in a vase with proper care. While it dries exactly as it looks when fresh in terms of shape and color, the rounded heads are somewhat fragile and do best in crafts or projects where they are handled only once. The ball-shaped flower heads of gomphrena can also be dried and used for tea or as a colorful garnish. You won’t want to eat them fresh, though, as their texture before drying can resemble a straw-like toughness.
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Gomphrena Fireworks
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Lemon balm Monarda bundle



Herbs—Lemon Balm, Bee Balm, Basil, Oregano, Sage, Mint: The underdogs of a garden, these herbs make the A-list for growing not just for their use in the kitchen and medicine cabinet, but also for their added scent and color as greenery fillers in bouquets. If flowers can be food, then why can’t food double as a floral attraction, right? Don’t limit yourself to the usual suspects when it comes to herbs either; there are so many varieties and flavors to dabble in that you’ll surely find a new kitchen favorite. Strawberry mint and even chocolate mint, pineapple sage, and basil in particular, which comes in so many colors—each variety brings its own flavor profile and distinct visible features. A few of the favorites I grow are cinnamon basil, Aromatto or purple basil, pineapple sage, spearmint, bee balm, and oregano (see chapter 6 for more on these).
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Cardinal basil, if left to grow without topping, will bloom a deep purple flower head late in the season.



Marigold: Marigolds are all-encompassing as a multi-purpose flower and check all the boxes of being a good cut flower as well as medicinal, edible, attractive for pollinators, and a dye plant. If there’s one plant you can grow to maximize usefulness and productivity, it’s marigolds. When you are perusing marigold seeds or starters, take note of the expected height of the plant, as many marigolds found at nurseries are ornamental only and do not reach the height or full branching production needed as a cut flower. African marigolds are a great variety and a garden staple to start with; they can be used fresh in bouquets and will dry well for adding to tinctures, soaps, and crafts. The Crackerjack variety of marigolds are also a great place to start, as they’ll offer tall, bushy plants with a variety of blooms.
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Marigold—Crackerjack variety mixed colors
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White peony blooming



Peony (Paeonia): Peonies are a perennial flower that are relatively care-free once they are established. Roots are planted in fall or early spring, and it may take up to three years to produce your first harvest of blooms, but these plants can last for decades and their roots can even be split after several years to increase your crop. Blooms will pop up in late spring through early summer and can be a high-dollar crop sought out by florists for their luxurious look and size. Peonies are a nostalgic touch in landscape design and give Victorian cottage vibes, with an unmistakable aroma that can fill a room. Colors vary from purples and pinks, yellows, and reds to peaches and whites, and range in fullness with double petals and ruffled trim. Their greenery also makes the perfect spring bouquet filler, as both the leaves and blooms have a long vase life.

Peony petals have a high moisture content and can be finicky to dry without browning, but the petals are edible and can add a strong floral note to jellies, salads, and syrups. When harvesting peonies, give the stems a quick tap to knock off any bugs such as ants, which like to crawl on peony buds, eating the sweet nectar they release.
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Rudbeckia



Rudbeckia/Coneflower (Rudbeckia hirta): The most popular variety of rudbeckia, aka coneflower, that we all know and love would be the native black-eyed Susan, which pops up in the wild nationwide. The Rudbeckia family is not limited to these happy, mini sunflower–looking blooms, though; the varieties come in a slew of colors, some perennial and some annual, that reseed prolifically. Rudbeckia will bloom in mid- to late summer until frost if dead-headed, though they can be susceptible to powdery mildew during a wet growing season. Colors may range from greenish yellow and sunny yellow to coppery oranges to burnt or bright reds. Coneflower varieties can be single- or double-flowered (meaning there is a second set of petals that makes the flowers look fuller). The branching qualities of this plant keep it from needing a trellis, since most of the cut-flower varietals only reach 2 feet tall at most.

Rudbeckia can have an incredible vase life if harvested just before the flowers open completely. While not desirable as an edible plant, rudbeckia does have excellent dye properties that create a stable range of tans, browns, yellows, and greens that are colorfast and simple to extract.
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Scabiosa—Fire King variety
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Scabiosa—Starflower



Scabiosa (Scabiosa atropurpurea): Scabiosa are also called pincushion flowers, inherently due to the shape of the blooms being pillowy half-circles with tall stamens appearing like needles between the petals. These plants feature thin but sturdy stems that when pinched will branch out into many side stems for a plethora of never-ending blooms. Scabiosa come in many colors and are one of my top five favorites for drying and dyeing, as they can be pressed whole or pulled apart into many smaller petals that all emit a powerful pigment. Scabiosa have a vase life of about a week when harvested young; older blooms will tend to fall apart. You can put quite a few into a bouquet as fillers, and the many color varieties make them versatile.

