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Foreword


I first met the author in the winter of 1980 when I was a graduate student teaching assistant for a plant taxonomy lab in the Botany Department at Iowa State University. I noticed Alan would always leave early, which usually is the sign of a mediocre student. A brief conversation with him proved that just the opposite was the case—Alan was a great student who already knew much of what we were teaching! He was leaving early to visit the university library or nearby Ledges State Park to learn more about plants. In subsequent years Alan was very generous in sharing with me his knowledge of the native plants of his beloved Upper Iowa River valley in northeast Iowa and elsewhere in the Midwest.


Generations of gardeners in the Midwest have focused on cultivated plants from Europe and Asia. This book is part of a wonderful growing trend, the return to gardens of native plants that are part of our natural heritage. Alan has learned a lot about native plants, gardening, and landscape architecture over the years and shares his knowledge with us. He reveals in these pages that the native plants of the Midwest’s prairies, forests, and wetlands have much to offer—wonderful colors, shapes, sizes, textures, blooming and producing fruits at different times of the year, and locally grown for food.


Alan emphasizes that native plants not only have much to offer to gardens from a horticultural perspective, but they can also greatly add to our enjoyment by attracting native birds and insects. An iridescent ruby-throated hummingbird, bill deep, sips nectar as it hovers in front of a cardinal flower; black and orange banded Baltimore checkerspot larvae feed communally on turtlehead inside an envelope of silk; leaf miners trace intricate, meandering patterns while feeding within the thin leaves of columbine. These animals add color, a range of shapes and sizes plus the element of motion that enhance a garden’s potential to be a more diverse, interesting, educational, and vibrant part of our lives. With the loss of so much native habitat in the Midwest to agriculture and development, gardens can even become a way to increase the chance that some of these species will be present for future generations to enjoy. The native plants in our gardens can also inspire us to assist public and private conservation organizations in preserving native habitat, now more important than ever in our fast changing world.


Read this book and be inspired by Alan’s advice and photographs to return native plants to your garden. Follow these plants through the growing season to appreciate the changes in color and form as they progress from buds to flowers to fruits before resting in their winter mode. Learn to enjoy and share them with your neighbors, not just the humans, but also the animals native to your portion of the Midwest.


Mark Leoschke


Botanist, Wildlife Bureau, Iowa Department of Natural Resources





Preface


As a young child, native plants grabbed my attention with their uniqueness; I found them more special and intriguing than popular garden flowers. The very first flower I remember was Dutchman’s breeches on a walk at a local park. My mom pointed out that each flower looked like little pants. I inspected them closely: they were upside down, inflated, sparkling white, and even-layered. Dutchman’s breeches remains one of my favorite plants to this day and I can’t imagine spring without a romp to experience it in the glory of its native haunts. Now I know its natural history and taxonomy and that adds to its appeal.


As a budding young naturalist interested in all things living wild, I scoured our Iowa neighborhood collecting butterflies, moths, old bird nests (which I now know is not legal), and tree leaves. At age 8, I walked all over the neighborhood on a mission to collect the leaf of every tree I knew, which included bur oak, American elm, sugar maple, and “rarities” like Ohio buckeye, sycamore, and tulip tree. Our Encyclopedia Britannica helped with identifications.


Keenly aware of the living things around me, I remember the plants at my maternal grandparents’ home more than anything else about the farm. Norway spruce created the windbreak. Eastern white pines, an Ohio buckeye, and black cherry grew around the house. Thickets of American plum and chokecherry marched along the driveway’s hedgerow where I found prized cecropia cocoons, North America’s largest moth. Plum blossoms perfumed the spring air while their fruit tasted sweet in late summer. To this day, the scent of plum blossoms recalls the laugh of my grandmother and the delicious apple-plum preserves she made.


Native plants taught me to live in the moment by enticing me to closely inspect their architecture and the goings-on around them through the seasons. I learned by observation what plants hosted various caterpillars and knew where to find milkweed for treasured monarch caterpillars. I observed that some plants were no place to look for wildlife treasures.


Whorled milkweed attracted so many bugs while it bloomed that it became my summertime favorite. I caught various insects on its strikingly scented white flowers; wasps were a daring thrill to catch without getting stung. I vividly remember observing a nectaring Gulf fritillary—a rare vagrant butterfly that far north. The resident fritillaries—meadow, Aphrodite, and great spangled—were familiar butterflies. Whorled milkweed inspired me to put together a list of flowers that attracted butterflies way before I found any book describing butterfly nectar plants. Whenever I smell a blooming whorled milkweed, I am transported back into those childhood days.
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Dicentra cucullaria (Dutchman’s breeches) flowers resemble tiny pants.





