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BAPTISIA
Baptisias have been grown in the UK since the 19th 

century, but are now enjoying a much-deserved spike 
in popularity, thanks in part to the many new hybrids  

WORDS JOHN HOYLAND  PHOTOGRAPHS JASON INGRAM

Baptisia ‘Brownie Points’
Developed by Hans Hansen at  

Walters Gardens in the USA this  
new cultivar has 25cm long spikes  

of caramel-brown flowers with  
yellow keels. The colour of the  

flowers does not fade with age. 1m. 
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he prairies, woods and meadows of North America are a rich 
source of plants for British gardens. Baptisia australis, has been grown in 
gardens here since the end of the 19th century and generations of garden 
writers have extolled the virtues of its blue, pea-like flowers, its longevity 
and its adaptability. Until recently, though, there have been only a few other 
species of Baptisia grown, a couple of cultivars and no hybrids. Now, 
suddenly, dozens of new forms are appearing in nurseries and garden 
centres. And many more are on their way.

Plant breeders have been won over by the genus’s ability to thrive in 
poor soils, its beautiful foliage and handsome flowers. It is a member of 
the Fabaceae family and so related to peas and beans. The flowers are 
composed of large, outer petals that are referred to as the standard, two 
lower petals that are known as wings and, beneath the wings, two petals 
that are joined together to form the keel. These are the terms growers often 
use when describing colour variations in the flower.

It is common for Baptisia to be mistaken for another member of the 
Fabaceae family, lupins, but the similarity is limited to the new shoots and 
the flowers. Baptisia are not susceptible to the pests and diseases that attack 
lupins and will live for many years longer.

There are about 17 species of Baptisia, all native Americans. Baptisia 
australis, which is usually one of the parents of modern hybrids, has 
rounded, often glaucous leaves. Growing above the foliage in late spring 
are spikes of indigo-blue flowers that reach about 1m tall, sometimes more 
on rich soils. After the flowers are over the plant has a second flush of 
growth and by the end of summer it has matte-black pods, like small 
broad beans. Rattle them and you have the sound of mini maracas.

The other main species used in Baptisia breeding are the yellow-flowered 
Baptisia sphaerocarpa, named for its spheroid-shaped seedpods; Baptisia 
bracteata, a prostrate form with ivory-coloured flowers; and Baptisia alba. 
Surprisingly Baptisia alba hasn’t caught gardeners’ imaginations in the same 
way as Baptisia australis. I consider it a far more elegant plant, with dusky-
charcoal stems and racemes of creamy-white flowers. Young plants flower 
sparsely but I have one that after five years had 20 flower spikes. It flowers 
earlier than other species and is covered by hungry bumblebees.

The new hybrid flowers encompass blues and white as well as mahogany, 
brown and pink. Some breeders are focusing on bi-coloured plants where 
the keel of the flower is either a contrasting or a complementary colour to 
the rest of the flower. To meet the trend towards smaller gardens other 
breeders are producing shorter, more compact plants.

The new range of colours will mean more gardeners can find a place for 
them in their gardens. In my own I like the combination in the spring of  
Baptisia australis planted among white peonies with tall, blue alliums 
threaded though both plants. Later in the year the soft-green domes of the 
Baptisia are a perfect background for the sharp spires of herbaceous salvias. 
In a friend’s orchard I was impressed by pools of a pale-blue hybrid 
growing in rough grass with dark-blue masts of Camassia leichtlinii subsp. 
suksdorfii moored around them. I have also seen Baptisia grown as a sort of 
flowering hedge, in the way lavender is sometimes used. The flowers were 
cut down after they have finished and for the rest of the year the Baptisia 
formed a softly undulating enclosure for taller later-flowering perennials.

Whatever your style of garden or your taste in colour, it is probable 
that among the new wave of baptisias there are some that will enhance 
your garden. I will certainly be growing more. n

• Author John Hoyland is a plantsman and garden writer who has gardens in,  
both southeast England and southwest France. His recommendations for the  

best baptisias can be found over the next five pages.

