Lovely Lavender
Moira Miller, Lyon County Master Gardener

Lavender, L. angustifolia, comes from a family of 21 aromatic, evergreen, perennial shrubs.  It is native to the Mediterranean area, though England and France have many large lavender farms.  Young plants have many soft wood branches, which become woody as the plant matures.  The color range spans green to gray.  The predominantly gray coloring is an indication that lavender is very drought tolerant.  Flowers will be anywhere from a very soft lilac to a rich dark blue to pink.  The plants range in size from 6 inches to 3 feet and grow best in zones.  Lavender has a long and revered history.  It represents love and chastity; therefore, it is frequently used in wedding bouquets.  It is also used to protect linens and other pieces of clothing from moths.  This is accomplished by drying the lavender and hanging it in closets, or wrapping it in muslin and setting it in drawers.  Added to baths, lavender helps to cleanse and stimulate the skin.  Wrap flowers in cheesecloth and hang from the tape as the tub is filling, then soak up the invigorating fragrance as well as its healing properties. 

As lavender does not come true to its parent, growing it from seed can be disappointing, so taking cuttings from a mother plant is the surest way to have plants of the same type.  This can be accomplished by taking 2-3” cuttings, preferably side shoots, from the mother plant in early summer.  Set in pots of sandy soil, and place the pots in a shady part of the garden, watering as needed until roots form.  Once roots have formed, either pop them out of the pot and plant in a protected area for the winter, mulching well, or bring pots in and keep in a cool well lit area watering sparingly.  Lavender requires a good, well-drained soil where no water can pool either after rains or in the spring when the snow melts.  A sloping garden where other plants struggle will please lavender very well.  Neutral to alkaline soils in full sun are also important.  In the spring, or fall when setting out the cuttings, be sure to leave 2 to 3 feet between them, and clip them back when they start to flower, as a strong plant is what you want the first year, and the flowers will reduce its size and strength.  
Occasionally, lavender can be bothered by fungus disease, caterpillars, or aphids, but overall, they require very little in the way of maintenance.  Remove the spent flowers to encourage good growth.  In the garden, try lavenders as an edging for walkways, around rose beds and in rock gardens.  They make the best impact when grown where their flower spikes can be easily seen.  Try them in pots on steps where they will be touched when you walk by, releasing their fragrance.  Lavender in flower makes a great gift.  Cut a number of branches, and tie them up with raffia or colored ribbon.  They can be put in an empty vase out of direct light, and will keep their shape and smell for years.  Setting a sprig or two on a wrapped gift makes it something very special! 

Two types of lavender to try for this area are (1) 'Hidcote' series, named after Hidcote Manor in England. 'Hidcote Blue' has purple blooms and reaches 15 to 24 inches tall. 'Hidcote Pink' offers light pink flowers.  (2) 'Alba' has white flowers and reaches 15 to 24 inches tall and wide. 

Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability, or national origin.  Additional gardening information can be found at the Lyon County Master Gardener Association website http://lcmga.yolasite.com