When I was an early teenager, my world expanded from an edge-of-town neighborhood to a rural golf course as my parents changed careers to manage it. You would think that would have made me interested in turf grass and landscape maintenance, but this was no typical golf course. Its fairways sat on a ridge top crest surrounded by stands of native paper birch and the course’s periphery was wild woodlands like nothing I had seen before. I encountered a diversity of native plants and animals that were simply astounding, as neither plow nor cow had touched it, and humans stayed on the links.


A field trip to mentor Elizabeth Lorentzen’s acreage introduced me to the native wildflower blue-eyed grass (Sisyrinchium sp.). Here was a “grass” with exquisite blue flowers at the blade tips, not a true grass but an iris relative. From that moment, I was hooked on native wildflowers and literally budded into a botanist. Thanks to the publication of Newcomb’s Wildflower Guide, I could finally identify these natives. Blue-eyed grass inspired me to expand my search for other unique flora and I quickly picked up on the different types of woodlands around me as each hosted specific trees and wildflowers.


Around the golf course, I discovered yellow lady’s slippers, showy orchis, lily-leaved and Loesel’s twayblades, late coralroot, and three birds orchid. Even the names were intriguing. Then came the day I found my first closed gentian, the color blue that can’t be captured in any other way besides our own vision. Gentian indicated there were actual bits of prairie remnants around the golf course along with hoary puccoon, downy phlox, alumroot, and Culver’s root amid big bluestem and Indian grass. To keep track of all these wild plants, I put together a series of loose-leaf notebooks—one page per species found, in taxonomic order. This led to explorations in the field and in literature for the flora (and fauna) found throughout my home county and the counties on either side.


Mrs. Lorentzen introduced me to the writings of Hal Bruce, which sealed my interest in gardening with native plants as it gave eloquent reasons why to plant them. Hal’s book encouraged me to bring some of the native plant bounty back to our home in town. I carefully transplanted a sapling hophornbeam, delicately excavating each root with my bare hands as I read they were difficult to transplant. The tree is now over 40 feet tall and over 1 foot in diameter. The conservationist in me knew not to dig the orchids, but I did try to transplant a few puccoon divisions from the edge of a fairway. They died. I now know puccoons defy captivity. To this day, my parents’ backyard is surrounded by wild-sourced natives: pagoda dogwood, dotted hawthorn, nannyberry, and American plum with added nursery-purchased shadblow serviceberry, red maple, and Kentucky coffeetree, plus redbuds and yellowwoods I grew from seed. All inspired by the writings of Hal Bruce.


My long-time love of birds, butterflies, and botany played an important role as landscape architecture and gardening became my vocation. I earned a bachelor’s degree in landscape architecture from Iowa State University where I was introduced to the writings of legendary conservationist Aldo Leopold and Chicagoland native plant landscape architect Jens Jensen. Their classic writings resonated with my youthful experiences.


Robert W. Dyas, professor of landscape architecture, became a mentor and taught that the Midwest native flora landscape is simply spectacular and as beautiful as any on the planet. His plant materials classes instantly gelled how to use these plants as a designer as I was already familiar with their identification and already knew their native haunts. He taught plants by adaptability based on their native habitat and we visited remnants of woods and prairies all around central Iowa.


My favorite plant materials project was drawing a landscape and locating where it was in North America based on a single big sheet of paper covered in handwritten plant botanical names. You could figure out the topography, soils, and habitat based on the requirements of the listed plants. The project taught that every local region has a different mix of plants unique to it. My assigned landscape was from prairie-covered glacial ridges around a lake and bog in Riding Mountain National Park in Manitoba.


Mr. Dyas’s field trips around the Midwest brought the flora of Missouri and Wisconsin to me. He gave me Flora of Missouri by Julian Steyermark, which is a monumental book, subsequently updated into three volumes. Vegetation of Wisconsin was required as a textbook; its author, John T. Curtis, was ahead of his time and instigated the first restored prairie that still graces the University of Wisconsin Arboretum in Madison. Mr. Dyas corresponded with me for more than 20 years since graduation and I cherish his inspirations to this day.


