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n a world where I could only have

10 plants in my garden—clutch your

pearls, right>—lambs’ ears (Stachys
byzantina and cvs., Zones 4-8) would
most assuredly be one of them. I have
been a fan of the cultivar ‘Big Ears’ for
what seems like forever, and I have grown
it in my own garden for almost as long. I
like the playfulness of the fuzzy leaves—
so much like a lamb’s cuddly ears. Their
silvery complexion complements colorful
perennials, and the bold foliage is sub-
lime with fine-textured grasses. At some
point, lambs’ ears went from a novelty
to a garden standard in my eyes, but my
appreciation of its soft wooliness has never
wavered. The rambling habit makes lambs’
ears a good ground cover, but I think this
plant is best—as a lone plant or massed—
spilling onto a walk or terrace, where the
velvety leaves blur the hard edges.

My awareness of betonies (8. officina-

lis and cvs., and S. macrantha and cvs.)
developed quickly after my first sight-
ing of wood betony in an exceptional
local garden. Spikes of glowing purple
flowers rose above lush verdant mounds
as an exclamation point in that blousy
English-style border. It struck me as an
uncommon stand-in for the verticality of
commonplace perennials such as veronica
(Veronica spp. and cvs., Zones 4-8) and
woodland salvia (Salvia nemorosa and cvs.,
Zones 3-9). I spent the rest of that sum-
mer amassing a trial to learn more about
the diversity of Stachys and to discover
why betonies weren’t more available.

What’s the difference?
The three main members of the genus Stachys are fairly easy to identify if you focus on their foliar traits.
LAMBS’ EARS BIG BETONY WOOD BETONY
S. byzantina and cvs. S. macrantha and cvs. S. officinalis and cvs.
« Silvery green to gray-green e Dark green e Light to dark green
¢ Tomentose * Wrinkled ¢ Wrinkled
* Spoon-shaped to elliptical ¢ Scalloped margins ¢ Scalloped margins
¢ 4 to 10 inches long ¢ Roughly hairy ¢ Somewhat hairy
« Evergreen * 4 inches long * Oblong to egg-shaped
¢ Scalloped margins * Deciduous ¢4 to 5 inches long
* Broadly ovate or egg-shaped » Deciduous to semi-evergreen
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Photos: Jennifer Benner (pp. 64, 71); Michelle Gervais (p. 65, top; p. 69, bottom); Danielle Sherry (p. 65, bottom left and right; p. 69, center right; p. 70, top and bottom left); courtesy of

Richard Hawke (p. 65, bottom center; p. 66, bottom left; p. 68, all photos); millettephotomedia.com (p. 66, top left and right, bottom right; p. 69, center left).

The pale silvery green leaves of ‘Big Ears’
(S. byzantina ‘Big Ears’, photo p. 64) are
larger than those of other lambs’ ears, and
this plant rarely flowers; despite it’s being
touted as nonflowering, we saw a stem or
two each year. A lack of flowers may not
seem like a plus, but in the case of lambs’
ears, it can be. The fuzzy calyces hide the
small purple flowers, so the show is more
about the texture of the floral stems. The
downside is that flowering saps energy,
which causes a decline in plant health and
a tatty appearance later in the season. ‘Big
Ears’ is a robust spreader and is considered
more tolerant of heat and humidity. In the
garden world, ‘Countess von Zeppelin’ and
‘Helene von Stein’ often masquerade as ‘Big
Ears’. I cannot say every plant for sale is the
same, but the names generally all refer to
the same big-leaved plant.

‘Cotton Boll’ (S. byzantina ‘Cotton Boll’),
on the other hand, pushes up an abundance
of stems without flowers because it is a
sterile selection. Its unique look and name
come from the vibrant silver-white fuzzy
balls that appear in tiers along the stems in
early summer. The head-to-toe fuzziness of
‘Cotton Boll’ is a textural treat, while both
hot- and cool-colored flowers enhance its
bright silvery stems and leaves. ‘Cotton Boll’
is 10 inches tall—to 18 inches with floral
stems—and 30 inches wide. The flower
stems start out upright but tend to flop
later. Removing the stems is not necessary
to maintain health and vigor, but the plants
will look tidier.

