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The Possibilities Of
Pen stzmon

With new varieties behaving more like annuals than perennials
and a much improved habit, this crop is ready to make a splash.

By Suzanne Falkenstein
and Harvey Lang

By consistently improving
varieties, plant breeders
have been able to refine

and reinvent some species.

These old standbys have
been transformed from

troublemakers to industry
sweethearts, from plants
no one wanted to grow
to ones they can’t keep

in stock. To show the
potential of these
emerging crops, GPN is
running a 6-part series
detailing each crop’s
transformation and some

tips for success.

January: Lobelia
February: Penstemon
March: Euphorbia
April: Salvia
May: Hellebores
June: Phlox hybrids
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enstemon offer a colorful
show that should not be
underrated. Typically
thought of as perennials,
they have received a lot of
attention from breeders lately. Recent
developments include larger and showier
blooms, a longer flowering season and
behavior that resembles annual color.

Most of the newer penstemon have
bushy, upright growth habits with eye-
catching spikes of color, bringing height
(up to 2 ft.) to gardens and containers.
Although penstemon flowers don’t gen-
erally have a significant fragrance, the
plants do attract hummingbirds and are
deer resistant.

Commonly called the summer snap-
dragon, penstemon are being bred for
exceptional heat tolerance, suiting them
for hot, sunny locations. Gardeners can
enjoy this unique flower all summer in
landscape beds and large, upright con-
tainers. Newer annual—type penstemon,
while not hardy, can tolerate tempera-
tures close to freezing and get through
early, cold spring nights.

One of the biggest improvements for
penstemon is the capability to flower the
first year. This means that many of the
new penstemon not only look like annu-
als but behave like them as well. Many
of these new varieties will fit neatly into
production schedules designed for
annuals, making them a must-try genus
with lots of potential.

Varieties are now available in both
seed and vegetative forms, and each
form has advantages and disadvan-
tages. Since seed has been around
longer and is more familiar, we will
focus on vegetative culture. There may
still be unique requirements for some
of the new seed types, so check with
your supplier before starting produc-
tion of a new crop.
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Receiving/Rooting Cuttings

Open penstemon shipments immedi-
ately upon arrival to provide good air
circulation. It is ideal to stick the cuttings
upon arrival; however, if this is not pos-
sible and you need to store them
overnight, keep the temperature at
about 40-42° F and the boxes open.
Cuttings that are left in closed boxes,
especially under warm conditions, can
develop yellow leaves and Botrytis
shortly after sticking.

With good, warm bottom heating
(70-72° F), roots will emerge in approxi-
mately two weeks. Penstemon, general-
ly, do not need rooting hormones if
warm rooting temperatures are provid-
ed. Preservation of cutting quality is
dependent on how quickly cuttings are
stuck into the propagation media and
the proper mist cycles are started.
Performing a little extra work in the
beginning will prove well worth it
when your crop grows uniformly with
little surprises.

The main diseases to watch for in
propagation are Botrytis leaf mold and
Pythium fungal root rot (after roots
form). To reduce Botrytis infections,
watch your mist cycles and don’t flood
the cuttings. Pulling more shade (less
than 2,500 foot-candles) and reducing
the amount of mist on the cuttings helps
reduce disease. Spraying appropriate
fungicides a few days after sticking also
helps control Botrytis. Adding a spray
adjuvant to the fungicide spray can
improve the effectiveness of the chemi-
cal and allow better water uptake into
the foliage. After about four weeks, cut-
tings should be fully rooted and ready
for transplant. They can be pinched now
or after transplant.

Finishing The Crop

There are several types of potting
media on the market that are appropri-
ate for penstemon, but make sure you
select a porous blend that drains well.
Transplant liners directly into the finish
container with the rooting cube placed
slightly below the level of the ®

Top right: Pensemon ‘Phoenix Magenta’. Top
left: Penstemon ‘Phoenix Appleblossom’. (Photos
courtesy of Fischer USA) Bottom: Penstemon
digitalis ‘Mystica” (Photo courtesy of Ernst
Benary of America)
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It Works!

Phyton-27° delivers exceptional bacterial and fungal
disease control on a wide range of ornamental crops.
Preventively and therapeutically, from propagation
to post-harvest, it just works!

Savvy growers rely on Phyton-27°!
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BACTERICIDE & FUNGICIDE

Phyton-27"
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Phyton Corporation - Manufacturer of Phyton-27° Read and follow all label directions.
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Harvested from unique Michigan sphagnum peat bogs,

increased nutrient absorption. This quality environment
an pot.entionally reduce the fertilizer needed to grow

our cr.gp and lead to faster crop turns, increased

p shelf life, and more vigorous, healthier plants.

