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Introduction

“Simple and sophisticated, mysterious and elegant: green is beautiful.”

—Anne Metcalfe


Opposite
Galtonia viridiflora



As a painter and a gardener, I have always appreciated green for its neutral and restful qualities. On the colour wheel, it occupies that middle land between the hot hues of red and the colder climes of blue. Within the realm of green, there is such great diversity; greens that tend towards blue can be jade or viridian, while those that have more than a dash of yellow in their mix can be parrot-green or lime or chartreuse. Dirty up the mix with a little black to give a greyer green and you may find celadon. Add a little red and green warms up, lilting towards brown.

Then there is tone to consider. Each of those hues can be darker or paler—imagine diluting lime cordial with water—and then the colour takes on another characteristic altogether. Now relate that to a plant with its own unique form and texture—think of Angelica archangelica or Hacquetia epipactis—sitting in a place with varied light and shade, and you can see how using green in the garden can never be an exact science! Colour is always affected by its context; if light reflects from a brightly coloured flower, it will subtly change the hue of its neighbour.

And it may be difficult to tell where green ends and another colour begins. Take an outer petal of Clematis florida ‘Plena’—which, objectively, is white—and place it on a piece of snow-white cartridge paper; you will perceive a green-greyness in it. Look at a petal of Tulipa ‘Spring Green’ and the dash of green running down the middle of the flower petal makes the rest of it look white, until closer inspection reveals this ‘white’ to be a pale shade of yellow.

Naturally, when one thinks of green in horticulture, one thinks of foliage—and there is plenty of that to choose from, in leaf form and colour. What this book aims to introduce are the extraordinary plants that have green flowers—or at least what will pass for a green flower to the gardener’s eye. In some cases the ‘bloom’ is actually made of bracts or modified leaves but, for all intents and purposes, it creates the effect of a flower.

The green colour of plants is produced by chlorophyll, a molecule that is key in converting light into energy that the plant draws upon in order to grow. Simply, it is a kind of solar power cell that happens to be green. Displaying pink, orange or purple flowers is how many plants call out to pollinators, but many of the flowers in this book are green because they don’t have to flaunt themselves. They have no need for loud colour to attract insects or birds to spread their pollen, as they either propagate through asexual reproduction (like Alchemilla conjuncta), or use the wind to do their meeting and greeting. What I find unique about green flowers is this humility; it is as if they don’t feel the need to engage in a great show, but require a different kind of appreciation from the world.

In the absence of flashy hues, the diverse shapes and structures of green-flowered plants come to the fore. The fans of hairy, hand-like flowers of Anigozanthos flavidus, the four teardrop-shaped, paper-like bracts that mimic petals on the Kousa dogwood, and the fluffy green flowers that adorn the slender stems of the grass Setaria viridis represent only a fraction of the striking, often highly sculptural forms that they take.

I choose green in a planting scheme for many reasons. For one, it makes a marvellous bridge between more loudly coloured plants; the blue-green foliage and silvery green flowerheads of Echinops sphaerocephalus makes an interesting structured companion to both blue delphiniums and yellow Achillea ‘Moonshine’. It provides a kind of comma, somewhere to rest the eye between stimulating and opposing coloured areas. The underlying blue tone of the glaucous foliage harmonizes with the delphinium flower and is complementary to the yellow achillea, while the paleness of the frosted green flowerhead works well with the lightness of tone of A. ‘Moonshine’. Whereas the blue-green is used here to make peace, there is nothing more wonderful than the almost conflicting sparkiness of fabulous bright acid-green Euphorbia characias set against dark burgundy-black ‘Queen of the Night’ tulips.

Imagine this combination brought into the house in a flower arrangement where the effect will be even more striking. Green is the flower-arranger’s friend, helping to show off complementary reds and pinks or harmonizing with yellows and blues. But it need not be just a background player; with all the green flowers in this book there is ample scope to produce a stunning, green-dominated arrangement that concentrates on shade, tone and structure.

