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FOREWORD

I first met Frances Palmer in the spring of 2015, when she came to our farm to attend a seasonal floral design workshop. I had long admired her work from afar, so when I saw her name show up on the student roster, I went into a full-fledged panic. What on earth could she possibly have to learn from me? Frances was, after all, a renowned and established artist, a savvy businesswoman, and an incredibly talented floral designer in her own right. I, on the other hand, was a budding floral designer, and Floret was just starting to find success.

But after meeting Frances, I realized that my nerves were unnecessary. She was (and remains) one of the most generous, warm, and down-to-earth people I’ve ever met, instantly putting me and the other attendees at ease. We spent three flower-filled days together talking about business, creativity, valuing your work and yourself—all while harvesting truckloads of flowers from our fields and making glorious arrangements. And it just so happened that the peonies, one of Frances’s favorite flowers, were in peak bloom. It was so much fun to watch her discover varieties she hadn’t seen before, and her excitement about them was contagious.

In the years that followed we’ve stayed in touch, and Frances has been a sounding board during pivotal times in my career. I distinctly remember the day she took me out to lunch in New York City before a big event where we were both speakers. At that time, I was under a tremendous amount of pressure to scale our business, with so many saying bigger was better. Frances, always the voice of reason, asked me what I really wanted out of life and encouraged me to follow my own path, define success on my own terms, and be true to myself. Looking back, those words have been a North Star over the last decade and really helped me to stay the course.

And that course begins and ends with flowers. As Frances writes in her introduction, I, too, integrate them into all aspects of my life. And while I’ve been working with them for twenty years now, this book offered me an entirely new perspective and a whole world of information I had yet to learn. I discovered cultivars I hadn’t heard of before, learned about her treasured sources for plants, and picked up special growing tricks that Frances has developed over her many decades as a gardener. Each group of plants profiled includes their rich history, a list of her must-grow varieties, plus tips for how to arrange with them—it’s the perfect balance of information and inspiration. Most of all, I love seeing the flowers through Frances’s eyes and witnessing how her deep appreciation for the natural world inspires her other creative pursuits, and vice versa.

If you’re a gardener or a flower lover, be forewarned: Your garden will inevitably expand after reading this book. But the real gift is the wisdom you’ll find in these pages. We all have something to learn from Frances.

—ERIN BENZAKEIN

Founder of Floret Flower Farm
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INTRODUCTION

As a potter, I have spent nearly four decades producing ceramic pieces for everyday life. In that time, growing and arranging flowers has served as a parallel practice to my work in the studio. Together, the unyielding clay and the flowering plants, each fragile and temperamental, form a bond that is central to both endeavors. I consider the pottery and the flowers as the two halves of my earthly paradise.

Not long after I began designing and creating pots, I started to display flowers within them. What I’ve found is that the flowers and the pots exist in a symbiotic relationship. I honestly can’t imagine one without the other. Each morning throughout the long growing seasons, I bring cut flowers or branches into the studio to arrange in the pots. As I walk around the garden beds or among the flowering shrubs and trees just beyond them, I consider how the flowers in bloom will work in conjunction with the vessels. Sometimes I choose the flower to fit the pot I have in mind; other times I work in reverse.

Making ceramics and growing flowers require me to work with my hands, using elements of the earth, and to be receptive to what the material has to say. Each of these pursuits delivers dynamic contrast to the other, while both keep me continually delighted and engaged. Despite all best efforts, multiple variables exist beyond my control. The garden is influenced by the weather, the health of the soil, and my ability and willingness to care for it, while the formation of the pots depends on my hands and what transpires in the firing environment of the kiln. In each case, I remain open to the outcome, which can vary greatly between the generally predicted and the wildly unexpected. There is satisfaction in the result in either instance, and I never tire of the element of surprise.