Baccto Professional Planting Mixes. Born in Michigan.
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Nature and science —in balance.
800.324.7328 www.michiganpeat.com/born




Root-Zone “Puts Plants to Sleep” during shipping,
transplanting or other stressful situations.
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“Amazing New Type of Antidesiccant”
Drenching Root-Zone into the media of any containerized plant puts
the plant immediately into a dormant-like state. Plants will be protected
against stress for up to three weeks or until normal watering is resumed.
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VERDERA

A new formulation of
Mycostop Biofungicide

User friendly and economic

Controls and suppresses
wide range of fungal
plant diseases

Especially effective
on ornamentals and
vegetables

Easy to apply as drench,
soil mix, seed treatment,
or cutting dip

Suitable for biological
and integrated disease
control programs

EPA registered

Distributors:

Aukso

AgBio, Inc.

9915 Raleigh Street

Westminster, CO 80031

PH: 877-268-2020 or 303-469-9221
Fax: 303-469-9598

website: www.agbio-inc.com
e-mail: info@agbio-inc.com
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AgResources

Monterey AgResources (West coast)
PO Box 35000

Fresno, California 93745

PH: (5659) 499-2100

Fax: (559) 499-1015

website: www.montereyagresources.com
e-mail: info@montereyagresources.com

Write in 744

container. Planting too shallow (plug
above soil line) will promote exces-
sive drying and wilting despite a
moist environment. Penstemon are
upright plants, and planting too shal-
low can also cause some problems
with plant stability. Dibbling the con-
tainer media before transplanting
makes the job go quicker and can
help reduce damaging of the fragile
roots during transplanting.

Although penstemon can be
grown in a range of upright contain-
ers, they can get rather tall and are
better managed in 5-inch or larger
pots. If plants haven’t been pinched
in propagation, then most varieties
should be given a light pinch about
7-10 days after transplanting to
encourage branching and make a
bushier, fuller plant.

Most penstemon are moderate
feeders and generally require about
200 ppm nitrogen at every irrigation.
Maintaining an electrical conductivity
(EC) reading in the media of approxi-
mately 2.0 is usually sufficient for
healthy growth. Maintain the pH at
about 5.8-6.2. We have noticed that
some penstemon are prone to high
pH and iron deficiency. To correct the
deficiency, keep media pH levels
under control and drench periodical-
ly with iron sulfate or iron chelate at a
rate of 4 oz. per 100 gal.

Penstemon require high light
intensities and moderately warm
temperatures (65-70° F daily aver-
age) for healthy growth and abun-
dant flowering. Avoid overly wet
and cold conditions immediately
after transplant or you could lose
some plants to fungal root rot.

Some of the newer annual types
do not appear to be day-length sensi-
tive, rather they are light accumula-
tors. That is, the more light and high-
er the light intensity, the better the
flowering and growth. This is not true
of all penstemon, however, so pay
careful attention to day-length
requirements.

Many penstemon varieties are
vigorous growers and will need
chemical growth regulation
throughout the production cycle.
They appear to be responsive to a
range of plant growth regulators.
Sprays of Sumagic (Valent USA) at
5-10 ppm or B-9 (Chemtura Corp.)
plus Cycocel (OHP, Inc.) combina-
tions (2,500 ppm + 1,000 ppm,
respectively) work well. Under the
warm temperatures often experi-
enced during late spring or early
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Penstemon smallii ‘Violet Dusk” (Photo courtsey of
PanAmerican Seed)
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Ball FloraPlant
www.ballfloraplant.com
P. Mexicale ‘Minaret Purple’

Ernst Benary Of America
www.benary.com
P. digitalis ‘Mystica’

Fischer USA
www.fischerusa.com
Phoenix series

Hishtil Nurseries
www.hishtil.com

P. spectabilis

‘Raven’ and ‘Snowstorm’

summer, several applications of
PGRs may be needed.

With everything done right,
most first-year-flowering penste-
mon produced as annuals in 5- to
6-inch pots will finish in about 11-
12 weeks. Expect slightly longer
times for 1-gal. and larger contain-
ers. After the plants get planted
into the landscape, they should
flourish and continue to flower
throughout the season.

Suzanne Falkenstein is marketing
and communications manager and
Harvey Lang is director of technical
support with Fischer USA.
Falkenstein can be reached by phone
at (303) 415-1466 ext. 215 or E-mail at
suzanne@fischerusa.com.

LearnMore

For more information

related to this article, go to
www.gpnmag.com/Im.cfm/gp020601
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