I enjoy using greens together, without other colours; an all-green planting gives an opportunity not to be distracted by showy hues and instead look hard at the form of the plant. And that is what gardeners like to do: to look, to take some precious moments to appreciate something that will last just a short while. Close scrutiny of some of the tinier examples in this book, like Jovibarba heuffelii ‘Bloodstone’ or Mitella breweri, will be repaid with that rare sensation: a feeling of wonder. Browsing the gallery of photographs is a good way to begin appreciating the perfection of their intricate forms.

The colour green has so many associations. It is not only applied as a descriptor of colour but also conjures strong feelings—of envy and nausea, maybe. To some it means new beginnings, while for others it is alternately lucky or unlucky. The word has been hijacked politically to evoke an altogether worthy notion of eco-friendliness. Rather remarkably, exposure to the colour green has been found to slow the heart rate and lower blood pressure—and above all, it is the colour of nature, associated with creation. With all these images attached to one simple word—green—I’ve tried to provide as objective a colour description of these plants as possible. In the following pages you will find a wealth of plants to choose from, ranging from houseplants to trees. I hope this will give you a thought-provoking and useful palette of flowering greens to enjoy in the house and the garden all year round.


Acanthus hirsutus


Type of plant
herbaceous perennial

Hardiness
USDA Zones 8–10

Position
sun or partial shade

Height
15–35 cm (6–14 in.)

Spread
up to 30 cm (12 in.)



This clump-forming perennial has a dramatic presence despite being of smaller stature than the commoner Acanthus mollis. At its base are spiky dark green leaves, out of which erupt spires made up of cream to greenish white flowers and hairy, spiny, yellow-green bracts. The flowers appear from late spring to midsummer, their paleness making an interesting contrast against the leaves.

Care and cultivation

Acanthus hirsutus thrives in fertile, well-drained loam but can tolerate short periods of drought. It flowers most generously in the sun, and responds to shade by producing shorter growth and a greater quantity of larger and darker leaves. Cut back flower spikes after flowering. Once established, it may be hard to eradicate as it tends to spring up from any piece of severed root.


Acanthus figures prominently in Classical architecture; the strong design of the deeply divided leaf was used to decorate columns of the Corinthian and Composite orders.



Uses

A great architectural plant, it brings structure or a focal point to the garden and works equally well in cottage-garden-style planting. It may need to be confined due to its rampant tendencies. It works well on banks, and in tubs and pots.

The fresh flower spikes are dramatic in flower arrangements (beware of spines when cutting), and they also dry well. Prepare for fresh arrangements by plunging the first 2.5 cm (1 in.) of stalk into boiling water for twenty seconds; for drying, hang heads upside-down in a cool, dry place.

Other recommendations

Acanthus syriacus (syn. A. hirsutus var. syriacus): produces dark green foliage, and greenish white flowers with purple bracts. Height 60 cm (24 in.).
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Acer palmatum ‘Atropurpureum’

Japanese maple


Type of plant
tree

Hardiness
USDA Zones 5–8

Position
sun or partial shade

Height
8 m (26 ft.)

Spread
10 m (33 ft.)



Commonly known as the Japanese maple, this variety of Acer is best known for its red-purple leaves. However, in the spring, they unfurl in a luscious green colour, accompanied by tiny, greenish yellow flowers that hang gracefully from their stems. Not only is the sight of early spring sunlight illuminating the fresh flowers and foliage a real delight, but there is also the added bonus of dark red colouring in summer.

Care and cultivation

Grow in fertile, moist but well-drained soil, in sun or partial shade. Protect it from cold winds and from late frosts, which may kill the young leaves. Where temperatures fall below −10°C (14°F), mulch its roots in the autumn. From late autumn to midwinter, prune by removing wayward or crossing shoots, and any dead wood, to maintain a healthy framework. Acer palmatum ‘Atropurpureum’ can be grown in a container but doing so will restrict its growth; it also needs to be kept well watered in this situation.