I recognize that pairing flowers with pottery is nothing new. Since ancient times, gardeners have used terra-cotta—a readily available clay body—with flowers. In my ongoing research into the history of pottery, I love to study the shapes of vases and countless other clay vessels through history, most often at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City and also in my travels. A couple of years ago, I visited the exhibition Grounded in Clay at the Museum of Indian Arts and Culture in Sante Fe, New Mexico. Reading the catalog gave me a new appreciation for the Pueblo Indian pottery tradition and the importance of water and nature in their practice. Acknowledging the art form that has been passed down through multiple generations, the potters thank the earth for the clay that they dig and the sacred water that is used to make the pots. They articulate a reverence that I also feel. I thank the earth and strive to keep it healthy and vibrant as it helps me express the ideas in my head in physical form.

In the studio and in the garden, I embrace going slowly and aim to take the long view. Just as my ceramics practice has deepened in ways I could never have foreseen thirty-eight years ago, the garden is an ever-evolving project. I continually seek out the plants that will be happiest here and will produce the most intriguing flowers to showcase in the pots.

This book is a study in how I integrate flowers into all aspects of my life—the garden, the pottery studio, our house, my travels—all year round. On the pages that follow, I describe in detail why I am inspired to grow the flowers I choose to plant, from popular favorites like peonies and dahlias to lesser-known bleeding hearts and amaranths, as well as the flowering trees of spring, herbs, pollinators, and the blooms I cultivate indoors. Throughout, I offer the best practices I’ve learned from years of cultivating and arranging these plants.

The chapters are loosely arranged to follow the flowers as they appear in my Connecticut garden. Rather than the four seasons of the conventional calendar—winter, spring, summer, and fall—the book is divided into six periods of growth according to a botanical calendar—prevernal, vernal, aestival, serotinal, autumnal, and hibernal. Because there’s a rhythm to the natural order of plants, I prefer to think of the flowers in terms of waves rather than specific seasons or months in the year. I envision their bloom times as a series of occurrences that ebb and flow from one into the next. Beginning with the very earliest delicate buds in late February and early March and proceeding all the way through the glorious peak-season peonies to the hardy chrysanthemums in November, just before the frost arrives, each variety of flower completes its cycle in its own time. As one finishes, another is about to open or is already at its midway point, like a ballet where dancers glide on and off the stage.

As many authors have written, gardens feed the soul and give a visitor an emotional and physical respite. Many a time when stressed I have walked out of my studio into the garden to calm and balance myself. The beauty of the flowers is a daily gift that can’t be quantified, and I marvel at each unique bud.
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The first waves of growth in the garden offer an exuberant range of colors and shapes. When the species tulips and delicate daffodils appear, I gather a bunch and place them in a varied group of vases in my studio, where they deliver instant cheer.








My Approach to Cutting Gardens

When I was growing up, my mother made a small garden in the backyard of our home in Morristown, New Jersey. It was nothing fancy—mainly peonies in spring, zinnias and tomatoes in summer—but it fulfilled her needs. My first true vision of how magical a garden could be was inspired by Sir John Tenniel’s illustration of Alice talking to the tiger lily in the Garden of Live Flowers, from Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass, which I reread often. It seemed perfectly natural to me for Alice to be pictured in conversation with the different flowers. I, too, have conversed with flowers all my life. Each flower type has its own persona, as Tenniel captured so well. I think of these possible dialogues when I design my arrangements, imagining the tête-à-tête that the flowers are having together in the garden bed they share, and later, how they will coexist in the vase.



[image: image]
Alice and the Tiger Lily from Through the Looking-Glass, Sir John Tenniel, 1871.



During my twenties, when I lived in New York City, I made a weekly trip to the Twenty-Eighth Street flower market, where I bought tulips, roses, and lilies as they became available. I especially loved anything with a strong scent, including ‘Casa Blanca’ lilies. In my apartment, there was always something on display in a vase. But it wasn’t until my family moved to Connecticut that I was able to begin my life as a gardener.

