The Scarlet Penstemons

by Panayoti Kelaidis Denver, Colorado
If penstemons are mentioned to flower lovers living anywhere in the West, they are apt to think of the wonderful displays the various blue flowered species make along road cuts and on steep mountain slopes at higher elevations throughout the Rockies, Cascades, and Sierras. In the East, various lavender and white species would be the first to come to mind. In our gardens, however, the penstemons that seem to stand out brightest and endure longest both in bloom period and longevity are the various bright scarlet penstemons that are so common in the American Southwest
Most garden flowers come in pink, white, yellow, and purple shades, whether in annual or perennial borders or in the rock garden. One of the many virtues of penstemons is the purity of their reds and blues, the rarest and most powerful colors of the garden. The literature of penstemons tends to dwell rather heavily on the blue sorts since the most frequently grown sections of the genus, Dasanthera, Glaber, and Penstemon, all offer various shades of lavender, blue and purple. Blue is a valuable color in most gardens since everyone seems to like it, and blue combines so well with practically any other color.
Red is a problem color in the garden: garden writers take on a high pitched tone when talking about scarlet flowers: Fred McGourty notes that red has an "electric intensity that overwhelms other plants." Penelope Hobhouse says that hot colors can "produce a confused glare on the retina, the eye blinking and adjusting its focus to cope with a new wave-length of light."
I always feel a little self-conscious when reading eminent gardeners expatiating on the delicate color combinations they have doubtless spent many long winter months conjuring in their garrets. I imagine them constantly stooping to pick up their garden plans, color charts, and smelling salts as they make their tortuous way from one discordant vista after another. I would like to transport some of these delicate garden writers, perhaps even a busload, to the canyonlands of Utah sometime in May.
Imagine impossibly blue skies, and below these envision an entire landscape composed of strong colors combined in rather random and surrealistic patterns: cliffs with bright pinks, orange, and purple, banded with white and darker shades, and whole horizons bristling with multicolored turrets and towers of sheer stone. Scattered across this variegated rockscape are dark shades of bonsai conifers and and tiny mounds of silver, green, or dark herbs in every shape and form from gnomelike cacti and statuesque yuccas to bunneries that mimic alpine tundra. This is the intermountain region, heartland of the genus Penstemon. Again and again,
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from earliest spring to midsummer (and in some places in the fall), you may encounter tall, wand-like, bright red penstemons that stand out and bring the entire wild scene into a momentary focus.
No wonder delicate tummies are upset. Can you imagine how sickly and pallid a traditional English border would be transposed onto the Utah desert? Wafty pinks and washed-out lavenders and primrose yellows all tend to look quite whitish under the burning western sun. Give us bright orange, cobalt blues, and egg-yoke yellow! Above all give us reds: reds that can match Bryce Canyon, the throats of hummingbirds, and Western sunsets. Only the Indian paintbrushes, scarlet gilias, zauschnerias, and a few species oiMimulus can begin to compare in redness to the reddest penstemons. It's appropriate to note that most of these plants have apparently developed both their brilliant floral coloration and a long, tubular flower shape in order to attract hummingbirds for pollination. Anxious gardeners in regions short on hummers may be worried if their plants will set seed, but rest assured, quite a few insects also manage to pollinate red penstemons. In a short article, it is impossible to exhaust the theme of redness and penstemons, but let's take a look at a few of the reddest penstemons and see how they perform in various gardens.
A few dwarf scarlet penstemons:
In 1947, American Penstemon Society stalwarts Carleton Worth and Amel Priest collected seed of Penstemon pinifolius on a hot cliff in central New Mexico. Carleton would probably have been stunned to know that of the thousands of species of plants he collected in his travels this would be his most successful introduction.
The predominant form of the pineleaf penstemon in general cultivation is quite low, with sterile shoots rarely more than six inches high, and flower stems generally under a foot in height. Depending on climate and conditions, this penstemon blooms through practically the whole growing season, starting in late May with scattered bloom till frost. The color is an orange-scarlet somewhat less vivid than other species of penstemon. In Southwestern gardens, this penstemon has apparently been reintroduced from the wild, and a much taller and lankier form is commonly met with in nurseries in the Santa Fe and Albuquerque area. Taller forms seem to have rather deeper green foliage and flowers of a brighter scarlet.
All forms are easily rooted from cuttings, or grown from division or from seed. This is one penstemon that seems long lived in most climates: there are plants in Colorado that have persisted in the same spot for almost 20 years. Recently yellow-flowered sports appeared in three different British gardens. One of the clones has been named 'Mersea Yellow' and is now growing in a number of North American gardens. It will certainly be an outstanding introduction throughout the continent.