Maples cover a large part of North America, being the major component of many of its deciduous forests. The cultivars are legion, but all maples are known for their fiery autumn colour.



Uses

As a specimen tree, it makes a fine focal point in a lawn, border or container.

Other recommendations

Acer capillipes (snake-bark maple): flowers are greenish white, appearing in early to late spring. The foliage is green with good autumn colour, and the bark is smooth, greenish and streaked white. Height 8–10 m (24–30 ft.).

Acer palmatum ‘Deshojo’: smaller in scale, the flowers are green and blush red in late spring. The leaves of this cultivar are shrimp-pink in spring and turn green in summer. Height 2.5 m (8 ft.).
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Albuca shawii


Type of plant
bulbous perennial

Hardiness
USDA Zones 7–11

Position
sun

Height
20–40 cm (8–16 in.)

Spread
20–30 cm (8–12 in.)



The flowers of this South African native are nodding bells of yolk-yellow, garnished with a central stripe of olive-green on each petal. They are borne in profusion and usually last all summer long, making Albuca shawii a great specimen plant for a warm, sheltered position. These waxy-looking flowers have a sweet fragrance, and the linear foliage also exudes a fragrant aroma when bruised.

Care and cultivation

In frost-prone areas, grow in a temperate greenhouse; in warmer areas, use in an open, sunny site. Plant bulbs 5 cm (2 in.) deep in spring. Outdoors, grow in reasonably fertile, well-drained soil in full sun. Albucas should be kept dry when dormant in late autumn to mid spring.


Summer-flowering bulbs tend to be of exclamatory size—think of lilies and (if we include tubers in this category) gladioli and dahlias. Albucas help to extend the season of smaller-scale spring-flowering bulbs.



Uses

Good for a sheltered sunny position or a cool greenhouse. Plenty of watering throughout the summer encourages it to flower, enlarge and set seed. It is ideal for a pot on the patio where it may achieve greater dimensions, but should be brought in and kept dry all winter. Albuca nelsonii (below) is a particularly good cut flower.

Other recommendations

Albuca aurea: produces yellow-green, sweetly scented flowers with wide green stripes outside. They thrive in full sun. Give moderate water when growing; otherwise, keep rather dry with good drainage. Good for pot culture. Not frost-hardy; lift border bulbs in autumn. Height 30 cm (12 in.).

Albuca humilis: has pale yellow flowers with wide green central stripes, blooming in late spring and early summer. Half-hardy; will survive in a sheltered site, mulched in winter. Height 50 cm (1.5 ft.).

Albuca nelsonii: produces almost-erect, tubular white flowers with wide green stripes. Good for cutting. Flowers late spring and early summer. Height 1.5 m (5 ft.). For greenhouse culture; minimum temperature 7°C (45°F).
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Alchemilla conjuncta


Type of plant
perennial

Hardiness
USDA Zones 3–9

Position
sun or partial shade

Height
40 cm (16 in.)

Spread
30 cm (12 in.)



This neat, clump-forming perennial bears frothy clusters of tiny yellow-green flowers from early summer to early autumn. More compact than the better-known Alchemilla mollis, it has virtually the same habits. At its best, it is not only a beautiful plant but also incredibly obliging, sowing itself into paving cracks, placing itself beneath garden seats and, in general, providing a comfortable and settled look. The scalloped leaves are blue-green and, after rain or dew, retain light-reflecting water drops that look like quicksilver. It seeds profusely, producing fertile seed by asexual reproduction—a useful characteristic if the viral threat to the world’s honeybee population continues to grow apace.

Care and cultivation

Enjoys any moist, humus-rich soil in sun or partial shade and is tolerant of drought. Dead-head soon after flowering, as it self-seeds very freely.
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Alchemilla mollis

Uses

Suitable for a wildflower planting, large rock garden or mixed border and excellent as ground cover. Flower-arrangers value alchemillas for their longevity when cut, their mouth-watering colour and the airiness of their flowers.