After the birth of my daughter (the oldest of my three children) in 1986, my husband, Wally, and I moved to a mid-century house in Weston. I began my pottery practice around the same time and made my first forays into gardening. It was a period of great exploration and growth for me, on many levels.

When our needs for space for the children and my budding ceramics business outgrew our family’s first house, we moved across town. Beyond the house itself, what attracted me to our new home was the open, flat land that surrounded it, which would allow me to fulfill my dream of having a true cutting garden. There was an existing, unfenced, pie-wedged plot of mostly daylilies that were routinely eaten by deer. After trying to work with these beds for a year or two, it was clear that we needed to protect the plants from the local wildlife. To keep the animals out, Wally and I constructed a simple fence that created a 50-foot (15 m) diameter round garden. We devised a 16-square-foot (5 sq m) bed design with paths in between, leaving smaller sections around the perimeter against the fence. The round garden was not glamorous, but it greatly increased the square footage from the original layout and allowed for flowers, including tulips and dahlias, to be planted in rows.

Several years later, when my flower fixation was approaching critical mass, we converted an unused tennis court on the property into a second cutting garden. There I’ve been happily growing all manner of flowering plants ever since, in thirty raised beds. It’s also where I keep four beehives, whose residents pollinate the flowers and herbs and everything else that thrives in the garden.

More recently, I realized another long-held dream: In 2019, we built a greenhouse off the back of the studio basement. There I cultivate plants that cannot survive the winter temperatures before moving them outside once it gets warmer.

I never set out to have a formal garden but rather intended to create a hardworking plot that exists as a sibling to my studio. I embrace the unpredictability that ensues once I sow a seed or plant a plug anywhere within the teeming landscape. The same flower may bloom in the same spot from one year to the next, or it may surprise me by appearing elsewhere as a volunteer. I’m delighted either way.

The mission for my planting plan is clear: to stagger the ongoing display so that it provides constant and uninterrupted flowers in a continual flow of colors, heights, and shapes for arranging in my pottery. Ideally, there’s not a single moment from early March until late November when something is not in bloom. To achieve the fullest range, I start by considering which plants open at which times, and when possible, within each family of flowers, the varieties that peak early, middle, and late in the bloom cycle. This information is usually included in the catalog entry for each bulb or seed. Beyond that, much of the knowledge I’ve acquired about bloom times comes from personal observation in the garden over many growing seasons. From earliest springtime until the first frost, I walk out to the garden to check what is about to open, in full bloom, or beginning to fade, and then decide what is best to cut.

As a result, I’ve developed a garden plan that I rely on year after year. It’s a working list of what I hope to have available in the beds for cutting and photographing over the course of many months. Within each perennial flower family, I include a range of colors, shapes, and textures, which allows for the greatest stock of plant material to work with and lends a beautiful diversity to the garden and the arrangements. I also add annuals and flowering shrubs that I find at plant sales and nurseries. And increasingly, I’m planting lots of pollinators throughout both cutting gardens, as I now understand how important a balance in the garden is for the ongoing health of the environment. During the winter months, my approach is more restrained, and I am forced to use what is blooming in the greenhouse or to call upon a houseplant or flowers that I have purchased to contribute to an arrangement.
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Throughout the growing season (from early March to late November), I try to walk in the round garden each day to see what needs to be addressed and to simply take in the beauty of the flowers.








Though the flowers I grow must fulfill their function in a pot, I marvel at their beauty in the garden beds. I order myself to cut the most beautiful blooms and not allow their perfection to keep me from using them in arrangements and immortalizing them in photographs. Annuals are especially valuable in this endeavor, as their blooms will keep opening even after they are cut. In fact, the cutting is what encourages new flowers to form.

