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PERENNIALS, BIENNIALS, AND ANNUALS

PERENNIALS ARE HERBACEOUS NON-WOODY PLANTS that return year after year after a period of dormancy. Biennials are plants that generally flower a year after the seed germinates and then die. Annuals are individual plants that complete their entire life cycle within a year. As a group, these flowering plants are the youngest in the chain of evolution and are by far the most numerous and diverse. Since each generation of these plants reaches productive maturity relatively quickly, they are able to respond and adapt to different growing conditions, and therefore evolve into different species and subspecies within a much smaller time frame than trees and shrubs. Species that produce large amounts of seed are highly responsive to their environments, and that is why you see such variation from one area to the next. Aster and goldenrod are good examples of this. Other species, like pokeweed, seem to be happy no matter where they are, and are relatively consistent wherever they are found. Why do some groups change so much while others stay relatively the same from one environment to the next? My guess is they have developed differing mechanisms of survival and distribution. Those that rely on wind and water to move their small seeds from one place to the next seem to have a higher rate of regional variability and diversification, while those that rely on birds and mammals to transport their big seeds seem more consistent.

Regardless of these scientific musings, perennials, biennials, and annuals provide a treasure trove of beautiful cut stems from one season to the next.


Achillea millefolium[image: chpt_fig_016.jpg]




Yarrow

The flat-topped flowering heads of yarrow are held above pleasantly scented ferny foliage by strong, slightly hairy stems. Flowers are usually white, but I’ve seen shades of light pink in the wild as well. Yarrow is a tough plant that dislikes excess water or shade. Deer won’t touch it, which is a huge bonus for us. Yarrow makes a great garden plant in sunbaked areas with lower humidity. Modern species selection and hybrids have increased their color diversity.
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USES

Yarrow makes a great filler in arrangements or can hold its own when it is the exclusive subject. Yarrow has a place in dried designs given its strong stems and resistance to crumbling, although the colored varieties tend to dull more than the white.




HARVEST

Yarrow is best harvested in the early morning before the dew has evaporated. The flowers should have visible pollen on them—if cut at an earlier stage, wilting is likely and difficult to reverse.




POSTHARVEST

Stems may be held in a cooler for up to ten days without damage. Vase life is five to ten days.


Anemone virginiana[image: chpt_fig_018.jpg]




Thimbleweed, Wild Anemone

The one-to two-inch, glistening white flowers of wild anemone are the shape of a broad star with five sepals. A golden (fading to brown) corona of pollen surrounds the green pistil head, which eventually becomes the “thimble” of the common name.

The generally three-lobed, serrated leaves are concentrated at the base of this perennial. Although bright green in the summer, they may emerge in spring with a purple cast to them—especially in soil low in phosphorous.






USES

Borne on long, thin stems, both the flowers and green heads provide a light, vertical component to summer arrangements that may otherwise appear overly heavy with the abundance of high summer. The green thimbles also make great textural additions to boutonnieres.




HARVEST

Harvest flowers in bud, partially to fully opened, and thimbles as soon as the petals drop and as long as the head stays firm and green.




POSTHARVEST

Vase life is up to a week for stems with flowers and buds and up to a month for the thimbles. Floral preservative is recommended for flowers that are not fully opened at harvest time.
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Aquilegia canadensis[image: chpt_fig_021.jpg]




Columbine

Our native columbine is easily distinguished by its red lantern-shaped flowers with a center cup of yellow. The short-lived perennials appear in spring above blue-green foliage resembling that of maidenhair fern. They are most often found growing in the rocky crevices of slopes and roadside banks where there is some sunlight and little competition. Be cautious when you find a patch—I always seem to find columbine growing near poison ivy (which is dormant when they are blooming)—likely because both gravitate toward areas where other vegetation is sparse.






USES

The thin, delicate stems of columbine make them best used in light, airy arrangements paired with anything else you can find in the early days of spring. Consider using both flowers and foliage mixed with one or two other spring ephemerals in a grouping of tiny vases.