Richard W. Pohl, botany professor and agrostologist (grass expert), also inspired beyond words as he taught plant taxonomy and how important plant families are to humanity. When I walked into his graduate level agrostology (study of grasses) class, Dr. Pohl asked what an undergraduate landscape architecture student was doing there. I knew grasses were the spirit of the Midwest and the most important family of plants to humanity. I wanted to learn more and he taught it better than anyone.


Graduate student teaching assistants in the lab portion of my plant taxonomy classes, Kay Klier (lead) and Mark Leoschke (assistant), also were extraordinary. As a great teacher, Kay had a relative send her a plant (Ephedra sp.) from Utah to challenge me on a test. Kay and Mark are friends to this day and Mark is currently the botanist for the Wildlife Bureau of the Iowa Department of Natural Resources. Because botany is not in the College of Design, I could not have a minor in it though I feel I am a botanist. Those of us who can actually identify thousands of plants are a “dying breed” as botany classes have disappeared or changed to be more about the molecular aspect of plants.


A master’s degree in landscape architecture from Louisiana State University led oddly enough to where my career began working with development of forest preserves in Illinois. I knew I wanted to work with native plants and land planning, so when I saw the job notice for the Winnebago County Forest Preserve District while attending LSU, I visited the campus library and lo and behold they had a copy of The Flora of Winnebago County, Illinois. The botanical diversity of that county made me even more intrigued with the job opportunity and I was hired from afar.


The conservation community of Rockford was just what I needed to embrace my public service position with the Forest Preserve District whose mission is “to preserve and protect the flora and the fauna.” Rockford resident George Fell, one of the founders of the Nature Conservancy and father of the Illinois Nature Preserve system (a first for the United States) as well as the son of the writer of The Flora of Winnebago County, reflected the citizens of Illinois’s commitment to preserve, protect, restore and manage their native landscapes. This concept is still applauded and what an opportunity to be a part of that.


On a trip to Morton Arboretum outside Chicago, I met renowned prairie expert Ray Schulenberg. He walked us through “his” prairie restoration (second oldest in the world), which remains one of the best and open to all who visit. It was a vision for my first big project: to design and landscape the new district headquarters. We used solely native plants and that preserve’s restored prairie core surrounded by native trees inspires me to this day. Then-director Mark Keister and I laid out the design in the stubble of corn. Now it’s a place of unique butterflies and bird songs amid prairie grasses and native trees.


My love for all plants, with a primary focus on natives, and the visceral role public gardens play in our society landed me the position of director of horticulture at Powell Gardens, a major midwestern botanical garden east of Kansas City, sitting on spacious ground with native trees and prairie remnants. Powell Gardens’ mission as “an experience that embraces the Midwest’s spirit of place” is a great fit for me. The palette of plants to work with is practically unlimited and professional gardeners are on hand to maintain the 970-acre site. Here native plants and native plant (and animal) communities are woven through a plant collection that embraces the importance of all plants (both native and exotic) in our lives. From food for the body (including America’s largest edible landscape) to food for the soul (beauty), they fulfill part two of Powell Gardens’ mission to “inspire an appreciation for the importance of plants in our lives.”


At middle age now, I have witnessed many changes in the midwestern landscape. My grandparents’ farm is no more, the house, barn, outbuildings, hedgerows, windbreak, and sloughs bulldozed and drained for industrial crop production. The grassland meadowlarks and bobolinks are long gone from my old neighborhood and just a thread of the Aphrodite and great spangled fritillary butterflies hang on even though the habitat is now a masterful prairie restoration: Decorah Prairie. The Dutchman’s breeches still bloom in a nearby park but nonnative invasive bush honeysuckles and buckthorns plus garlic mustard and an out-of-control, in-town deer herd have seen the ranks of many native plants dwindle. It is a clarion call to plant what supports the web of life.


My favorite current author is Doug Tallamy, who wrote Bringing Nature Home. One of Doug’s lectures begins with Aldo Leopold’s writing: “There are those who can live without wild things and those who cannot,” yet Doug reminds all present, “If you think you can live without wild things, you should know that you cannot.” Knowing where your food comes from, what pollinates it, and what keeps the pests in check by understanding the web of life in Nature around us is important. Nothing brings back wild things better than growing as many native plants as possible.


The lack of diversity in planting projects and the use of low or no value, nonnative and hybrid plants has contributed to the dearth of beneficial insects, and up the food chain to birds and bees. The system is becoming more out of balance. Herbicides and pesticides can only work for so long until their living targets evolve resistance—not to mention the toll misuse of these toxins puts on our environment and our personal health. The honeybees are in trouble, along with the iconic monarch, meadowlarks, and bobwhite. And with ever-increasing cancer rates, are we too?