My ongoing experimentation requires patience and perseverance, in equal measure. After all, growing flowers is not a strictly linear process. It’s taken much trial and error to discover which flowers work well in my garden; and the weather, which fluctuates from year to year, influences my success (as it does for any gardener, regardless of experience or training). I remain open to the challenges and opportunities, all the while aware that every growing season is different. In fact, that unpredictable nature of the process is what keeps me engaged and determined to keep going.
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This photo of the raised beds on the tennis court was taken in 2014, before I installed drip irrigation pipes and added rosebushes in pots down the length of the garden. The area looks less neat today. I no longer grow vegetables, preferring to give all the space to flowers.
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The ever-changing long border at Great Dixter, with Christopher Lloyd’s family home in the background.








Inspirations from the Garden World

My garden is influenced by many different experiences, whether firsthand (in-person visits) or from afar (books, mainly). From the beginning, I have sought to learn from the garden masters—many of them British, as I share a sensibility with their garden philosophy and because we can grow most of the same flowers here in Connecticut, though usually a month or two later on the calendar.

The English artist Vanessa Bell is at the top of my list of garden heroes. In 1916, when she was in her mid-thirties, she moved to a farmhouse known as Charleston with her partner, the painter Duncan Grant. Both were part of the Bloomsbury group of artists who maintained a free and creative lifestyle as an act of rebellion against England’s Victorian morality. When I started making ceramics and planting flowers, Charleston was my inspiration. Bell kept her garden just outside her studio and at the most manageable size. Originally it was used to grow produce, but presently it is mainly filled with perennials, annuals, and fruit trees. Charleston is now a museum with wonderful exhibitions and events, and I have visited it numerous times.

I am also completely bowled over and inspired by the borders at the Great Dixter Charitable Trust in Northiam, East Sussex, England, created by its founding gardener, Christopher Lloyd. The Victorian architect Edwin Lutyens originally designed the garden layout, but when Lloyd inherited the property in 1954, he transformed it into one of the great English gardens and plant nurseries. He was an avid garden writer who published twenty-five books and had a weekly column in Country Life magazine for forty-two years. Lloyd’s love for color is evident in the different garden rooms at Great Dixter, which feature exquisite plant combinations. “The borders are mixed, not herbaceous,” he wrote. “I see no point in segregating plants of differing habit or habits. They can all help one another. So, you’ll see shrubs, climbers, hardy and tender perennials, annuals and biennials, all growing together and contributing to the overall tapestry.” That is the magic of the place.



[image: image]
A glimpse of the Charleston farmhouse from the back of the garden with the dahlias and fruit trees in full splendor. The windows of Vanessa Bell’s studio are seen in the distance.
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The cupboard at my friend Charlie McCormick’s flower room in his former home in Dorset held the most wonderful display of his collection of Constance Spry’s Fulham Pottery vessels. These pieces were designed and produced from the 1930s through the 1950s to hold Constance’s eclectic flower arrangements and are highly prized today.



Fergus Garrett joined Christopher Lloyd as head gardener of Great Dixter in 1993 and worked with him until Lloyd’s death in 2006. He is currently the brilliant steward and chief executive of the trust, training a generation of plantspeople who have gone on to manage gardens around the planet. Garrett lectures and educates continually, examining best growing practices and biodiversity for our changing environment. I have learned so much from his talks about plants and how he navigates garden trends such as wilding and native proponents. I had the good fortune to stay at Great Dixter in September 2023 and could wander around the garden in the mornings as the sun was rising. I was thrilled to see many of the same flowers—such as amaranth, rudbeckia, salvia, and dahlia—that are in my gardens, although my raised beds are on a minute scale in comparison.

I often reference Constance Spry, a British floral designer who lived from 1886 until 1960, when I am in the garden looking for flowers to arrange. Spry had a garden wherever she lived and was extremely knowledgeable about the plant world. She significantly changed how flowers were perceived and used in arrangements at the time, because she considered all growing things useful for arranging: vegetables, hedgerow plants, weeds from the roadside, tree branches and leaves, and, of course, flowers. Friends noticed her unusual displays and asked her to make similar designs for them. Her first flower shop evolved over time into a global business. From the 1930s onward, she became the go-to person for high-society events, the pinnacle being the floral extravaganza for Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation in 1953. Spry wrote numerous books on flower decoration as well as cookery to inspire readers to broaden their ideas about what could be considered beautiful in a vase and to encourage them to cook from their gardens. Spry remains a huge influence on designers today.