HARVEST

Cut stems when there are both open flowers and buds on the stem.
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POSTHARVEST

Stems with multiple blooms of early season flowers will last a week in water. Stems can be held at 36°F for one to two weeks; however, vase life will be shortened.


Aruncus dioicus[image: chpt_fig_023.jpg]




Goat’s Beard, Bride’s Feathers

The airy ivory flowers of goat’s beard appear to float above the deep green compound pinnate foliage after the spring flowers have finished blooming but before many of the summer flowers appear. This makes them all the more distinctive on the north-facing slopes they favor because the world around them is a sea of green. It is interesting to note that the species name dioicus is derived from the Greek words di (“two”) and oikos (“house”), so “two houses,” because goat’s beard plants are either male or female, not both. In the garden, goat’s beard may take awhile to become established, but this five-inch-tall perennial is tough and long lived if it is situated in a cool, shady spot with well-drained, moistThe Milkweed ssoil.






USES


[image: chpt_fig_024.jpg]


Goat’s beard flowers bring nonpareil lightness to large arrangements and are perfect for wedding work. Mix with greens, clear blues, pinks, and peaches. Similar to later-blooming Astilbe ‘Bridal Veil,’ which looks downright coarse when compared to Aruncus.




HARVEST

I prefer to cut stems before the flowers open—they are less prone to breakage then, and if you are using them outdoors, the tiny pollinators that favor them will stay away.




POSTHARVEST

Goat’s beard can be stored in a cooler at 38–42°F for up to a week if given plenty of open-air space (a walk-in cooler). Otherwise, I do not recommend cold storage. Vase life is up to eight days if cut in bud stage.


Asclepias Species




The Milkweeds

Milkweeds live up to their common name due to the white sap in many of the species that bleeds out wherever the plant’s tissue is disturbed. The individual flowers of every milkweed I’ve encountered remind me of ladies in skirts doing the can-can dance. There are around thirty straight species of milkweed growing in the Southeast and almost as many subspecies described. To me, that much diversity within a single genus indicates the vital role it plays in the ecosystem. It is the preferred source of nectar for mature monarch butterflies, and the foliage is consumed voraciously by their caterpillars. Countless other Lepidoptera species can also be observed feasting when they are in bloom. What does that mean for the native florist? Harvest sparingly in the wild, and plant some in your garden for the butterflies. If you encounter a local milk-weed you like, never, ever dig it up because chances are good that you will kill it. Make a note of its location and allow yourself one seed pod to start in your own garden. If there is only one pod, allow it to dry and open on the plant, and then gather no more than one-third of the seeds in the pod.




Asclepias exaltata[image: chpt_fig_025.jpg]




Poke Milkweed

Poke milkweed can be found in groups growing on shady, moist banks in early summer. Its soft, wide leaves, which resemble those of Phytolacca (pokeweed), give it the common name.






USES

This milkweed’s sweet scent and dusty, lilac-kissed white flowers make it a pretty addition to natural pastel designs. Works well with blueberries, sourwood, and silver foliage.




HARVEST

Cut poke milkweed when half of the flowers in the floppy cluster look like can-can dancers (as opposed to the unopened ball-shaped buds). The stems must immediately go into water. If possible, cut the stems underwater right after you harvest them.
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POSTHARVEST

Cut stems under warm water and repeat if necessary to achieve full hydration. Vase life is a week after hydrated. Stems can be stored in a cooler for no more than a week.


Asclepias syriaca[image: chpt_fig_027.jpg]




Common Milkweed

This is a tough species of milkweed that spreads by underground rhizomes to form large colonies if in an ideal spot in sunny pastures and roadsides. They seem to like areas that are regularly cleared of other vegetation via mowing, although good luck trying to take these hefty babes down with a rotating blade less than one fit for cutting hay with a tractor.