Alchemilla means ‘little alchemist’ and refers to the practitioners who aimed to turn base metals into gold during the Middle Ages. Alchemists required the purest dew for their experiments, and this was gathered from the leaves of alchemillas.



Other recommendations

Alchemilla mollis: a clump-forming perennial with softly hairy, pale green leaves. It has loose clusters of tiny, greenish yellow flowers from early summer to early autumn. Drought-tolerant, excellent for ground cover and for cut flowers. Height 60 cm (24 in.).

Alchemilla erythropoda: even smaller at 13 cm (5 in.) high, this plant displays very blue-green leaves when placed in a sunny position.
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Allium obliquum

twisted-leaf garlic


Type of plant
bulbous perennial

Hardiness
USDA Zones 3–8

Position
sun

Height
60 cm (24 in.)

Spread
5 cm (2 in.)



When most gardeners think of alliums, the image of a round purple flower comes to mind—and many alliums do take this characteristic form. But with the arrival of many new cultivars over the last twenty years, the colour range of this genus has expanded from near-blue to rich claret. Allium obliquum has a dainty, yellow-green, spherical flowerhead, measuring about 2.5 cm (1 in.) across, which is made up of small flowers with rays of protruding stamens that give it a star-like quality in midsummer. These lemony green flowers contrast nicely with the stiff upright stems and foliage, which have a blue cast.

Care and cultivation

Allium obliquum is a clump-forming species with rhizomes; it should be planted at the soil surface (or just below it) in spring. Grow in fertile, well-drained soil in full sun. This plant tends to be slow to increase its clump size. Avoid direct contact with the bulbs as they can irritate skin.


Allium obliquum and A. sphaerocephalon are both in the onion family. They are like onions in the way that they spread: a single bulb produces clusters of offset bulbs around it. (Sometimes A.sphaerocephalon will produce bulbils, or tiny bulbs growing like buds in the flowerhead.) Like these green-flowered alliums, onions or leeks may also be grown for their decorative flowerheads.



Uses

Best planted in groups, in a sunny border. When flowers are freshly cut, they emit the distinct aroma of onions. Flowerheads dry well; hang upside-down in cool, dry place.

Other recommendations

Allium sphaerocephalon (round-headed leek): a bulbous perennial that produces tightly packed green oval flowerheads topped with dark maroon flowers. Height 50–90 cm (20–36 in.).

Allium sphaerocephalon ‘Hair’: a mutation of the above, it has green tendrils of ‘hair’ erupting from its flowerheads in early summer. Height 90–100 cm (30–36 in.).
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Amaranthus caudatus ‘Viridis’

love-lies-bleeding


Type of plant
herbaceous perennial

Hardiness
USDA Zones 8–11

Position
sun

Height
1–1.5 m (3–5 ft.)

Spread
45–75 cm (18–30 in.)



In summer and early autumn, the flowers of Amaranthus caudatus ‘Viridis’ bring an air of exoticism to the temperate garden. These flowers are like tassels, borne in generous swags from the end of the stems. They start an arresting electric-green before fading gradually to cream over the life of the flower. Multicoloured seedheads soon follow.

Care and cultivation

Outdoors, grow this half-hardy plant in reasonably fertile, humus-rich, moist soil in full sun in a sheltered site. In dry periods in summer, water freely to prolong flowering time. Where there is a chance of frost, it needs to be treated as an annual summer bedding plant. In a greenhouse, grow in loam-based potting compost in full light; provide high humidity, and water well in summer.


The seeds of certain Amaranthus species such as A. hypochondriacus contain twice as much calcium as milk. They can be eaten raw or cooked, or even ‘popped’ in much the same way as popcorn. The grains offer a rare complete source of plant protein and are also a good source of iron, magnesium and fibre.