Kwekerij De Hessenhof
Kwekerij De Hessenhof, where 

the images for this feature 
were taken, is a specialist 

nursery in the Netherlands 
run by Hans Kramer (above) 

and his wife Miranda
hessenhof.nl 

PLANT PROFILE
What A genus of about  
25 species of herbaceous 
perennials. Also known  
as false indigo.
Origins North America, 
particularly in the  
American Midwest.
Season Spring.
Size They range in height 
from around 30cm to 1.2m.
Conditions The perfect 
conditions are a well-
drained soil in full sun.
Hardiness Baptisia are 
hardy throughout the UK. 
Most of those featured here 
have a RHS hardiness rating 
of H7 (colder than -20ºC), 
and are suitable for gardens 
in USDA zones 3a to 9b.

*Holds an Award of Garden 
Merit from the Royal 
Horticultural Society. 
†Hardiness ratings given 
where available. 

Baptisia ‘Golden 
Chestnut’
Although there are several 
brown-flowered cultivars, 
Hans Kramer selected this 
because of the intensity of 
the chestnut-brown petals 
and the contrasting 
clearness of the bright-
yellow keel. 1m. 
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Baptisia australis var. 
minor ‘Blue Pearls’

This cultivar, which bears 
soft blue-grey flowers in 

early May, is far more 
floriferous than plants in 

the wild. The foliage forms  
a neat, dense dome about 

60cm and the flowers 
spikes reach 90cm.  

RHS H7, USDA 3a-8b†.

Baptisia ‘Lemon 
Meringue’
The flowers begin  
calmly as purplish  
buds on charcoal  
stems and then erupt  
into vibrant yellow  
spires. It’s one of the  
Decadence Series of 
hybrids that are slowly 
becoming available in the 
UK. 90cm. USDA 3a-8b. 

Baptisia Midnight  
Prairieblues  
(= ‘Midnight’)
A vigorous and long-
flowering hybrid with  
a vase-shaped habit.  
It’s striking for the length 
of its flower spikes, which 
can sometimes reach 
50cm long. When in 
flower the plant grows 
to around 1.2m. 

Baptisia ‘Smokey Night’
Another selection  
made by nurseryman 
Hans Kramer. This one 
was a seedling from 
another of his crosses 
Baptisia ‘Night Sky’ and 
was chosen by Hans for 
its dark-violet flowers. It  
is an extremely compact 
plant that grows to 
around 80cm. 

Baptisia ‘Pink Truffles’
Several pink cultivars 
have been developed  
but none so far have 
achieved clear-pink 
flowers.  As the pale-pink 
flowers of this hybrid  
age, they fade to a 
washed-out lilac-lavender 
colour. The plant is part of 
the compact Decadence 
Series. 90cm. 
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Cultivation
Baptisias are undemanding plants that are easy to grow on  
well-drained soil in sun or part shade. The ideal conditions are  
a sandy loam in full sun but they will tolerate a wide range of soil 
types, including clay, as long as the soil does not become 
waterlogged in winter. Once established, they are extremely 
tolerant of periods of drought. Because of their long tap-root 
baptisias are more difficult to move than most herbaceous 
perennials, so choose where you want to plant them carefully. 

Plants are going to be growing in the same spot for years  
so before planting dig plenty of compost or well-rotted manure 
into the area. On heavy soils add horticultural grit to the mix. 
Every few years mulch around the crown of the plant with 
compost. Baptisias do not like to be crowded out by other 
plants and are at their most vigorous when air can circulate 
around them. Nurseryman and Baptisia specialist Hans 
Kramer recommends not planting other plants too closely 
around them, particularly in the first year.

Baptisia sphaerocarpa establishes more slowly than other 
species and the stems have a tendency to flop over after the 
plant has flowered. If this looks too untidy you can either 
support the plant with birch twigs or metal hoops early in the 
year as it starts growing, or cut the whole plant down to a few 
centimetres above the soil after it has flowered. Cutting the 
plant down will produce a compact dome of fresh-looking 
foliage but you will lose the seedpods.