USES

The round clusters of light dusty mauve flowers smell heavenly and look good paired with other muted shades. Tuck them into low centerpieces or at the bottom of larger designs. The seedpods bring interesting textural drama and heft to late season compositions, or can be dried for wreath work in fall and winter.
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HARVEST

This hefty milkweed should be cut when about half of the flowers are open in the cluster, and immediately cut again under warm water. Otherwise, you may not be able to rehydrate any droopy ones. For dried pods, cut them as soon as they have filled out and hardened slightly. If you wait too long, they are likely to split open—revealing seeds that float away on a puff of silky fiber. The split pods may be interesting to use as well.




POSTHARVEST

Once the stems are fully hydrated, they can be used, but if you cut them again when designing, do it underwater. Flowering stems can be held for a week in a cooler for immediate use; vase life is up to five days. Seedpods can be dried upright in a bright, warm, well-ventilated spot for at least two weeks.


Asclepias tuberosa[image: chpt_fig_029.jpg]




Butterfly Milkweed

The bright orange flowers of this species make them easy to spot throughout the area on hot, sunny, dry roadsides and other open areas such as power line clearings and pastures. Their flower show begins in May and moves through June and even July in the cooler regions. Unlike other milkweed species, butterfly milkweed doesn’t have a strong flow of milky sap when cut, and therefore does not need to be drained of sap to prevent drooping. The species name tuberosa refers to the meaty taproot that sustains the plant below the soil’s surface. It is important to note that if the taproot is broken or damaged in any way, it will delay flowering for a year or more, so don’t even think about trying to dig one up. If you wish to cultivate them, their seeds are easily gathered and spread once the oblong seed capsule shows signs of splitting open. Start them in small pots and then plant once they are a manageable size. Be very gentle in handling the seedlings when transplanting.






USES

Stems can be cut long or short and work well in vases, bouquets, and boutonnieres. The shape and size of the flower heads varies by plant, and the more open ones can add a cascading effect to smaller arrangements if placed thoughtfully. They add an unexpected flower shape to monochromatic compositions, and the bright orange pairs well with chartreuse, white, fuchsia, and any shade of blue or purple.
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HARVEST

Stems can be cut when one-quarter of the buds have opened until all are opened. Plants that are removed of all flowering stems will send out more flowers in the same season and can be considered a late season source of nectar for migrating monarchs.




POSTHARVEST

Place recut stems into air temperature water. Floral preservative may be added and extends vase life by three days. Stores well in a 42°F cooler for up to five days. Vase life is five to nine days depending on the stage harvested and whether or not floral preservative is used.


Aster Species[image: chpt_fig_031.jpg]

When the days become shorter, members of the aster tribe cover themselves with small, delicately rayed flowers that wink at you with yellow eyes. They carpet and drape down banks and roadsides in so much abundance, floating like white, blue, and lavender mist over seasonally fading greens, weaving themselves through the goldenrods and suntanned grasses. This highly diverse group of species and subspecies once fell in the common genus Aster. Recently though, taxonomists have busied themselves re-categorizing them into separate genera based on their DNA and physical characteristics: Ampelaster, Doellingeria, Eurybia, Oclemena, Seriocarpus, and Symphyotrichum. They are grouped here as members of the “aster tribe” and are commonly referred to as such.






USES

Aster flowers bring the lightness of an autumn sky to seasonal compositions that are often dominated by warm tones. Mix them with the goldenrods and
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Clockwise, from top left: Symphyotrichum cordifolium; Symphyotrichum dumosum; Symphyotrichum laeve; Symphyotrichum lateriflorum
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flowering grasses they bloom alongside, and add peachy dahlias, changing foliage, and trailing clematis.




HARVEST

Aster stems can be cut beginning when about half of the individual flowers have opened and until they begin to fade.




POSTHARVEST

Place cut aster stems into warm water to hydrate for a couple of hours if needed, or use immediately. Vase life depends on species and stage of harvest, but expect four to eight days.