The shorter and narrower leaves of ‘Silver
Carpet’ (S. byzantina ‘Silver Carpet’) are the
same silvery green as those of the species,
though the smaller leaves seem woolier than
other lambs’ ears to me. While this cultivar
is considered nonflowering, an occasional
floral stem may pop up. These erratic stems
don’t add anything to the show, so a quick
snip takes care of that. ‘Silver Carpet’ is the
lambs’ ears that I see most commonly used
as a ground cover. The dense, mat-forming
habit has a clean look, allowing it to settle in
nicely at the front of a bed or border.
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'Wave Hill’ (S. byzantina “Wave Hill’) is
essentially a flowering version of ‘Big Ears’,
so naturally I am predisposed to like it. The
similarity of the two in leaf and habit is
unquestionable, but “‘Wave Hill’ consistently
produces flowers each year. At 32 inches, its
flower stems were the tallest of the lambs’
ears, and the half-inch blossoms were twice
as long as those of ‘Primrose Heron’. Enjoy
the modest floral show, but be quick to
remove the spent stems before seeds ripen
and things turn ugly. The large, silvery green
leaves form a fat mound.

Paradoxically, it is not that I liked ‘Primrose
Heron’ (S. byzantina ‘Primrose Heron’) more
or less than other lambs’ ears; it’s that I liked
it at all. At first, [ was dubious of the yellow-
gray leaves—they looked a bit sickly—but
by the third spring, their soft glow won me
over. The early chartreuse to occasionally
acid yellow color gradually fades to gray-
green, although some yellow may appear
again in fall. ‘Primrose Heron’ just missed a
top score because of low flower production,
which, ironically, is what I consider the least
important attribute of lambs’ ears. Unfortu-
nately, it also lacks the vigor of other cultivars
and seems to struggle more after winter.

‘Robusta’ big betony (S. macrantha ‘Ro-
busta’, photo p. 68) was a solid performer
from the first spring to the last. Unlike
lambs’ ears, betonies are flowering plants
first, although there is nothing shabby
about the foliar show on its own; they are
also clumpers rather than spreaders. The
1-inch-long, vibrant, rosy purple flowers are
larger than most and are clustered in termi-
nal spikes from late spring to midsummer.
Peak bloom is about two weeks after floral
budburst. In full sun, the flowers are tightly
bunched in whorls at the ends of upright
stems; the whorls are looser in partial shade.

The resemblance of ‘Robusta’ to ‘Superba’
big betony (S. macrantha ‘Superba’, photo
p. 68) is clear, so much so that I tell garden-
ers to consider them interchangeable and to
buy whichever is easiest to find. That said,
‘Superba’ has dark pink-purple flowers and

(2]

Be wary
of the
nomenclature

¢ With leaves alone,
the relation of lambs’
ears to betonies is
confounding, and
it appears that tax-
onomists agree. Big
betony (Stachys ma-
crantha) and wood
betony (S. officinalis)
have been rechris-
tened Betonica
macrantha and B. of-
ficinalis, respectively.
These name changes
have not caught on
widely, though, so
I'm sticking with the
old names for now.

There are some
additional Stachys
nomenclatural issues:
S. maxima and S.
minor are dubious
names despite their
widespread commer-
cial use. S. monieri—
usually associated
with '"Hummelo’—is
an invalid name and
a synonym of S. of-
ficinalis. Likewise,
the dwarf betony
formerly known as
S. minima is now

S. spathulata. All this
is to say that it can
be hard to find the
plant you're looking
for unless you know
its multiple labels.
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Photos: courtesy of Intrinsic Perennial Gardens (p. 69, top); Andy and Sally Wasowski, Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center (p. 70, bottom right). lllustration p. 67: Chudtsankov/dreamstime.com.

is slightly larger. It also blooms about two
weeks later than ‘Robusta’. The broad,
nearly heart-shaped leaves stay healthy from
spring to fall. Given their close likeness to
each other, I cannot really explain why I
favor ‘Robusta’ over ‘Superba’. I would be
happy with either one in my garden.