May this book inspire you to learn about your local and midwestern native plants. Observe them through the seasons and marvel at the creatures they engage. Visit and support local public parks, nature preserves, and gardens. Bring nature home by incorporating appropriate native plants into your home landscape. Know that you can create a sustainable, healthy, and environmentally sound place full of wonder for yourself and for all of life.
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Introduction


This is a book about the plants indigenous or native to the heartland of North America. No place else on earth has such an extreme continental climate, yet it is a place filled with plants of every size and in every hue. This book aims to inspire readers to plant native plants while learning how and where to grow them successfully. There is no perfect plant so understanding the strengths and limitations of each species is a critical component. I also aim to explain why it is important to utilize native plants in a landscape wherever possible.


Humans have manipulated the landscapes of the Midwest since arriving in the region. The first English-speaking settlers described a forest that stretched from the Appalachians to the Mississippi. The prairies were celebrated as a sea of grass, so vast it stretched to the horizon in many places. Much of the forest was portrayed as open woodland, with a parklike appearance of scrub and gnarly trees interspersed with grass. We like to think of these early descriptions as depicting a pristine place, but we know that the bison, elk, and other creatures along with Native Americans and their use of fire created that landscape.


When settlers arrived, the region was already changing as the great glacial ice had melted not that long ago (in the big scheme of things). Northern forest trees were retreating northward and southern species advancing as the climate changed. Grasslands had periodically advanced eastward and northward through periods of heat and drought, the habitat they required maintained by natural and man-made fires that burned through entire landscapes. Plants filled every niche, segregated by their adaptations to all the various conditions from wet to dry, muck to sand, sun to shade, and hot to cool microclimates.


Today the Midwest is one of the most human-manipulated landscapes: the seas of prairies are now a vast expanse of farmland while the forest has been fragmented into smaller tracts. Once open woodlands and savannas are now dense forests. The region’s great herbivores, bison and elk, no longer roam, while wildfires no longer burn. Some native animals like white-tailed deer and some imported plants like bush honeysuckles and reed canary grass have gone awry, usurping indigenous plants in remnant wildlands. With the forces that shaped the original landscape now gone, the remaining natural areas must be managed almost like gardens to protect their inhabitants.


The indigenous plants are important because they sustain all of life in this landscape. Could you live solely off native plants? Many species, mainly insects, through millennia of adaptations and evolution, are viscerally linked to a specific plant. Two butterflies are a good example of these links: zebra swallowtail can only survive where its host, the pawpaw, grows, the Karner blue where the wild lupine grows. We know a healthy environment for humans includes a diversity of life around us. Aldo Leopold’s saying still holds true: “The first part of intelligent tinkering is to save all the parts.” By including native plants in our landscape, we are helping to save this diversity, especially important in the manipulated and fragmented Midwest.


The typical suburban landscape includes a home, expansive (and rarely used) lawn, foundation plantings, plus token shade and evergreen trees with various adornments of ornamental plantings. In many cases, the shade trees are native but most of the smaller trees, shrubs, and groundcovers including turf are not. In 1976 Hal Bruce wrote: “Americans simply do not utilize their wildflower resources. Yet there is still time to begin.” After almost 40 years since his book was published, we have begun, but we can do even better.
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The prairie restoration that was the late Doug and Dot Wade’s backyard in Ogle County, Illinois, also was the site of Windrift Prairie Nursery, one of the first native plant nurseries.





What Defines a Native Plant?


In North America, a native plant is typically defined as one that grew wild in a particular or defined area prior to settlement by Europeans. Missouri’s award-winning “Grow Native!” program provides an excellent example and defines a native plant as a species that grew wild within the boundaries of the state of Missouri before settlement. (Grow Native! is now a nongovernmental program promoting plants native to the Lower Midwest.)


What defines the Midwest? It’s the central hardwood forest and tallgrass prairie bioregions that comprise the core of the midwestern states and a bit into Canada. Thus, Midwest native plants are those that originally grew in the hardwood forests, prairies, and associated wetlands that so beautifully interface here in the heartland of North America.


Native plants and wildflowers are not necessarily the same. A wildflower can be any plant that flourishes in a particular area on its own including those that have naturalized from foreign shores, usually aided by humans, to reach a new region. Queen Anne’s lace (Daucus carota), chicory (Cichorium intybus), Deptford pink (Dianthus armeria), and oxeye daisy (Leucanthemum vulgare) are examples of widespread midwestern wildflowers that are native to Europe and so are not Midwest native plants.


