The Genus Penstemon

By Fran Dennett
Penstemon, commonly called beardstongue, is a true North American genus (with one exception) with over 250 species of perennials and shrubs.  A true native plant with large and small flowers in colours of white, cream, blue, purple, red and the pink range.  The flower is tubular with two lips arranged in either elongated or round clusters.  The leaves can be large or small, and range from green to blue-green to reddish leaves and are arranged opposite or in whorled on stems that can be any where from 6” to 3-4’ tall.

This genus contains some of the most beautiful and showy garden plants with a long blooming period over the summer and into the fall and once established are drought tolerant.  They require sharp, draining soil and in some cases gravely and sun.  Some are hardy and some are not and should be treated as annuals.  Because some are hybrids, they do not reliably breed true from seed and should be propagated vegetatively.  They are relatively easy grown from seed.  Make sure you collect seed then if the plant should die you have seed to regrow it.

This is one of my favorite garden plants either annual or perennials and I am growing more every year.  The following are hardy now commonly available in nurseries:  P. digitalis ‘Husker Red’, P. grandiflorus (big), P. barbatus ‘Firebird’, or ‘Prairie Fire’ or ‘ Rose Elf’.  The big showy flowered cultivars tend to be tender and are treated as annuals even though you may find them for sale with the perennials.  Just try them you will not regret it.  Gardens North sells about ten different species and the selection will change and vary from year to year.  The dwarf shrubby species are not hardy here.

The American Penstemon Society, 1569 South Holland Court, Lakewood, CO 80232 USA, Membership Can$15/year.

Penstemon Website: http://www.biosci.ohio-state.edu/~awolfe/Penstemon/Penstemon.html