‘Hummelo’ wood betony (S. officinalis
‘Hummelo’, photo p. 65) might be the

best thing that ever happened to betonies,
because its popularity increased gardeners’
awareness of other ones. As a plant, ‘Hum-
melo’ looks much like any wood betony;
however, the half-inch flowers are a distinc-
tive dark violet. From early to midsummer,
compact flower heads—3 inches long—are
held on arrow-straight stems to 24 inches
tall. ‘Hummelo’ has narrower green leaves
than big betony but shares the same wrin-
kled surface and scalloped margins. ‘Hum-
melo’ was named after Piet Oudolf’s garden/
nursery—but, interestingly, Hummel is Ger-
man for “bumblebee” and could be taken as
anod to this plant’s bee-friendly nature. All
betonies and lambs’ ears are great pollinator
plants. After years of delighting gardeners,
‘Hummelo’ was named the 2019 Perennial
Plant of the Year—a well-deserved accolade.

‘Pink Cotton Candy’ wood betony (S.
officinalis ‘Pink Cotton Candy’) is a seed-
ling discovered in our trials—one positive
argument for not deadheading! We quickly
recognized its unique bicolored pink flow-
ers and exceptional plant vigor. Each flower
is light and dark pink, and both colors fade
to lighter versions as they age, which cre-
ates a multicolored floral show from early
to late summer. The half-inch flowers are
clustered in 4-inch spikes atop 24-inch-tall
stems; without flowers the plant is compact.
Although some gardeners have reported
lax to floppy stems, we observed a strictly
upright habit in our full-sun garden. The
monochromatic pairing of ‘Pink Cotton
Candy’ with short coneflowers is delightful.
Pixie Meadowbrite® (Echinacea ‘CBG Cone
2’, Zones 4-9), for example, is a perfect
companion (photo p. 67).
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NEW KIDS WORTHY OF A SECOND LOOK

v

My first impressions of a plant are not always
lasting ones, but ‘Summer Romance’ betony

(S. ‘Summer Romance’) captivated me from its
early days in the trials. The bright pink-purple
flowers, in nearly 4-inch-long clusters, peak for

a couple of weeks in early summer before dwin-
dling down by midsummer. ‘Summer Romance’
has a bushy habit, 32 to 36 inches tall and 24
inches wide, with rigid purple flower stems that
rise above mounds of healthy green leaves. The
comparison to ‘Hummelo’ is an easy one to make
because they have a similar look, but | think
‘Summer Romance’ has a robustness of habit and
flower that surpasses its predecessor.

The flowers of ‘Summer Crush’ betony (S.
‘Summer Crush’) create a mellower confec-
tion than those of the vibrant ‘Summer
Romance’. Both cultivars come from the
hand of plantsman Brent Horvath, who has
introduced many impressive perennials over
the years. The small flowers open pink and
age to soft pink and white—a pretty flower
show in the vein of ‘Pink Cotton Candy’.
Dense flower spikes, to 3 inches long, perch
on strong stems from early to midsummer.
‘Summer Crush’ reached 34 inches tall and
28 inches wide in just two years.

Dwarf wood betony (S. officinalis ‘Densiflorus’)
is diminutive in all ways to larger betonies but
does not skimp on charm. The glossy dark green
leaves are about 2 inches long and just over a
half-inch wide, and they have dainty scalloped
margins. Rosy purple flowers, crowded in short
spikes, bloom from early to midsummer. Dwarf
wood betony’s compact stature, just 10 inches
tall and 12 inches wide, is helpful in smaller
spaces where the size and vigor of bigger beto-
nies would not work. | am picturing this pint-size
beauty in my trough garden, and resisting calling
it “cute” is hard.

