
Plant-of-the-Month 

Variegated Sweet Flag  
 

 

     Variegated sweet flag (Acorus calamus ‘Variegatus’) is a must-have marginal plant for any water 

garden.  It is easy to grow and has eye-catching foliage.  The narrow, sword-shaped leaves grow three-

plus feet tall with a vertical cream stripe.  This stately plant adds color and structure to the water feature.  

It likes full sun but will tolerate bright shade and is considered to be pest free.  It is winter hardy in zone 

4 with little or no winter prep. 

 

                               
     

          Variegated sweet flag is the thriller plant in a container water garden of mixed marginal plants 



     Sweet flags have rhizomatous roots that spread horizontally near the surface.  Twin offshoots grow all 

along each side of the rhizome. This foliage plant has an insignificant flower not seen often when grown 

in a container.  The flower is a greenish-yellow spadix, a finger-like structure measuring one-to-four 

inches in length.  It appears in late spring, growing out of leaf about half-way up. I have only had a 

couple flowers through the decades in my water garden 
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                                     Variegated sweet flag (right) at the bottom of a waterfall/stream 



       I grow variegated sweet flag in two- or three-gallon containers, planting the cut end of the rhizome(s) 

near the side of the container. I fertilize when planting and again in mid-July.  It tolerates up to six inches 

of water over the crown but prefers less.  The foliage dies back completely in the winter but new leaves 

appear early in the spring.   Within a couple of years, the container will be full of rhizomes and in need of 

division that is best done in early spring.    

 

                 
 

                                                                      Variegated sweet flag flower 



 

     While thought to be native to North America, Acorus calamus was introduced from Eurasia long ago.  

The American sweet flag (Acorus americanus) is native to Canada and the northern United States.  Both 

are found growing wild in moist areas and have plain green foliage that can be mistaken for water iris or 

the native cattail.      

 

     Sweet flags get their common name from the sweet fragrance released when the rhizome and/or 

foliage is cut or bruised.  In colonial times, sweet flag was used to freshen the inside of homes.   Leaves 

were scattered on the floors and/or pieces were stewed. 

 

                                    
 

                        Variegated sweet flag and Echinacea (coneflower) together in a perennial garden 



     Variegated sweet flag makes a wonderful thriller plant in a container water garden of mixed marginal 

plants.  They can also be planted in the perennial garden as background/accent plants. It takes a little 

patience and frequent watering to get them established.  Several years ago, I tucked some extra rhizome 

pieces in a couple perennial gardens.  They struggled at first even with extra watering.  They returned the 

next year and the next and now they flourish and look like they were always intended for my perennial 

gardens.   

 

     Variegated sweet flags are versatile.  They are able to adapt or adjust to many different growing 

conditions – the wild, a container, in sun, semi-shade, and in wet and dry environments.                      