Baptisia australis




Blue Wild Indigo


Baptisia lanceolata[image: chpt_fig_037.jpg]






Gopher Weed

Baptisia species, or “false indigo,” is a tough, long-lived perennial that makes its home throughout the region. Many of these members of the legume family rocket out of the ground from crowns with deep taproots in early spring, with indigo-toned spikes that look somewhat like asparagus. They quickly become long, elegant spires of white, blue, or yellow flowers topping rounded blue-green foliage. Gopher weed possesses the same beautiful glaucous foliage, but its yellow flowers are not arranged on a spike, rather are held in groups of four to five, just past the more oblong olive-green foliage of this rounded form. My favorite species is Baptisia alba, which has long, thin spires of pure white flowers on blue stems.

Over the last several years, there has been a boom in baptisia breeding, which has produced nativars in not only a wide range of colors but also plant sizes, from purple-flowered varieties that can reach 4 or 5 feet down to a pink one that is only about 2 feet tall. There are even several varieties that have interesting brown-to black-colored flowers. Given that range, there is a baptisia for every garden.


[image: Baptisia australis]
Baptisia australis








USES

Baptisia are excellent cut flowers—the taller varieties bring a spired elegance to large bouquets, tall centerpieces, and large installations. Smaller-flowered varieties can be the focal points in arrangements set in vases as small as a wineglass. Pair them with other spikes, airy fillers, and softly textured garden roses and use the foliage as a base. The blue-green foliage is an excellent replacement any time of the growing season for eucalyptus as long as it is kept hydrated. As it begins to age to yellow, use it to bring a soft glow to autumn compositions. The sooty black seed pods make a great textural addition to designs.




HARVEST

Flowers are best harvested beginning when two-thirds of the flowers have opened and until the spike is completely filled out. If you don’t need tall stems, cut only the central flower on the stalk and save the smaller side flowers until they mature, or leave them to produce seeds. Foliage can be cut as soon as the flowers have matured and until it goes dormant. Seedpods may be harvested as soon as they have blackened.





POSTHARVEST

Cut both flower and foliage stems in warm water. Vase life is about six days. My testing has shown that the flowers can be stored in a 38–42°F cooler for up to three weeks if they are cut in the earlier (half-filled) stage, but vase life will be reduced by half.


Conoclinium coelestinum[image: chpt_fig_040.jpg]




Blue Mistflower, Ageratum

Wild ageratum has clusters of fuzzy flowers in a fine shade of plumbago blue—like the morning sky with its hints of purple. It is most visible in wetter roadside ditches beginning in late summer. The sometimes-red stems can add another level of color interest. Unlike its introduced annual cousin—ageratum—that looks strikingly similar in flower, this one is truly hardy to zone 6.






USES

Use in anything—it holds well in most conditions (except for drying), and we all need a little blue sometimes. I like pairing it with purple and chartreuse, and it is always wonderful with white or yellow.




HARVEST

Cut stems when the flowers look fuzzy. Do not cut when in bud—it will droop and is not only hard to bring back at that stage, but the buds aren’t likely to open.
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POSTHARVEST

Vase life can be up to ten days if water is changed and floral preservative is used. This species’ proclivity for growing in slightly swampy conditions seems to make it one that can create a swamp wherever it is (stinky flower water warning!).



Coreopsis lanceolata




Lanceleaf Tickseed


Coreopsis verticillata[image: chpt_fig_042.jpg]






Whorled Tickseed

Coreopsis are a bright group of plants that thrive in sunny spots from dry to swampy, depending on the species, along roadsides and in open forests throughout the region. Most species have yellow flowers with either a yellow or dark brown eye, but there is also a pink species—Coreopsis nudata (Georgia tickseed) that is found on the coastal plain of Georgia and Florida. I would really like to get my hands on the pink one!






USES

Whether the coreopsis you are using has large or small flowers, its thin stems and light petals bring a golden (or pink) floating quality to any seasonal arrangement. Best in water.


[image: Coreopsis lanceolata]
Coreopsis lanceolata
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Coreopsis verticillata







HARVEST

Cut stems that have many flowers when about half of them are open. Cut stems with one to four flowers once the central flower opens and pollen is evident.




