
In the garden with Shobha
Vanchiswar

June 26, 2009

Singing the blues

This week, I thought I’d sing the blues. The blues in the garden that is. You
don’t ever want to hear me actually sing.

The color blue has been highly prized by gardeners and plants men through
the ages. The quest for a blue rose is the botanical equivalent of the search for
the Holy Grail. You might well wonder why this color is so highly sought after
as it appears to be in ample supply. But look closer. Really close. You will see
that many flowers that seem to be blue are in reality shades of mauve, lavender
or purple. Some flowers take on a bluish hue in the company of differently
colored flowers. Our eyes are easily deceived. True blue flowers are most
elusive.

A month ago, I was given a larkspur/delphinium from Jefferson’s Monticello. It
bloomed beautifully till the recent rains beat it down. The flowers are blue, but
not a true blue. They contain a tinge of purple. The Himalayan poppy on the
other hand is a glittering, pure blue, but I have not been able to support it in
my garden. I’ve attempted to do so twice and failed. Perhaps I’ll get lucky on a
third try.
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Blue is to a flower bed what salt is to pesto. It sparks it up. Amongst hot colors,
oranges, magentas and yellows, blue contrasts beautifully and keeps the whole
from appearing gaudy. In a bed of soft colors, blue adds some punch. To the
eye, the color blue recedes and hence, if placed strategically, it can make a
border or garden seem larger, wider or longer. 

Setting all that aside, I simply like blue flowers. And I like how my garden
looks with blue mingled in with the green foliage and whatever else is in
bloom. Blue brings balance.

Choosing blues

Look around your garden and see if it could do with some or more blues.
There’s plenty to choose from. For a start, there are gentians, anemone blanda,
delphiniums, forget-me-nots, hyacinthoides, scillas, agapanthus, certain
alliums, lobelias, camasias and amsonias. Naturally, your selection must take
into account the appropriate growing conditions.

The last two that I’ve mentioned, camasias and amsonias, make wonderful
additions to any garden. For reasons that I cannot fathom, they are rather
underused. Both are easily available. Camasia quamash is native to North
America and can be grown in borders as well as naturalized in grass. They are
bulbs of one to two inches in size and spread by seed. They bloom in May and
June. Their bright blue blossoms look particularly stunning amongst yellow
flowers. I have some of these bulbs in my perennial garden but this fall I intend
to add more to my “meadow” in the back where there are many different bulbs
being naturalized.

Amsonias also bloom in May and June. Otherwise known as “dogbane,” they
have a white sap that is poisonous to dogs. With the exception of a few types,
they too are native to North America. You will for certain like the starry, milky
gray-blue flowers. As an additional bonus, the foliage of Amsonia turns a
vibrant color in the fall. I cannot imagine my garden without this plant.

Do give both of these plants a try. I think you will be pleased.
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>

Shobha Vanchiswar has been gardening all her life, the last 21 years in
Chappaqua. She received the Golden Trowel Award for garden design in 2007
from Garden Design magazine. Her jewel-of-a-garden here in New Castle was
on view in this year’s Garden Conservancy Open Day program. She has a
garden design business, Seeds of Design. Write her at
seedsofdesign@verizon.net.
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