My admiration of Cedric Morris is twofold: He was a celebrated painter as well as a plantsman. Morris was known for breeding highly prized bearded iris varieties (designated by the ‘Benton’ prefix). I’ve been inspired by him since I saw an exhibition of his flower and vegetable paintings at the Garden Museum in London in 2018 (and have been on an ongoing quest to add more bearded irises to my own garden). He and his partner, Arthur Lett-Haines, opened the East Anglian School of Painting and Drawing in 1939, in the farmhouse called Benton End in Suffolk. At their unconventional school, students were urged to take their canvases outside and develop a painting style on their own. By design, there was not a lot of teacher instruction (for that reason I would have loved to study there!). Morris painted his flowers exquisitely. I especially love Iris Seedlings (see here) from 1943, now at the Tate Gallery in London. He brought back rare flower bulbs from his trips to Turkey and the Mediterranean during the winter months and planted them at Benton End, which is now under the auspices of the Garden Museum. The farmhouse and gardens are currently being restored, and I eagerly look forward to visiting when they are reopened.



[image: image]
An archival image of Cedric Morris’s iris beds in his garden at Benton End taken circa 1946/7 by Country Life’s longtime gardens editor Tony Venison. Morris was a renowned breeder of exquisite irises, and his varieties have now been revived. The garden is also under restoration, with the ghosts of his flowers reappearing.








PART I

PREVERNAL
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AFTER THE WINTER SOLSTICE IN DECEMBER, EACH day stays lighter for a bit longer in the morning and afternoon, until the summer solstice in June. In the prevernal period (roughly from late February/early March until the last days of April, depending on where you live), buds begin to appear on tree branches and tiny green leaves start to sprout, sometimes through snow. Birds return, bringing welcome sights and sounds after winter’s long gray stillness. Emerging during the deep thaw, we humans are rewarded for the time we spent nesting indoors, patiently watching and waiting, planning and plotting out the days to come in the garden.

At this time of year, I order the flower plugs that I will plant once the soil warms as well as the organic cow manure to spread over the garden beds. I prune the rosebushes and cut back the perennial stalks and stems that were left for the insects in winter so that spring’s fresh growth can come through uninhibited. And then one day, seemingly from out of nowhere, up spring the hellebores, followed in short order by the indefatigable daffodils and the funkily fragrant hyacinths. Admittedly, though, this season can be a bit cruel. The tiniest harbingers of the season may trick us into thinking we are in the clear, until a cold snap reminds us that there are still some weeks to pass before the garden is on its way to full bloom.







Hellebores

I’ve long admired hellebores, which are often the first plants to emerge out of the cold ground here in Connecticut. After observing the wide variety of hellebore plants growing in wonderful clumps in Sakonnet Garden in Little Compton, Rhode Island, designed by my friends Mikel Folcarelli and John Gwynne, I ordered from the supplier they suggested (Pine Knot Farms). These plants will bloom profusely as long as they are happy in their growing spot (all varieties like moist soil and dappled shade). In my round garden, I’ve had two Helleborus niger with large creamy white flowers for many seasons. The flowers bloom intermittently, even beneath the snow. The previous few seasons, I have been experimenting to find new places to plant them. I put in several later-blooming types on the north side of the greenhouse, where they performed well last spring; the leaves look large and healthy this year.

The genus Helleborus contains over twenty species, including the aforementioned H. niger (commonly called Christmas rose, because it blooms in early December) and H. orientalis (or Lenten rose, which blooms in early spring). They are all herbaceous perennials and members of the Ranunculaceae family. They are also poisonous; the word helleborus is a combination of the Greek heleîn—“to injure”—and borá, meaning “food.” As a result, animals steer clear of hellebores, so you don’t have to be too cautious about where you plant them; there’s no need to hide them behind a garden fence.