Scabiosa are also a popular, recognizable edible flower for salad toppings or garnishes; you won’t be disappointed fitting these into your garden plan. One variety in particular, Starflower Scabiosa, is incredibly unique—it blooms as a pale and silvery flower but matures to a textural, spherical seed head and can be used in fresh or dried arrangements.
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Snapdragons—variegated



Snapdragons (Antirrhinum): Snapdragons, named because they look like a dragon’s nose or tongue, are one of my favorite flowers to cut all season long. The flowers come in many color varieties, are robust and prolific, and grow tall, strong, branching stems for cutting. I often use these flowers to set the shape of a bouquet, giving height and dimension, and they have a lovely, light floral aroma that is quite pleasant. On top of these qualities, the blooms themselves are not just popular with pollinators, but also are edible to humans and can be a flashy gourmet salad topper if you’re feeling fancy. The flower heads on snapdragons contain a high level of moisture, so if you choose to press and dry them be prepared for a slower, longer process with more maintenance to ensure they don’t mold during the process.
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Statice White



Statice (Limonium): The family of blooms encompassed by the Statice family are annual flowers that are pest and disease resistant and will send bloom shoots up all season long. Statice features smaller, paper-like blossoms that form in clumps at the end of each long, bare stem, making them ideal for using freshly cut, as there is minimal trimming to do or leaves to strip once cut. Colors come in shades of intense purples, blues, yellows, and white, or in pastel varieties of pink, peach, light yellow, lavender, and rose. Statice like full sun and will grow a wide set of leaves at their base; they do not usually need a support trellis.
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Statice Purple



This flower is not recommended as edible and does not work well for dyeing; therefore it is best used fresh or dried and in crafting. Statice work excellently as a dried flower, as they retain their color extremely well. Due to their airy, small blooms, they usually look identical dried as when fresh, making them an everlasting flower to enjoy.
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Strawflowers mixed colors



Strawflower (Xerochrysum bracteatum): The texture alone suggests its name. Whether fresh or dried, these flowers stand the test of time and look and feel no different, making them handy for long-term bouquet life and any dried flower craft imaginable. Strawflowers are extremely weather tolerant and provide a long cutting season for many blooms. Be wary of harvesting before the centers open or they’ll likely fall apart once dried.
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Strawflower side view



Sunflowers (Helianthus annuus): What’s a book about flowers without highlighting the most recognized, joyous flower of them all? Native to the Americas, sunflowers were originally cultivated for medicine and food. A symbol of happiness, hope, sunshine, and gratitude, sunflowers have been a part of gardens for centuries. Sunflower seeds can be pressed to create oil, dried and ground into flour, or eaten fresh or roasted. Certain varieties like the Hopi Black Dye sunflower can create beautiful dyes. Sunflowers present a variety of options as a cut flower with a wide array of stem heights, petal shapes and sizes, colors, and stems that are branching or non-branching. There are also pollenless varieties available specifically for cut-flower production, ensuring a long vase life without the debris of pollen falling onto tabletops over the life of the bouquet.
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Sunflower field circa 2021



Sunflowers germinate and grow quickly, and can be planted for succession harvests all summer long, but should be kept inside fencing or in a safe location as most wildlife will love to munch them down. Take my word for it: The first year we tried planting a sunflower field, I sowed a full half acre of seeds, only to have the deer and birds decimate it so hard that we ended up having just one or two blooms in a field full of weeds instead!
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Sunflower bucket featuring Procut varieties: Plum, White Light
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Yarrow—Summer Sunset



Yarrow (Achillea millefolium): It’s no secret by now that I love a good multi-purpose perennial, and yarrow does it all. Legend has it this plant was used by the famous Greek mythology hero Achilles, after whom its scientific name is derived, to treat his soldiers’ wounds. Yarrow comes in many colors and can even be foraged in the wild. It grows sturdy, tall stems for bouquets, dries beautifully, and holds herbal properties for use in the home.
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Mixed zinnia row



Zinnias (Zinnia elegans): A member of the Aster family, zinnias are easy-peasy to grow and come in a multitude of sizes and colors. They can be started indoors six weeks prior to your last frost date for earlier blooms, but do best direct-sown after frost. Pollinators also love them! I’ve seen more hummingbirds and butterflies in my zinnia patches than around any other plant I grow. Zinnias can be grown as a short hedgerow flower or come in sizes as large as your hand (e.g., Dahlia and Benary Giant). The most commonly found Oklahoma mix features a bold array of colors in red, yellow, orange, pink, and white. If you desire a softer palette, though, the Queen series can’t be beat for a blend of pastels that accent floral arrangements so gracefully. Zinnia seeds are also easy to collect yourself and keep year to year; in doing so, you may end up growing even more beautiful, cross-pollinated color combinations that won’t ever be found in stores.





Greenery

One could probably write an entire chapter just on foliage alone, as the usefulness of quality filler greens is priceless when establishing a cut-flower garden. Greenery will play many roles in your garden and has so much to offer: fragrance, texture, color, and—obvious from the name itself—as a placeholder to create complete and “full”-looking bouquets. Filler greens can be either foraged or intentionally grown from seed. Foraging for greens is simple to do regardless of where you live; just be aware to not trespass on private property and to only forage from plants you are confident in identifying. (A great plant identifier app can be your friend if you aren’t already educated on poisonous plants.) Harvest only what you need, never taking more than necessary, so the plant can regenerate and regrow.
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Eucalyptus grown in rows requires layers of trellising to support, as it can grow over 6 feet tall during the season.
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One piece of advice I urge you to heed is that while native plants are excellent for foraging, there are also plenty of invasive plants that can easily spread through harvesting if they are in the process of going to seed. Using that stem in a bouquet means sending those seed-setting greens to a new location where they will eventually become compost in a new yard and risk those seeds spreading. So, be mindful of what and when you forage.

Okay, enough lecturing—remember this is supposed to be fun! Some plants that make great foraged greenery include ninebark, spirea, boxwood, pokeberry, fruit tree stems, and lilac greens. Choosing to plant specific filler greens will never be disappointing, as not only do these fill out your bouquets, but they also help make your garden look more complete and cohesive.
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