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If you have a library and a garden, you have everything you need. ‐ Cicero
Those who hate our heat here will soon have something to cheer. For the radiant summer thunderheads that once
towered above us, laden with showers, have turned now to shorn sheep seen grazing above across empty azure sky.
They tell us winter is on the way.

Summer Skies

Winter Sunset

That sheep may safely graze – Bill Puryear, Artist

Now our summer ends, its bounty in the barn or rolled and lying in the field. In November
comes chill rain pelting us all day long. The cloud shows that delighted us all summer will be
gone. For warmth now we’ll gather ‘round our blazing hearths, enjoying the harvest of our
summer’s memories.
We look now with pity upon the withering flowers we planted in springtime, when our hopes
were new. Even those last holdouts, the chrysanthemums, have given up and browned off. But
November has its beauty too, if not seen, hoped for, as roots spread and look forward to that
day when they’ll burst forth in green leaves, glorious flowers, and delicious fruits.
For November begins a new season of planting new hopes. Bulbs of buttercups are sunk now
into the chilled earth that they need to thrive, while we wedge bare‐rooted shrubs and trees
into the wet soil they will need to keep their roots alive. Below the ground, even if we do not
see it, growth continues, as trees and vines gather nourishment and momentum for our next
harvest of fruit and nuts for table or wine. Roots of grass spread to support next year’s crop of
hay to fatten our cattle, and sleeping flowers build to bring us, in their due season, fragrance,
beauty and joy.
At this Thanksgiving table of bounty, Lord, make us
thankful for harvests past, for those of this season, and
for hope of things unseen, as we look heavenward
towards Thee.

Tennessee Planting Tables ‐
The first flower to bloom each spring is the common
yellow daffodil, February Gold. This, plus the fact the deer
won’t touch them, makes them the welcome harbinger of
spring. I have seen them as early as February 6th. Plant
them in mid‐November after the ground is cold, so they
don’t come up too early. They require no maintenance,
except don’ t mow over them until the bulb has a chance
to withdraw nourishment from the dying leaves. Mass
them and they’ll make a show and come back every year
with no help from you.
Not all jonquils or narcissus require to be massed; there
are any number that make fine specimens alone, or in
small groupings.

The spectacular tulips follow daffodils, but
they are like candy for the deer, and I wouldn’t
plant them today unless I had a 10‐foot fence.
Bulbs are expensive and the flowers come
back smaller each year. Some advise digging
and refrigerating the bulbs for a summer rest,
after they bloom. Despite all these
disadvantages, they are the showiest flowers
in the garden. Tulips bloom at the same time
as dogwood, a happy combination indeed. I
withdraw my reservation – who would be
without a bevy of such beautiful cheerleaders
just because they are such high maintenance
girls? Even an annual affair with them is
exciting. The use of urns, statues, stone walls,
benches and pools enhance and dignify any
garden setting. Better have a strong friend or
muscular son to help you emplace a heavy urn
such as this, as did my friend Tommy Garrott.
Garden features and design warrant a
subsequent Almanac entry, to follow.

But what could glorify a spring lawn like a spreading white dogwood? Order them now by mail
in the fall, bare‐rooted, and dig them a large home in a shady location. Fill it with organic
matter and a bit of fertilizer, so their roots will grow in moist soil all winter and they’ll be ready
to stand the hot summers here. Or buy them in pots in the spring, at much greater cost, from
local nurseries, which will require you to dig a much larger hole and drag a hose to water them
all summer long as they recover from the shock of transplanting. Whichever you choose, no
Tennessee yard should be without one or two of these beauties. Dogwood also come in
breathtaking shades of pink.

Yet what could be more attractive in a Tennessee garden than our official State flower, the
Iris? Like our pioneer ancestors, they stand straight, endure every hardship, and are not easy
victims of the greedy deer. They are so fiercely independent, they don’t lend themselves to
inclusion in floral designs with other more pliant flowers, but stand erect, lording it over them.
They come in every color of the rainbow, in 150 varieties, including smaller Dutch or Table
Irises, which bloom later and will work well in
arrangements. So stately are they, Monet painted them
from a prone position in this painting I once admired in
the Bois de Boulonge museum in Paris. They bloom in
late spring, and their rhizomes may be divided and
replanted at that time or in November. Unlike trees and
most flowers, Iris like sunny, well drained, alkaline soil,
which makes them ideal for Middle Tennessee. Irises
were Claudia’s mother Lina’s favorite flower. Except for
an occasional weeding, they need no special care, which
makes them an ideal garden flower here. A bed will last
indefinitely, provided only that you divide the rhizomes
periodically, replanting the youngsters as the older
center ones slow down. Divide and share with your
friends – that’s where we all get our iris.

Bearded Iris

Lina Owen said they should be planted
like ducks, with their feet submerged and
their bodies showing above the surface.
Dutch Iris are smaller than bearded iris and planted
in the fall from bulbs, rather than rhizomes. They
are easy to plant, resistant to critters, multiply and
spread with no help from you, bloom in April and
May, and, unlike their larger bearded cousins, are
good in arrangements. They may be planted in the
bed or in pots and need less care than about any
garden plant I know of. Feed them with bone meal
when they finish blooming, and they will come
back to cheer you, year after year. Buy bulbs online
or at your local nursery.

Peonies are popular here, for the ease with which they are grown and the splendor of their
gorgeous, full‐breasted fragrant white blooms in late spring, about
Memorial Day. Plant them in moist, partial shade and don’t worry
about the harmless ants swarming their buds – they are there to eat
the sweet from the buds, and neither harm nor aid the blooming
process. Ask a friend for root divisions in the fall and try to get
doubles. They make sumptuous, fragrant, cut flowers, but catch
them as soon as they bloom, as the first rain will cause them to
droop their heavy heads into the dirt.

Japanese Peony

Try, if you can, to find to find some Japanese peonies, one of the
show‐offs in the garden. They, too, make spectacular cut flowers.
This one was given to us by Wilda Jane Blackmore, my high school
librarian, who had the most beautiful perennial garden in the
county at her plantation, Garrisona, off Liberty Lane.

Few plants offer such long‐lasting return on your investment. Herbaceous Peonies, given
minimal care, can continue to bloom, spring after spring, for fifty years or more. There are
reliable accounts of Tree Peonies in Chinese temple gardens that have bloomed for centuries.
The white double peonies our mothers and aunts gave us when we first moved here fifty‐five
years ago have only just begun to pass away, probably from missing Claudia encouraging
them.
So, do I.