Hellebores are available in a variety of colors: black, white, mauve, peach, and pale green. In the early-winter months, the plants can be found in some specialty supermarkets and flower shops. They make great potted plants for indoor displays and are easy to transplant into the ground post–bloom time. Select potted hellebores in full bloom so you know what their flowers will look like in the garden.

These graceful flowers are beautiful and unexpected in arrangements all by themselves or combined with other early bloomers such as muscaris and daffodils, as well as with witch hazel branches. Some people cut out the center stamens for a cleaner look and longer life in the vase, but I do not, as I feel that doing so mars the beauty of the bloom. If the stems of your cut hellebores droop in the vase, put the whole flower in a bowl or bucket of cold water overnight and they should resaturate. You can also put a pinhole through the stem, which facilitates its absorbing water.
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A freshly cut bunch of hellebores in a range of colors makes an especially cheerful display when the garden is still mostly dormant. The painted cobalt details in this porcelain vase echo the speckles in the flower petals.
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A large clump of snowdrops, lifted from my garden with their roots still attached, look right at home in a blue celadon bowl. I like how the textural bumps on the piece (made with my fingertips when the clay was thrown) mimic the delicate heads of the flowers.









Snowdrops and Crocuses

January, February, and early March in Connecticut can be dark and dreary, with weeks on end of gray sky and gray ground. I realize that the cold and snow are essential to the trees, bulbs, and perennials of this climate, so I am accepting of the predicament and try to remain patient. When the snowdrops appear, with the crocuses in quick succession, it feels like we are in the homestretch and that spring is not too far away.

Neither snowdrops nor crocuses come to mind when we think of cut flowers, and I generally don’t use either of them in mixed arrangements. Nonetheless, I have found ways to bring their beauty indoors as I wait for the sturdier flowers to come into bloom in my cutting gardens.

Both are lovely in the smallest bud vases placed on a bathroom sink or bedside table; you don’t need many to make an impact. Sometimes I dig up a clump of either flower, surrounding soil and all, and set it in a bowl to display on the dining table. Once the blooms start to fade, I gather up the clump and return it outside, back into the hole from which it was dug. The bulbs (or corms) resituate themselves, and the flowers return the following year, right on time.

You can also force crocus bulbs, which are available for sale in early fall from bulb suppliers, nurseries, and home centers (see here for instructions). Having bulbs in bloom inside the house and the studio helps brighten up the dull gray days of January and February. And to have something that is truly from the garden is the perfect segue out of the last dark winter days into the light of spring.
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SNOWDROP

In recent years, there has been a great deal of interest in the delicate galanthus, more commonly known as the snowdrop. Galanthus societies abound, including one that hosts a Galanthus Gala every spring. The bulbs can be easily sourced from garden catalogs and planted in fall before the ground freezes solid; this is usually on my October to-do list, depending on the weather.

Once planted, snowdrops return reliably and often spread, especially under trees. They don’t have a strong scent, but they are small, cheery harbingers of spring, often coming into bloom beneath a blanket of snow (hence their name).

CROCUS

Exuberant purple crocuses with gorgeous orange stamens crop up all around our yard each year, usually well before the middle of March. I love to see the pops of color bursting forth from beneath leaves. The flowers predate my arrival at the house, but they appear to be Crocus tommasinianus ‘Ruby Giant’. Crocuses are one of the easiest bulbs (or corms) to force and grow indoors in pots; in fall, when all the spring-blooming flower bulbs are shipped, I try to reserve a few of the crocuses for forcing (see here).

In the ground, crocuses thrive in full sun, though partial shade is fine. They are especially impactful when planted in clusters in lawns and within garden beds beneath trees, where they create a colorful drift in the slowly emerging landscape of late winter/early spring. Plant them in autumn, well before the first hard frost (crocus
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