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Introduction

The flower arranger is an artist whose materials are those things that grow around him or her. Choosing and growing your own materials can be as creative an experience as making the finished arrangement.

Successful flower arranging and gardening for arranging take practice and experimentation. But once you have tried it you’ll be thrilled to have a work of art on display in your home — your own arrangement.

Growing your own plant material for flower arrangements allows you to plan ahead. With some forethought, you can grow certain flowers for a special event such as a wedding or a flower show, have enough foliage for large arrangements, and decorate your home year round with bouquets of homegrown flowers.

A flower arranger’s garden does not, however, have to be large. A garden can be created on a small scale that will give you flowers and foliage throughout the year. Trees, shrubs, edging plants, and even herb and vegetable gardens can be planted with a flower arrangement in mind. Chive flowers dry beautifully and work well in small bouquets. A few leaves of a red lettuce can be tucked into a bowl of green Envy zinnias for a striking, and maybe ribbon-winning, arrangement.

[image: image]

Before planting something you should consider not only how it will look in the garden but also how it will do when cut and brought into the house. In addition, there are other questions to consider when choosing a plant:

[image: image] Does it flower?

[image: image] When will it bloom?

[image: image] What is its lasting quality when cut?

[image: image] Is it fragrant?

[image: image] Is it available during the barren seasons?

[image: image] Does it have a good form or color when viewed up close?

[image: image] Does it have interesting branches or foliage?

[image: image] Can it be dried or preserved for continuous use?

[image: image] Will its color work in the home and with the other plants already in the garden? Will its color work in the home and with the other plants already in the garden?

At first, this thought process seems odd to some gardeners, but once accustomed to considering plants in this manner, the question, “How will it look in an arrangement?” comes naturally. Not all of the plants you grow will be suitable for cutting. Some flowers won’t take up water and will quickly wilt when placed in a vase of water. (Sometimes, however, the container you want to use will be the problem. It may have too slim a neck or not enough space for water).

In planning your garden you may first want to consider what already grows around your home. If there are evergreens planted near the house, you may have enough foliage for winter arrangements. Perhaps you have lilacs for May bloom and need color in July and August. Or, you have only yellow flowers in a perennial border and yellow is the one color that does not work in your peach living room. Make a list of the kind of plant material you already have and another list of what you would like to have. Then, think about where you could plant this.

Whether you have room for an entirely new garden or just a few new shrubs, the style of your home will help dictate what to plant. Plants selected for containers on an apartment rooftop might be very different from those suitable for a seaside backyard or a country house surrounded by meadows. A city home may want more formal flowers, a seaside cottage may like roses to mix with shells, and a country house may need only foliage plants in the garden to combine with neighboring wildflowers.

Design principles apply to landscaping projects as well as to flower arrangements. Each composition should have the same characteristics: balance, a proper size relationship of all the parts to each other and to the composition as a whole, contrast, for the sake of interest, rhythm and harmony, and the proper scale, or size and proportion.

When selecting plants for your garden, think of these design principles and of the questions previously listed. If you do, the plants you choose will more than likely work well together when picked and placed in that tall art deco vase your great-aunt Sally gave you. Some plants will work better than others. Don’t be afraid to experiment and to change the garden after it’s been planted. Some plants, especially in a small garden, will spread too freely and take up space that could be better used by something else.


Trees and Shrubs

Trees and shrubs are the backbone of every garden and can provide excellent foliage for flower arrangements. They are also very useful in the autumn, winter and early spring when there isn’t much else in the garden. Since they will probably be the biggest plants in your garden, it is wise to consider them first.

If your garden is small you will have to be careful of the eventual size of the plants you choose. The small yew purchased at the nursery today might take over the garden in five years and have to be pulled out. In addition to size, check the plant’s hardiness, freedom from disease and ease of growth. And — something that is often overlooked — what does the plant look like in each season? Is a lack of flowers more than offset by brilliant red foliage in the fall? Does it have berries that last all winter long? Is it deciduous? Is the foliage variegated or plain? Is the bark interesting? Do the branches grow in a curving pattern?