Ranges of all plants are not static, but dynamic, and that creates a challenge to define native plant boundaries. Recently, Arkansas native plants have crossed the border north into Missouri whether from human aid or dispersed by wild creatures such as birds. Botanists have documented recent or an increasing number of site collections in Missouri of trumpet honeysuckle (Lonicera sempervirens), American beautyberry (Callicarpa americana), and cedar elm (Ulmus crassifolia). The changing range of plants is happening everywhere. At Powell Gardens, there are no fruiting plantings of sassafras (Sassafras albidum), but the species is “native” one county to the east. A few maturing saplings have shown up on its wild lands. Birds disperse sassafras and there is no sign that says: “Don’t poop beyond this line!” for them. There is the caveat that herbarium specimens documenting what grew native historically can be incomplete, and that more recent collections may have been present in the past.


Osage-orange (Maclura pomifera) is a prime example of dynamic native range. At settlement, it was growing wild only in small areas of Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Texas. Native Americans cultivated the plant elsewhere as it was a valuable commodity. The French name bois d’arc suits it, as the wood was valued for bows. Lewis and Clark “discovered” the plant at the beginning of their historic journey, though their collection originated from plants cultivated at a Native American Osage village. Archaeologists have found Osage-orange remains all over the heartland and into Canada. Paleobotanists look at its large fruit and wonder why the tree nearly died out. The scientific conclusion is that extinct fauna, including prehistoric horses and mastodons, ate its large fruit and dispersed its seeds. The tree was on its way to oblivion when settlers found a use for it. Prior to the invention of barbed wire, settlers widely planted it as a living hedge across much of the Midwest and it has naturalized extensively from those plantings. Is it native? My botanist friend Mark Leoschke gives a resounding “no,” but I include it.


Land use, climate, and soils determine the range of native plants through time. Prior to settlement of the Midwest, Native Americans and lightning set widespread fires that burned across the landscape. Settlers suppressed these fires, allowing many plants formerly limited by wildfire to spread. When rural populations peaked, farmers grazed, burned, and cut wood from woodlands, keeping them relatively open. Now such places are pretty much abandoned, creating dense forests where only shade-tolerant species thrive.


Climate also is changing with the Midwest experiencing increases in average temperatures, thus allowing more southerly plants to spread northward. Northern plants, especially those that were relicts in more southern areas, are dying out.


Soil type remains constant in any given place and is based on its parent material, pH, and moisture availability. Many plants are adapted to specific soil conditions and thus have restricted ranges defined by those soils. Sandy, loess, or more acidic, igneous bedrock-based soils harbor many range-restricted midwestern plants.


Native plants depicted and described in this book are mainly widespread midwestern species. Some species from relict populations or peripheral areas are included if they are currently widely cultivated and perform well in gardens across most of the Midwest. Species also must support a component of the native fauna to be considered and are included if insects and birds readily utilize the plant and it’s not invasive. Most Northwoods, or northern relict, species are not included as they are often very challenging to grow outside of their uniquely cool relict habitats. I find it is acceptable for each reader to have a more conservative or widespread view of what’s native—whatever works for you in your own garden and community.


Why Cultivate Native Plants?


Pondering why to cultivate native plants before a talk I gave at the Dyck Arboretum of the Plains in Hesston, Kansas, reminded me of Dr. Seuss’s Grinch pondering the true meaning of Christmas. That thought led me to say, “They grew without irrigation, they grew without hoes, / they grew without fertilization, pesticides, or Lowe’s.”


What an amazing garden was here before us, surviving on native soils, with seasonal rainfall, fertilized by creatures and by their own recycling program. Growing, flowering, and fruiting in the region’s growing season, in balance with a web of life that included a nearly infinite number of soil microfauna, insects, birds, and mammals, native plants were the epitome of sustainability.


Cultivating native plants in the types of soils in which they grow wild makes them sustainable and makes amending the soil unnecessary. Planting them where they are able to thrive and watering them only until established makes extra irrigation, saving our most precious commodity—clean fresh water. Native soils also have the proper fertility—making purchasing of fertilizers unnecessary, saving that resource for other more important uses and reducing polluted run-off into local streams and wetlands. All this reduces maintenance required.