Uses

Amaranthus caudatus ‘Viridis’ looks very striking in pots or hanging baskets. It may also be grown as a short-lived houseplant or in a temperate, humid greenhouse. It makes for a distinctive focal point in an annual bed or herbaceous border, and looks equally good with small shrubs and other green-flowering or foliage plants. Makes a great cut flower; remove the lower leaves and sear stems for twenty seconds in boiling water before plunging them into cold water. The stems can also be dried for winter colour.

Other recommendations

Amaranthus cruentus ‘Towers Green’: has masses of soft, yellow-green florets on columnar spikes with a much taller central stem, flowering midsummer to early autumn. Medium-green to purple foliage. Height 1 m (3 ft.) at central ‘tower’ (about 70 cm [28 in.] at flower spikes). Use as an annual as it is frost tender.

Amaranthus hypochondriacus ‘Green Thumb’: produces brilliant yellow-green flowers and long-lasting emerald-green spikes. Height to 60 cm (24 in.).
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Anemone nemorosa ‘Virescens’


Type of plant
rhizomatous perennial

Hardiness
USDA Zones 3–8

Position
partial to full shade

Height
10 cm (4 in.)

Spread
20 cm (8 in.)



The fruity green of Anemone nemorosa ‘Virescens’ seems to glow in the midst of awakening spring woodland. It actually has no flower petals, but displays finely cut, pale green bracts, or modified leaves. Their freshness is appealing from early to late spring, but by midsummer the foliage dies back, leaving little to no trace of the plant’s existence. Although each plant is small, they can spread and join together to provide a mat of luminous ground cover.

Care and cultivation

This plant will do well in full shade, but it responds to extra light by blooming more freely. It likes moist yet well-drained humus but, when dormant in summer, can withstand some lack of water. Because it spreads by underground root-like stems (rhizomes) near the soil surface, it will naturalize very well if given the right conditions.


Take care when handling Anemone nemorosa as all parts of the plants contain poisonous chemicals that can be harmful to humans and animals. The active toxin is protoanemonin, which can cause skin and gastrointestinal irritation.



Uses

An excellent early-flowering addition to the perennial border, it works well under trees as ground cover.

Other recommendations

Anemone nemorosa ‘Viridiflora’: like A. nemorosa ‘Virescens’, it has no petals—just green leaflets with a white speckled effect. Establishes easily in shade, even dry shade. Height 15 cm (6 in.).

Anemone nemorosa ‘Green Fingers’: produces white blooms with frilly green centres. Slightly less hardy than ‘Viridiflora’. Height 15 cm (6 in.).
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Anemonella thalictroides ‘Double Green’


Type of plant
perennial

Hardiness
USDA Zones 4–8

Position
partial to full shade

Height
10–20 cm (4–8 in.)

Spread
30 cm (12 in.)



Anemonella thalictroides is a North American native. An elegant perennial, it grows from tubers to form small clumps of healthy foliage that are happy in a shady part of the garden. ‘Double Green’, a cultivar from Japan, has delicate apple-green-tinged double flowers that rise on slender stems above blue-green leaves in mid to late spring.

Care and cultivation

Slow to establish, it will eventually form mounds up to 30 cm (12 in.) across. Grow in partial shade in moist, humus-rich soil, even if it is on the sandy side and not hugely fertile. The tubers may rot in very wet soil.

Uses

Good in a woodland garden, for underplanting shrubs or in a shaded rock garden.


Anemone means ‘wind flower’ in Greek—thus the word Anemonella refers to a small wind flower, and the plant does indeed resemble a little wood anemone. The species name of thalictroides refers to the dark green three-lobed leaves which look like those of Thalictrum.



Other recommendations

Anemonella thalictroides ‘Green Dragon’: a curious double-flowered form with twisted white-green to yellow-green petals and long-lasting flowers. Height 10–20 cm (4–8 in).