Botanists have been puzzled by Penstemon pinifolius. It resembles the Ericopsis section in foliage and habit, notably P. linarioides, but its flower color would suggest a closer affinity with one of the sections of red flowered
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penstemons. To me the flower shape suggests another anomaly of the genus: Penstemon rostriflorus. It is curious to note that the ranges of P. linarioides and P. rostriflorus overlap quite neatly over the range of P. pinifolius. I don't know if a hybrid origin of the last species has ever been suggested, but superficial characters suggest this as an avenue of inquiry.
The best known penstemons, at least in rock garden circles, are the shrubbies of the Dasanthera section. The two most brilliantly flowered species in this section are Penstemon rupicola and Penstemon newberryi. The commonest forms of both these species in nature are luminous rosy pinks, although at the southern end of the range of P. rupicola, the pinks begin to deepen into redder tones. Penstemon newberryi is pink in its Sierra manifestations, but a luminous crimson red in most of the stations where it occurs in the coastal range. This darker flowered phase has been segregated as a separate variety, berryi. It is apparently not as adaptable or hardy as the Sierra forms, although even more attractive to most eyes.
The Dasanthera penstemons seem to do best in gentler, maritime climates than in areas like the Midwest or the humid southeastern United States. In Colorado they can be grown in a well-drained, shady scree. Penstemon rupicola is much the easier of the two to grow in this area: we have never managed to grow P. newberryi for more than a year or two. It is intriguing to me that a plant of the dry Southwest such as P. pinifolius has proven so much more adaptable in a wide range of climates than its sisters of the Pacific Coast.
Mid-sized red penstemons
[image: image1.png]



What constitutes mid-size in penstemons? In Colorado at any rate penstemons sort into a variety of sizes that dictate their use and usefulness in a garden. The rock garden sorts are generally less than a foot. There is such a dramatic range of sizes in penstemons bigger than this that size is a useful criterion for dealing with the taller sorts. The mid​size penstemons range from a foot to two in height, and look best in the foreground of plantings. The taller sorts usually grow over a yard in height, and are definitely plants for background plantings.



Penstemon rupicola
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Penstemon utahensis
Those lucky few who have seen Penstemon utahensis would likely argue that this is the showiest of all penstemons. From western Colorado to eastern Nevada, over much of northern Arizona and southern Utah, this penstemon occurs in scattered colonies that bloom a vibrant carmine red in early spring. It begins to bloom in April over much of its range, although it can still be found blooming in June some years at higher elevations. In nature it can grow up to a yard in height, although shorter forms are found quite commonly. In the garden, this has proven a rather temperamental plant, needing dry conditions and good drainage. Our longest lived individuals have stayed quite short, a little more than a foot in height. The flat limb and luminous color make this penstemon altogether dazzling in effect. Since it grows in some of the most dramatic canyon country in the world, its shimmering effect is amplified.
Penstemon rostriflorus occurs over an even larger area in nature from western Colorado to southern California, throughout much of the Great Basin and upland deserts of the Southwest. Known for years as Penstemon bridgesii this showy penstemon does not appear to be closely related to any other species. It has a diffuse, branching rhizome that produces a forest of leafy stems unlike any other red penstemon. It blooms much of the summer season in Colorado. The bright flowers have narrow lobes that flare starwise in an attractive, spidery fashion. This generally grows about two feet in height both in the garden and in nature. In well-drained, not overly wet sites this has proven to be one of the longest lived penstemons in Colorado. It is so showy in bloom for such a long period, and produces such an abundance of seed, that I find its scarcity in gardens to be something of a mystery.
The two final mid-sized species I would like to discuss both originate in northern Mexico. Sallie Walker, a famous seed collector from Arizona, is apparently responsible for introducing Penstemon kunthii to our gardens. This distinctive species produces a vase of stems a foot or two in height from a central clump. The flowers usually start blooming in midsummer, blooming heavily all the way to frost. These are blunt, rounded affairs that occur in a range of deep reds from crimson shades, through garnet red to a sort of burnt orange-purple. The neat habit of this plant, combined with its long season of showy bloom and unquestionable hardiness, suggests that this may become a standard border plant one day. It is perhaps the finest penstemon introduction of the last decade.
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Penstemon campanulatus is one of the best known penstemons in milder climates, since it originates in Mexico. It often perishes in regions with subzero cold. It has variable flower color, from lavender through purple to quite reddish tones. A number of groups of hybrid penstemons trace their ancestry to this showy Mexican, with its large, trumpet-shaped flowers and glossy colors. It persists in favored spots in the Colorado garden for several years, although it cannot be considered long-lived. Some of its forms are a rich red in color, and all can stand up to any showy flower in the border.