Some Baptisia – especially the modern hybrids – are 
reputed by enthusiastic marketing blurb to be unappealing  
to deer. However, you should be wary of such claims, a local 
muntjac deer enjoyed munching on ours, even when there 
were far tastier plants in the garden.

Dividing the main plant into smaller pieces is the usual  
way with herbaceous perennials to produce more plants.  
With Baptisia, the long tap root makes this difficult and the 
smaller pieces often do not establish. To have the best chance 
of success, dig up as much of the plant as possible in spring 
just as new growth appears. Dig deep and take as much root 
as possible. Cut the plant apart with a saw (or, do as I do and 
use an old bread knife) and replant the divisions immediately 
before the roots dry out.

Baptisias can be grown from seed, although only seed from 
species plants will produce new plants that are true to type. 
The seed has a hard coat, similar to that of a sweet pea seed, 
and will germinate more quickly if it is soaked overnight in 
warm water. Germination should take about a month but you 
will not have a flowering plant for three years. Stem cuttings 
should be used to increase named hybrids and cultivars but 
can be tricky to do even for specialist growers. To have the 
best chance of success, take cuttings in the spring and use a 
rooting powder. Hans Kramer says that about 30 per cent of 
cuttings do not succeed, which accounts for the relative high 
price of Baptisia compared to other herbaceous perennials.

Where to see and buy
• ��The Beth Chatto Gardens 

Elmstead Market, Colchester, 
Essex CO7 7DB. 
Tel 01206 822007, 
bethchatto.co.uk

• �Hillview Hardy Plants 
Worfield, nr Bridgnorth, 
Shropshire WV15 5NT. 
Tel 01746 716454, 
hillviewhardyplants.com

• �Kwekerij De Hessenhof 
Hessenweg 41, 6718 TC Ede, 
the Netherlands.  
Tel +31 (0)318 617334, 
hessenhof.nl

• �Wisley Plant Centre 
RHS Garden, Wisley, Woking, 
Surrey GU23 6QB. 
Tel 01483 211113, rhs.org.uk/
wisleyplantcentre

Baptisia x variicolor 
‘Twilite’
This cross between  
B. australis and  
B. sphaerocarpa is  
a vigorous plant that 
resembles a shrub  
more than it does an 
herbaceous perennial.  
Its attractive violet  
flowers have a soft- 
yellow keel. 1.5m.

Baptisia bracteata
Produces gorgeous, 
creamy-white flowers, 
which are followed by 
pale-green seedpods  
that resemble bunches  
of grapes. It is the  
first of the genus to 
flower. Unlike other 
species the flowers are 
not upright but prostate. 
30cm. USDA 3a-9b.

Baptisia sphaerocarpa
The bright-yellow flowers 
held on stiffly upright 
stems are a startling 
contrast to the blues and 
mauves of most other 
species in the genus. In 
the autumn, the foliage 
has a golden sheen. 
Although it can reach 1m, 
it rarely grows taller than 
60cm. USDA 5a-8b.

Baptisia australis 
‘Caspian Blue’
It is the blue-green foliage 
that sets this cultivar 
apart. Its flowers are  
a lavender blue, and are 
paler than the species. 
This is a cultivar that is 
usually grown from seed 
so plants in nurseries  
can vary slightly. 1m.  
RHS H7, USDA 3a-9b.

Baptisia sphaerocarpa 
‘Screamin’ Yellow’
Despite the name this 
cultivar is no more 
flamboyant than the 
straight species (see left). 
It is, however, more 
floriferous and, because  
it has a more upright 
habit, does not need 
staking. 60cm.  
USDA 5a-8b.

Baptisia australis ‘Alba’
Another cultivar bred by 
Hans Kramer. A white-
flowered form that has 
dense flower spikes. It  
is sometimes sold as  
B. alba, which is a different 
species that is rare in 
gardens, with sparser 
flowers and finer foliage. 
90cm. RHS H7,  
USDA 3a-8b.