Anemonella thalictroides ‘Green Hurricane’: another double white-green-flowered flowered form with the same dimensions (and hardiness) as ‘Double Green’. Height 10–20 cm (4–8 in.).
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Angelica archangelica

wild parsnip


Type of plant
herbaceous perennial, often grown as a biennial

Hardiness
USDA Zones 4–9

Position
partial or full shade

Height
2 m (6 ft.)

Spread
1.2 m (4 ft.)



Angelica archangelica, commonly known as the wild parsnip, towers over most other herbacous planting, providing both a strong vertical element and a ‘wild’ feeling in the garden. Its flowerheads can achieve a magnificent 25 cm (10 in.) across. From early to late summer, dramatic, convex arrangements of flowerheads are held high on thick-ribbed green stems. The architectural shape, extravagant height and fresh yellow-green flowers make A. archangelica an exciting focal point in a design scheme.

Care and cultivation

In the wild, angelicas live mainly in woodland or on streambanks; ideal conditions include deep, moist, fertile, loamy soil and full or partial shade. However, A. archangelica is capable of tolerating drier conditions, or more sun if its roots are moist. Angelica archangelica generally dies after flowering, but if flowering is prevented (for example, by removing the flowers before they set seed), it may flower for a second year.


Angelica is Latin for ‘angelic’; ancient lore tells of a monk who was informed of the plant’s medicinal properties—including its supposed ability to cure plague—by an angel. Angelica is still used in many ways in modern medical herbalism as a calming agent, a stimulant, a tonic and a treatment for coughs.



Uses

This plant sits well on the edge of a pond or stream, and is also at home in a herb garden. It makes a bold cut flower; sear the bottom 2.5 cm (1 in.) of the stem for twenty seconds in boiling water before refreshing in cold water. All parts of the plant are aromatic, and the stems are often candied.

Other recommendations

Angelica atropurpurea (purple-stemmed angelica): a perennial that produces white-green flowers in the summer. Stems are thick, reddish and hollow. Height 60 cm–2.4 m (2–8 ft.).

Angelica taiwaniana: has large globular heads of scented green and white flowers. Height 1–2 m (3–6 ft.).
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Anigozanthos flavidus

kangaroo paw


Type of plant
evergreen perennial

Hardiness
USDA Zones 9–10

Position
sun

Height
1–3 m (3–10 ft.)

Spread
60–80 cm (24–32 in.)



An intriguing-looking exotic originating in Australia, Anigozanthos flavidus will not withstand frost but can provide a curious talking point in a summer border, greenhouse or conservatory. The fans of up to ten hairy flowers appear almost hand-like—hence the common name. From late spring to midsummer, the hue of these tubular blooms changes from the colour of overripe apples to a brownish green; their very tips curl back to produce star-like shapes and reveal bright stamens.

Care and cultivation

Anigozanthos flavidus flowers from spring to midsummer outdoors, but under glass it may flower at any time of year depending on light conditions. It hybridizes freely, both in the wild and in cultivation. In the greenhouse, grow in full light, and at a minimum of 5°C (41°F); pot up in three parts leaf mould to one part loam plus one part sharp sand. Water freely in spring and summer, applying a balanced liquid fertilizer every month, but keep almost dry in winter. Outdoors, grow in moist but well-drained, humus-rich, sandy loam in full sun. Water regularly during dry periods, and use a deep mulch in autumn to protect the crowns.

Uses

In frost-free regions, use to add interest to a border; otherwise, grow in a cool greenhouse or conservatory. It makes an excellent cut flower that is sure to be a talking point.

Other recommendations

The following are best suited to greenhouse cultivation where the temperature is at least 5°C (41°F).

Anigozanthos ‘Bush Emerald’: a clump-forming perennial with glaucous blue-green leaves, red-purple stems and yellow-green flowers that bloom in late spring to midsummer. Height 60–100 cm (24–36 in.).

Anigozanthos manglesii: a clump-forming perennial with grey-green leaves. Red-hairy stems with yellow-green flowers mid spring to early summer, grading to dark green with lime-green hairs outside. Height 30–120 cm (12–48 in.).
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