THE PLANT COLUMN

Disappearing Dicentras;
Bleeding Hearts which
used to Beat in Time
with the Seasons

After one of the coldest and seemingly
longest winters for many years, and with
spring looming, Martin Stimson outlines
some very personal plant orientated
reflections on Seasonality. In this his
third article he considers plants as
seasonal indicators or clocks and the
expected but unlikely early emergence of
Dicentra spectabilis as a harbinger of
longer days ahead
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People Plant Relationships

People’'s personal connections with plants

factors. These factors can relate to social, cultural, and economic circumstances as well as
an individual's educational understanding of plants from a technical, scientific and artistic
perspective

2. Many professional gardeners have a uniquely intimate
. relationship with plants, where constant close proximity with
nature, and the handling and care of vegetation make them by
default keen observers of plants and the seasons. The status of
' Gardeners in society as professional craftsmen and women, their
training and education as horticulturalists, as well as their regular
physical location adjacent to plants outdoors, casts them as
spectators on the world of seasonality, botany and ecology.

¢« The movements they scrutinise in the growth of plants which
surround them in their daily lives provides them with subtle clues
as to the onset of seasonal change. Significant weather events
like storms, snow loadings, rainfall and drought then provide
memory milestones against which they benchmark the seasons.
“l's this plant flowering | ater
s it | ater than when we had
year?
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Already gardeners have noticed the difference this year compared to the last few years with
the flowering of snowdrops. However | detect that we have subconsciously fallen into a
routine which assumes that winters no longer exist, as we excitedly cast aside the likely
concerns about global warming and prepare ourselves for a Mediterranean outdoor bar-b-q
lifestyle.
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Horological Horticulture

For me, working and walking in the outdoor environment, observing nature and plant growth
remains a constant fascination. Like most gardeners | have my own few plants that seem
to be the seasonal clocks | need to remind me of my affinity with nature. Seasonal
horticultural clocks are, it seems to me, individualised and innate, and they chime with
insect movement and bird movement as part of that fragile ecological web of life that might
easily be destroyed by climate change.

Autumn Clocks

The transition from summer to autumn for example, for me is signalled by the flowering of
Cyclamen neoplitanum, (syn Cyclamen hederifolium) and Colchicum autumnale. | also
notice subtle and minor discolouring of leaves on Parthenocissus which suggests leaves
are tiered and have passed their full potential. In Parrotia persica this can be spotted at
considerable distance as a reddish hue in July in comparison to other surrounding leaves. |
really know autumn has arrived when Sternbergia lutea lights up the garden with lemon
yellow flowers contrasted with deep shiny green leaves.
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Sternbergia lutea Photograph: Martin Stimson

Once these horticultural flags appear | know that summer has past, days are getting shorter
and soon cooler and colder nights will be upon us. Latterly of course Cyclamen and
Colchicum have started to flower earlier, a fact which most phenologists seem to ignore.

This wobbles one's natural sense
of season rhythm to the extent that
| need to recalibrate my pendulum
of life. Cyclamen in July is now
common and horticulturally
confusing
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Horticultural Spring Clocks

As we move into spring, March and April are busy growing times and there is perhaps more
choice of plants for people to observe and relate with. So its plants at the extremes of
earliness that resonate with us. The very early movers, literally those metaphorical first
‘“green shoots of spring’ catch our eyes.
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develops as the days warm noticeably and a crescendo of colour from all over the garden
deflects our attention away from individual plants to the season itself of spring.

Spring indicators

Iris histriodes Photograph: Martin Stimson

My personal spring alarm clock is the dwarf Iris especially Iris danfordiae, although Iris
reticulate and Iris histriodes var also works. The former is a sweet short bright yellow Iris
about 10 cm high and when | started in horticulture was quite rare.

tis now common pl ace. It s suitable for rai s
during t he summer to ripen and sustain itself.
going to bother about sustainability we just buy anew each year from the packets of bulbs in

the garden centre of DIY shed. An elegant spring plant which was once special due to

rarity is now common, but devalued in status despite its detailed beauty inside the folds of

the falls.

In my horological horticultural mind once an Iris danfordiae had flowered | knew that winter
was over and we could look forward to a rapid increase in the number and variety of plants
that would be in flower. Early settlers, gardeners and farmers once relied on phenological
evidence and the cycle of the moon to remind them to sow or harvest crops. Only once in
my life time can | remember getting caught out, when it snowed very heavily on top of my
dwarf Iris, but that was the exception rather than the rule. (It might also be wrong of course,
given that horticultural memories are tinged with optimism and romance).