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Large penstemons
There are a surprising number of species of penstemons with bright scarlet flowers found throughout the American Southwest. Perhaps the best known of these is Penstemon barbatus, which has the largest range of any species in the American West. This penstemon forms a typical tubular bloom, but with petal lobes sharply reflexed to give each flower a sleek, wind-blown appearance—more like a shaggy dog with its head out the window than the sharkshead to which it has been compared. This penstemon occurs up to 7,000' on the slopes of Pikes Peak, and across much of the Great Basin and southern California. It loves steep, gravelly slopes, often in part shade in nature. It hasn't proven very long lived in my experience, although in some gardens it regenerates liberally from self-sown seedlings.
Penstemon barbatus
Typically, Penstemon barbatus occurs in various deep red and scarlet shades, although a lovely, clear yellow strain has been developed by Dale Lindgren in North Platte. If this is interplanted with typical forms of the species, you can expect a breathtaking range of hybrids through the entire orange spectrum in a few years. Penstemon barbatus has also served as principal parent in quite a few series of hybrids that have become standards in the American nursery trade. , Other selections sold under various clonal names such as 'Praecox Nana', 'Prairie Dusk', and 'Rose Elf represent long years of selection by Glenn Viehmeyer and Utah State hybridizers that have culminated in long lived, easily propagated and long blooming plants for borders or rock gardens. Most of the hybrids come in an assortment of sunset pinks and roses rather than pure reds.
Penstemon eatonii is often confused with this last species, since it grows over much the same range. It seems to be a plant restricted more to the canyon country of the intermountain region where its dark red tubes can often be seen glowing in cool recesses of cliffs in the early summer months. The foliage is much more glaucous, and the plant rather more temperamental in my experience than other red penstemons. It forms a rather stalwart clump, with wavy, glaucous foliage and
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stem leaves, and has a long season of bloom several weeks after Penstemon barbatus.
Penstemon alamosensis carries the theme of glaucous foliage to extremes: here is one penstemon worth growing for its foliage along: it forms a powdery silver, bluish-white, basal rosette that is attractive at all seasons. The flowers are rather more orangey than other tall penstemons, with neatly flared limbs that make them stand out quite dramatically. Like many wild flowers from the Chihuahuan desert, this has become an everblooming perennial in the garden: flower stems are produced regularly throughout the growing season, and it can have two or three seasons of quite dramatic bloom. This is a highly local species in nature, entirely restricted to a small area in southcentral New Mexico. It has even been considered for endangered species status. Gardeners can perform a grand function by propagating and sharing this lovely plant far and wide.
Both subspecies of Penstemon cardinalis are also quite rare in nature, and both are also restricted to New Mexico. The effect of this plant is altogether different: here the foliage is thick and waxy to the point of succulence, but of a deep green color. The flowers are long, tubular affairs of a color and size that could be mistaken for a tube of Betty Boop's lipstick. These are produced in thick whorls up the stem, lasting for much of the summer season. Few penstemons bloom longer, or produce a greater impact than a well grown clump of this dramatic, statuesque species in any of its forms.
Penstemon murrayanus has similarly thick and deep green leaves, and large, peltate (clasping) stem leaves that cup the larger, more trumpet shaped flowers of a similar deep crimson color. This species is rather widespread several hundred miles to the east of the other red species mentioned, in the lower Midwest and Texas. A well-grown clump can reach five feet or more in height and bloom for much of the summer season.
In nature Penstemon pseudospectabilis grows in one of the hottest deserts on earth. It would appear that this would be a tender and difficult plant to grow in cold winter regions. It has surprised many people in the Denver area by growing very lushly, and blooming over a long season with a spectacular show of color. Here the crimson-carmine trumpets often have an arching tube and short, barely reflexed petal lobes. As in so many members of its section, it has the large, clasping stem leaves that form a cup around the flowers, only here they are quite noticeably toothed, and of a powdery blue color that has an altogether unique effect both in the garden and in the wild.
[image: image4.png]


There are other red flowered penstemons, both in the Southwest and throughout the mountains of northern Mexico. Many have yet to be introduced, and more are apt to be rather tender. All of the ones I've mentioned have grown successfully in Colorado over a number of years, despite winters with protracted, frequent subzero weather. In wet climates they will doubtless require much sun, drainage and possibly protection from excessive moisture. But on hot summer afternoons, the brilliant scarlet spikes of these penstemons are often the showiest and most gratifying element of a garden.  
                                                             Penstemon eatonii
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