POSTHARVEST

The stems of Coreopsis species with large numbers of flowers can last in a vase for up to ten days. The larger-flowered species, when cut with unopened buds, can last up to seven days.


Eupatorium Species

There are so many species of eupatorium that even I have difficulty discerning them at times. They are a valuable nectar source for a wide array of flying insects. Found across the region, their different forms inhabit a variety of growing conditions—from the deep shade on the north side of mountains to the baking-hot sandhills of the coast. Wherever they are found, the late season blooms provide interesting texture and soft varied shades for floral design.




Eupatorium capillifolium[image: chpt_fig_045.jpg]




Dog Fennel

Dog fennel is the most unusual looking of this genus. The light green shoots with needle-like leaves and a strong herby scent grow straight up from the ground and have a slightly prehistoric look as they approach 4 to 5 feet. In autumn myriad tiny flowers transform the appearance of this oddball with a tawny cascade of smoky fluff.






USES

Dog fennel lends a romantic softness to any large bouquet, centerpiece, or arbor arrangement in autumn. Consider using it as a flexible replacement for pampas grass plumes. Pair with rich orange shades, copper, brick, and even dusty pink.




HARVEST

Harvest once the flowers are evident above the foliage in autumn. There is a definite change in texture to the plant when they are ready to bloom.
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POSTHARVEST

Use immediately or store in a cooler to delay flower opening. Vase life is six days if cut in bud.


Eupatorium perfoliatum[image: chpt_fig_047.jpg]




Boneset

This species earned its common name from the old belief that it could be used as a remedy to repair broken bones because of the way the opposite leaves are set at strong 90-degree angles from the stem. Although it turns out boneset isn’t going to fix any broken bones, its properties have been shown to be a powerful remedy for the influenza virus. Aside from the strong-looking foliage, boneset can be distinguished from the other large eupatorium with dome-shaped flower heads by its white flowers that are strongly set on only slightly rounded dome-shaped heads atop 2- to 5-foot-tall plants. There are other white eupatorium species, and most of them have similar uses.
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USES

Boneset is great as a sturdy yet subtle white filler in late summer for any type of arrangement.




HARVEST

Harvest when the flower buds appear and until they begin to dull with age.




POSTHARVEST

If boneset is harvested in bud stage, it can last for up to fourteen days, even in a bucket of water sitting in full blazing sun. Stems can also be dried sitting upright in a container placed in a warm, dry spot with filtered light.



Eupatorium fistulosum, E. purpureum, and E. maculatum[image: chpt_fig_049.jpg]




Joe Pye Weed

Joe pye weed is an unmistakable presence in the landscape with its towering domes of mauve-colored flowers. Some say that when it begins to bloom, summer is coming to a close. Note that taxonomists have recently changed this group to the genus Eutrochium, but since these species are still known in the trade as eupatorium, that is how they are referred to here.

These plants have such an incredible presence when they are blooming and have been incorporated beautifully into both formal and loose “prairie style” (by famed Dutch designer Piet Oudolf) designs. Thanks to his pioneering work, it and many other beautiful North American native species have slowly gained recognition as garden worthy, and even the straight species are available commercially. It goes to show that our most beautiful North American natives still have to go to finishing school in Europe to gain legitimacy on this side of the ocean.
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Eupatorium fistulosum








USES

Joe pye weed is a wonderful addition to late summer compositions of any size. The full heads provide a mauvy-hazed backdrop for warmer tones in both large arrangements and installations, and they can also be parceled down by cutting the individually stemmed clusters to tuck into work as small as a boutonniere. The color works with cool tones as well, but in August, that just seems out of place. If you must, mix with white, clear pinks, and pistachio. Better though, are mixes with gold, terracotta, salmon, peach, dusty rose, and chartreuse to lime greens—just sayin’ …




HARVEST

Cut flower stems in proportion to planned use (but no longer than 4 feet) when all of the buds have filled out and are firm at the top of the inflorescence.