A number of lambs’ ears continually eluded my
trial due to lack of availability, so | was pleased
to find ‘Silky Fleece’ (S. byzantina ‘Silky
Fleece’), a cleverly named newer introduction.
The small velvety leaves are pale silvery green
and form compact rosettes up to 10 inches
wide. Although I'm thoroughly satisfied with
the leaves of ‘Silky Fleece’ on their own, the
spikes of plum-colored flowers on 10-inch-tall
stems are a sweet touch in midsummer. The
silky cushions stay attractive and healthy if
stems are removed promptly as flowers fade.
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INVASIVE ALERT

Marsh hedgenettle
(Stachys palustris) was
removed from the
trial after two years
due to its aggressive
running habit. It was
mild-mannered the
first summer but
sprouted throughout
the test plot and into
surrounding turf the
following spring. This
plant is probably best
left to its preferred
habitat in soggy land-

scapes, such as moist
meadows, marshes,
swales, and roadside
ditches.
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Stachys
S. byzantina

Height

late spring to
midsummer

moderate

silvery green

S. byzantina ‘Big
Ears’

14in.

30 in.

purple

rarely flowered

low

silvery green

ok Kk S. byzantina 101in. 30in. silvery white mid to late heavy (sterile 18 in. silvery green
‘Cotton Boll’ summer stems)
* %k k S. byzantina 9in. 20 in. purple mid to late low 16 in. yellow-gray
‘Primrose Heron’ summer

e FY e

S. byzantina 8in. 30in. purple rarely flowered low n/a silvery green
‘Silver Carpet’
0 8.0 ¢ S. byzantina 12in. 30in. purple mid to late low 32in. silvery green
‘Wave Hill summer

* S. coccinea 17 in. 38in. coral red early to late low 21in. gray-green
‘Hot Spot Coral’ summer
2.0 8 ¢ S. discolor 6in. 18 in. pale yellow early to late moderate 10in. green
summer
*k S. macrantha 12in. 24.in. purple-pink early to late low 18in. green
summer
* %k k S. macrantha 9in. 25in. pale pink to early to late moderate 18 in. green
_ ‘Morning Blush’ white summer
ekok ok S. macrantha 18 in. 26 in. rosy purple late spring to heavy 24 in. green
‘Robusta’ midsummer
Ve ,,‘i‘ | *kxk S. macrantha 24 in. 28 in. dark pink- mid to late heavy 27 in. green
y ‘Superba’ purple summer
2.8 8¢ S. maxima 9in. 18in. rose-purple mid to late heavy 18 in. green
summer
2.8, 8. ¢ S. minor 9in. 20 in. rose-purple mid to late heavy 16in. green
summer
ok k S. officinalis 12in. 30in. purple early to mid- heavy 30 in. green
summer
~,':§ 0,28 ¢ S. officinalis 121in. 26 in. white early to late heavy 24 in. green
&2 ‘Alba’ summer
= kok S. officinalis 3in. 14 in. white early to late moderate 7in. green
e ‘Dwarf White’ summer
) Jekdk S. officinalis 121in. 20 in. dark violet early to late heavy 24.in. green
‘Hummelo’ summer
7 - S. officinalis 10in. 24 in. light and early to late heavy 24 in. green
J_ ‘Pink Cotton dark pink summer
Candy’
Kk k S. officinalis 12in. 27in. pink early to late moderate 28 in. green
‘Rosea’ summer
* & S. officinalis 8in. 18 in. pink mid to late moderate 14in. green
‘Saharan Pink’ summer
2.8, ¢ S. spathulata 6in. 20in rose-purple mid to late heavy 12in. dark green
S summer
* Kk S. thirkei 3in. 24in magenta late spring to low 14in. gray-green

midsummer

Richard Hawke is plant evaluation manager at the Chicago Botanic Garden in Glencoe, Illinois.
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RATINGS

** %k Excellent
*%*x*x  Good
** Fair

* Poor
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