March Winds and Hellebores
The plants which brave the March winds are the Hellebore, though the Black Hellebore or Christmas Rose precedes the Lenten Rose by producing white flowers in January or February.  There is a Mediaeval tale that says that the Christmas Rose first bloomed where an angel touched the ground, providing a floral gift for an empty-handed child to give to the new born Christ baby.  
 I have heard of a generous gardener whose Christmas Rose did not thrive until he planted it in a small bed outside the front door.  Under this flower bed ran the drain from a wash basin so that every time hands were washed the plant received some comforting heat from below – and the flowers cheered the gardener when he left home each winter morning.

However this charming plant contains a poison which is a powerful heart stimulant and purgative.  This must be the reason why the canny rabbits do not attack the Lenten Roses which have made themselves at home in my garden.  
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They first appear above the soil as small pale purple fists punching upwards at the cold and surrounded by a frayed green cuff,  The flower remains protectively bent over and finally opens bravely to face the weather, somewhat resembling a Tudor rose.  Hellebores are promiscuous and ill-disciplined, appearing where I didn’t plant them; varying in colour from greenish-white to dark purple.  As the seed pods form, the flower turns green lasting until May, and the palmate leaves prepare the plant for a brave appearance early next year.
                                                                                                                                                  Pam Francis