Trees

There are many excellent specimen trees that do well in arrangements. The flowering cherries, crabapples, dogwoods, magnolias, hollies, and birches (with their wonderful bark), are dramatic accents in a garden as well as later in a mixed arrangement. The miniature red-leafed Japanese maple has foliage that is worthwhile, and is small enough so that it can easily be placed into many different garden plots.

Some trees to consider for planting in an arranger’s garden are:

Maple (Acer species). There are many forms of this deciduous tree that do well in most parts of the country. The smaller varieties are good for the arranger, as the leaves in autumn, and in some varieties all year round, can provide excellent color in arrangements. The Japanese maple (Acer palmatum) can grow to about 20 feet and is hardy in most areas except the extreme north. All varieties need good soil to grow; some will retain the red or yellow color of the foliage throughout the year. Another popular variety is the threadleaf Japanese maple (A. palmatum dissectum). This has finely cut, blood red leaves and graceful branches. Its leaves, mixed with a few pale pink peonies, are delightful.

Dogwood (Cornus species) is an excellent choice if the arranger’s garden isn’t too far north, though some cultivars can withstand cold temperatures and brisk winds. Dogwoods prefer a rich soil in either sun or shade. The variety C. alba ‘Sibirica’ has brilliant red stems which can be used in striking winter flower arrangements. C. kousa and the less hardy C. kousa chinensis are bushy plants whose flower bracts are pointed at the tip.

Cherry (Prunus species) comes in many different varieties. Those in the Prunus serrulata group grow to 25 feet, with single or double, pink or white flowers that bloom early, before the leaves appear. Check for hardiness for your area. P. yedoensis grows to about 48 feet and is a very attractive tree with graceful branches and slightly fragrant white to pink flowers. This is the tree planted in the greatest numbers around the Washington D.C. tidal basin.

Shrubs

Shrubs are good choices since they can be used as the framework of many floral arrangements. In the fall or winter, a few branches of a dark green yew or a lighter juniper in a vase with one or two purchased flowers will easily lift your spirits, and won’t be too hard on your budget since the basis of the arrangement is already in the garden.

There is a wide selection of shrubs for a mixed garden border. Some can go almost unnoticed in a garden but are handsome additions to a flower arrangement. These include cotoneaster, spirea, potentilla and the dwarf hollies. Other shrubs are more dramatic and won’t recede into the background. These include many of the azaleas, the viburnums, Enkianthus campanulatus (with its autumn foliage), the many forms of euonymus, pyracantha (with its orange-red berries) and many of the dark green yews and silver-gray junipers. Underneath shrubs is a good location for groundcovers such as pachysandra, vinca and ivy, which are essential. A bowl filled with pachysandra can be a long-lasting base for many future flower arrangements.

Hedges are something else to think about. You can grow such delights as forsythia, bush honeysuckle (Lonicera species), the old-fashioned mock orange, the rugosa roses (which have large hips in the later summer and fall), and many of the Syringa species, including the common lilac.

Shrub varieties to consider:

Barberry (Berberis species) would not be considered by some arrangers to be a good garden choice but some of the varieties, with their purplish leaves and rapid growth, make a fine addition to the garden if you have the space. The Japanese barberry (B. thunbergii) is very easy to grow and keeps its red berries all winter long, which is a plus for the arranger.

Butterfly Bush (Buddleia species) has very fragrant blossoms and naturally curving stems which provide needed line in flower arrangements. B. alternifolia is a hardy variety with small, lavender flowers. B davidii magnifica, the oxeye butterfly bush, is commonly grown in the United States. Its flowers are dark blue with orange eyes.

Box or boxwood (Buxus species) is a wonderful shrub for both the garden and the arrangement, provided it will grow in your area. The English box (B. sempervirens) and its many varieties are not considered hardy north of Zone 6. There are miscellaneous seedlings of some boxes that are considered hardy. Look for locally grown plants that will be hardy in the area where you live. Perhaps you’ll stumble on a yet-unnamed variety which will work. Box foliage is extremely long-lasting in a flower arrangement and attractive for background filler.