Phenological comparisons

The study of flowering in plants in conjunction with any other naturally occurring event such
as birds nesting, frogs spawning and flowers opening is called Phenology. In the last 30
years this amateur hobby has been transferred into a citizen science activity across the
globe and is constantly used as surrogate indicator for climate change data. Phenology
takes personal and sometimes fickle memories and turns them into recorded science. |
started recording the onset of flowering in a few plants nearly 30 years ago, and like all the
other phenological data the evidence points to spring arriving earlier over that period of
time.

This year is turning into an interesting one because of the significant snow falls that were
experienced across the UK in the early part of the year combined with low temperatures.
There is an expectation that plants will emerge from dormancy later and that spring will be
later as a consequence.

While this is essentially true but not necessarily a done deal, after the snow melted,
curiously perhaps, there was a lot of evidence of plant growth. Last week in my own
garden, the soil surface was littered with emerging green shoots of daffodils, hyacinth,
crocus and herbaceous placts and a few brighter days will see them respond with speed.
Thus spring is as much about the immediate warmth post dormancy than it is about the
depth of the winter. My grandfather was a head gardener who experienced many heavy
winters, and | recall him referring to snow as an insulator of the soil, a literal and

met aphori cal “bl anket’ protecting it from f

frozen solid and they respond quickly when exposed to light.

Wherebds my bleeding heart?

One plant which | don’t recor d Dicantra spectabdish
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| bought one about 5 years ago and, like a number for cheap skates | know, | immediately
split the plant into 3 and planted them together in a triangle, rather than as a single
specimen. All three pieces grew well for three years, although what | noticed was the
earliness in which the plant emerged through the soil, well before another herbaceous plant
in my garden. Once through the soil the growth of the shoots is rapid to a point of almost
being able to notice a difference every day. | became a reluctant investor in supports from
the local garden centre to stop the shoots breaking over. They annoyingly get top heavy as
the shoots diverge and expose leaf area for photosynthesis. As they get higher and wider
they have a tendency to snap off at the base, loose contact with the roots and die. The
foliage itself is worth having alone especially after a light rain when iconic dew drops of
water settle on the leaves.

So named Bleeding Heart after the shape and colour of the flowers, it is this speed and
scale of growth so early in the year that tells me spring has sprung.

The 'Bleeding Hearts' Photograph: Martin Stimson

It s the early growth which enables the plant
neighbours but then allow itself enough room to cascade its blooms along slender
pendulous shoots from which the bleeding hearts then dangle in prominent fashion. Over

the last three years a mystery has been created though. The three plants developed
individual traits. One became small e r and then didn’t emerge o0
dominate and suffocated the second.

My Essex clay soil gets too dry in the summer for them, and too wet over winter for them.
This year as | scan the ground looking for evidence of emergence even the dominant one
does not appear very vVvi g'stheara all anymoref @GQne bf the d o n
hidden joys and challenges of horticulture. (Am I the first to write about a non-existent plant



| wonder?) | did notice that because they grow so quickly they mature early and sometimes
in summer drought as early as July the foliage is dying and going brown. They can leave a
big hole in the border and this also means that the roots remains unserviced from August
through to March. A long time horticulturally and ecologically if the site is not perfect or the
husbandry is insufficient.

Dicentras win over Hearts and minds

Bleeding Hearts can be spectacular in early spring, hence their name. Some are much

smaller and less extravagant, attractive but weed- like in their rapaciousness. | have a

small glaucous leaved fumitory, probably Dicentra eximia* Al ba’ , which creep
garden in one corner and then throws up a small white flower about 25/30 cms high.

Dicentraeximia‘ Al b a’ Photograph: Martin Stimson

Its density prevents annual weeds growing in the summer and the colour can be used to

great effect as a back ground for emerging shrubs and summer bulbs. My nature loving
neighbour has included a golden leaved variety of Dicentra (D. spectabilis* Gol d Hear t’
shady border. Gol den | eaved plants are not Kk
matter. Typically they can be weaker due to the lack of photosynthetic capability. The

golden foliaged Dicentra will shrivel in strong sunlight, so it responds well to partial shade

and moist soils. In summer its leaves provide a theatrical spotlight of luminescence under a

dark evergreen canopy that | can share when looking over his fence. In a futile attempt to

inject some distinction and one-upmanship in my own garden | sought out the white
flowered form D spectabilis Al b a . |l " ve seen these in | arge g
especially powerful in old zinc or iron troughs and large isolated planters. Compared to the

species, my own white Dicentra is weak and vulnerable in spring. It too may have
disappeared in the mud of spring 2010.



Dicentras have a pulse which is in time with the seasons. They beat quickly in spring, and
thunder into summer with flowers of pink and white. They then quickly rest, and recover in
the autumn. Combine them with other woodland and shade loving plants to ensure some
late summer ground cover and autumn interest.

My own Bleeding Hearts appear to have stopped beating, but the memory lingers on, and a
visit to the nursery to get another one is
particularly want to be without.

Dicentra

In snow...
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