POSTHARVEST

Strip the lower leaves and cut stems at a diagonal. May be stored in a cooler at 36–42°F for up to five days for fresh-cut sales and bouquets, and up to two weeks if being used for short-lived work like weddings and parties.


Euphorbia corrolata[image: chpt_fig_052.jpg]




Flowering Spurge

Flowering spurge holds airy sprays of tiny, pure white flowers above long stems with bluish-green foliage. This under-recognized perennial deserves to be included in the cut flower repertoire for its crystalline flowers that can serve as a sophisticated replacement for baby’s breath. It also serves as
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Euthamia caroliniana[image: chpt_fig_054.jpg]




Slender Goldenrod
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Euthamia graminifolia






Flat Top Goldenrod







USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Galax urceolata[image: chpt_fig_056.jpg]




Beetleweed
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Gillenia trifoliata[image: chpt_fig_058.jpg]




Bowman’s Root, Indian-Physic
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Gnaphalium obtusifolium[image: chpt_fig_060.jpg]




Rabbit Tobacco








USES
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HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Helianthus Species[image: chpt_fig_063.jpg]





Helianthus angustifolius




Swamp Sunflower
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Helianthus radula






Rayless Sunflower



[image: chpt_fig_065.jpg]



Helianthus strumosus






Woodland Sunflower
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Helianthus tuberosus

Sunchoke
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Lepidium virginicum[image: chpt_fig_068.jpg]




Pennycress, Pepper Grass
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Liatris Species[image: chpt_fig_070.jpg]




Gayfeather, Blazing Star
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Lilium superbum[image: chpt_fig_072.jpg]




Turk’s Cap Lily
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Lobelia siphilitica[image: chpt_fig_074.jpg]




Blue Lobelia, Fan Flower
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Lupinus perennis[image: chpt_fig_076.jpg]




Sundial Lupine
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Maianthemum racemosum[image: chpt_fig_078.jpg]




False Solomon’s Seal, Solomon’s Plume







USES
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HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Monarda Species[image: chpt_fig_081.jpg]
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST




Nymphaea odorata[image: chpt_fig_083.jpg]




Waterlily







USES





HARVEST
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POSTHARVEST



Oenothera gaura[image: chpt_fig_085.jpg]




Gaura, Bee Blossom







USES
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HARVEST





POSTHARVEST




Phlox Species[image: chpt_fig_087.jpg]
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Physostegia virginiana[image: chpt_fig_092.jpg]




Obedient Plant
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Phytolacca americana[image: chpt_fig_094.jpg]




Pokeweed
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Polygonatum biflorum[image: chpt_fig_096.jpg]




Solomon’s Seal
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Pycnanthemum Species[image: chpt_fig_098.jpg]




Mountain Mint







USES





HARVEST
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POSTHARVEST



Rudbeckia hirta[image: chpt_fig_100.jpg]




Black-eyed Susan







USES





HARVEST
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POSTHARVEST



Sabatia angularis[image: chpt_fig_102.jpg]




Rose Pink







USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



[image: chpt_fig_103.jpg]



Salvia lyrata[image: chpt_fig_104.jpg]




Lyre Leaf Sage



[image: chpt_fig_105.jpg]








USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Sarracenia flava[image: chpt_fig_106.jpg]




Yellow Pitcher Plant
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USES





HARVEST





POSTHARVEST



Solidago Species[image: chpt_fig_109.jpg]




Goldenrod



Solidago bicolor






White Goldenrod, Silverrod
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Solidago curtisii






Curtis’ Goldenrod or Mountain Decumbent Goldenrod
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Solidago odora






Anise-scented Goldenrod
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Solidago gigantea






Giant Goldenrod
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Tradescantia virginiana[image: chpt_fig_114.jpg]




Spiderwort
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Blue Vervain, Swamp Verbena
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Ironweed
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Zephranthes atamasca[image: chpt_fig_121.jpg]




Atamasco Lily
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Golden Alexander
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