Cypress (Chamaecyparis species) is an evergreen with flat branches and small cones. Many of the cultivars have excellent spraylike foliage that can be used all year long for background and to hide mechanics in a flower arrangement. It grows well in rich, moist soils and does not like dry or windy areas of the garden. It may not be hardy in some northern areas. Cultivars of C. lawsoniana (hardy to Zone 5) are good to look for.

Broom (Cytisus species) is almost a must in the flower arranger’s garden, not only for its myriad blossoms in different colors, but for its stems, which can be curved and dried into pleasing shapes for arrangements. The only problem with broom is that it is rarely hardy north of Boston. Some varieties will survive in the north with protection or in locations near the coast. The branches may be picked in the winter and look lovely alone as well as mixed with other flowers for an elegant line arrangement. C. scoparius (Scotch broom) is a native to Great Britain and has become naturalized in many parts of this country. It has masses of yellow flowers in the early summer and its many hybrids have flowers in different colors. C. praecox (Warminster broom) is a bit hardier than C. scoparius, and has yellow flowers and evergreen branches.

Eucalyptus (Eucalyptus species) provides gray foliage to those lucky enough to be in the warm climates where it grows. Its leaves absorb glycerine easily, keep their color well, and even when dried look fine with fresh flowers.

Euonymus (Euonymus species) is the one plant that could be considered a must for the arranger’s garden. It comes in many varieties and can be grown as a shrub, tree, or rapidly growing ground-cover or vine. Its foliage is long lasting when cut and is great filler or base material for many arrangements. It comes in all-green or variegated forms. E. fortunei is very hardy with leathery, glossy green leaves. It has many cultivars with different colored leaves and growth habits. E. japonica is not as hardy but has many popular variegated varieties, such as E. japonica albomarginata, whose leaves have a thin rim of white around the edge.

Forsythia (Forsythia species) can grow to absurd heights of over 12 feet and can get just as wide, but its early yellow blossoms are easy to force indoors and are such a welcome sign of spring that most gardeners find a spot for it. Forsythias do well in most any soil but they do prefer the sun for early flowering. ‘Lynwood Gold’ and ‘Beatrix Farrand’ are classic cultivars, with the latter getting somewhat taller. Both have lots of large, bright yellow flowers.

Witch Hazel (Hamamelis species) has feathery flowers on its stems and makes a simple arrangement with little else added. H. virginiana blooms late in the fall, which is a plus. Others bloom very early in the year, sometimes in February or March, before the leaves appear. For this reason alone, it is a useful plant. H. mollis is a popular witch hazel with yellow flowers from winter to spring and yellow leaves in the fall.

Holly (Ilex species), where it is hardy, is an excellent choice for the arranger’s border. It is traditional for winter arrangements. It is very long lasting once picked and laced in water and looks well with most flowers. Ilex aquifolium is the common holly and the parent of many useful cultivars.

Mock Orange (Philadelphus species) has many uses in the garden, is very hardy and has fragrant blooms in midsummer. There are many varieties of Philadelphus that work well in a garden and in an arrangement.

Rhododendrons and Azaleas (Rhododendron species) come in many varieties perfect for an arranger’s garden. One has only to think of a color and then select the perfect shade. Some azaleas will not be hardy in the north, and they like lime-free soils. If you can grow them you will be rewarded with fine materials for flower arranging.

Lilac (Syringa species) comes in many varieties in addition to the common lilac, Syringa vulgaris. There is a wide range of colors available, from deep purple to pale pink and clear white. Choose a plant that will go with your color scheme and will work with the rest of the plants in the garden. Perhaps you would prefer a pink lilac to the more usual lavender, or one of the later-blooming Korean lilacs, with more delicate blossoms and a lovely scent. A few lilac blooms mixed with their own dark green leaves and set in a white or covered pitcher always looks good almost anywhere in the house.

Viburnum (Viburnum species) is one of the best shrubs for a flower arranger because it has flowers, winter berries and distinctive foliage. Among the many varieties to choose from are V. plicatum (Japanese snowball), V. prunifolium, with flat clusters of white flowers and black fruits, and V. carlessii (fragrant viburnum), with a delightful scent.
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