There are caveats. Many soils in our manipulated landscapes have construction-damaged or otherwise destroyed structure and profiles, so that these soils must be amended unless species that tolerate disturbed soils are utilized. Plants must be irrigated after transplanting and often during periods of severe drought, but they may require extra watering in altered soils because the microfauna and other soil life are not fully present to help a plant obtain water. (Soil mycorrhizae are important fungi because they bridge the gap between soil and root, helping plants absorb water and nutrients.) But for the most part, planting native plants reduces all these needs.
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Quercus macrocarpa (bur oak) is a widespread and iconic midwestern tree.





My childhood discoveries of how native plants sustain native wildlife taught me the integral role that plants play in the web of life. The wasps and fritillaries on the milkweed flowers collect nectar for food, but in so doing fill an important role in pollinating the flowers. Pollination brings about fruits with seeds and ultimately more milkweeds so each benefits from the other. Monarch caterpillars are adapted to only eat milkweed as is a whole “milkweed village” (there’s a t-shirt) including aphids, several species of true bugs, and a moth caterpillar with a gorgeous coat of hairs—all able to feed on no other plants. A midwestern monarch needs not only a cool, montane oyamel fir (Abies religiosa) forest in Mexico in which to overwinter, but also a wasp or other pollinator—as does a whole cast of other creatures. A similar scenario is true for every plant and creature we see. We need this cast of characters, too, as a lot of our food requires pollinators.
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This private native prairie remnant overlooks verdant farmland in Winneshiek County, Iowa.
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Flowering forbs on Paintbrush Prairie, Pettis County, Missouri.





If you embrace native plants and their accompanying balance with the web of life, you not only attract a plethora of entertaining creatures to your landscape, you also work with them as predator and prey to help keep them all in balance. Pesky bugs rarely reach populations beyond a threshold that damages your prized plants because other predatory and beneficial insects and other wildlife like hungry birds are there too. This will reduce and often eliminate the need for any use of pesticides. Many pesticides are misapplied and cause damage to the health of our environment beyond intended usage—often killing the very beneficial creatures we need. The conclusion is that native plants are a visceral component of a healthy landscape.


Native plants were the original flora that decorated this land. They define the aesthetics of the Midwest and help differentiate it from the Northwoods, the East Coast, the South, or the Western Mountains. The unique aesthetic and inexplicably linked web of life is what “spirit of place” is all about. Do you want to live in Anywhere, U.S.A., on planet Earth, or do you want to bloom where you’re planted and be a part of the nature of your place?


The problem is midwestern native plants have a P.R. problem. Compared to the coasts, the Midwest is flyover country. Turn on the TV and virtually all commercials show mountains, deserts, or tropical shores. Any midwestern-themed commercial, say for agriculture, shows vast fields of perfect, weed-free crops and never a single native plant or field in context with the native landscape. Aldo Leopold commented on this in his Sand County Almanac essay—“Illinois and Iowa”—a long time ago, lamenting a farmer not knowing why his soil is better and passersby not recognizing native plants clinging to life along the roadside.


I’ve known native plants and native landscapes all my life and love their special beauty, but I know it’s an acquired taste. With exposure and understanding, I think native plants would be more embraced.


I recall a late friend, Rod Myers, disabled with muscular dystrophy. He loved nature but had never experienced a prairie. Is there such a thing as an accessible prairie? Three of us grabbed his wheelchair and lugged him to a hillock in Illinois’s Nachusa Grasslands and left him there for an afternoon while we explored the prairie. Afterward, he simply gushed about the experience immersed in a real prairie—of watching the grasses in the winds, the wildflowers, insects, and birds. Something we took for granted was the experience of a lifetime for a disabled person. He never forgot and often reminded me about the experience. It inspired him to install a native plant landscape by his assisted living patio where I was amazed by the creatures that showed up in densely developing suburbia. That planting enriched his life, and he actually was on the garden tour of the local chapter of Wild Ones. If you plant it, they will come.


I recall my first indelible experience witnessing the tallgrass prairie stretching horizon-to-horizon. It happened on the Kansas Turnpike where it crosses the Flint Hills of Kansas. It was life changing and to think the whole tallgrass prairie component of the Midwest once looked like that. I know it will never look that way again, but I sleep better knowing there is a place where it still exists. Thank you to many ranchers and conservationists who maintain this landscape. Take time to visit the Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve, Kansas State University’s Konza Prairie, or the Nature Conservancy’s Tallgrass Prairie Preserve in northeast Oklahoma.


It’s still important to visit, support, and manage local remnants of tallgrass prairie, savannas, glades, woodlands, wetlands or whatever you have locally that preserves vestiges of native flora. Each serves as a reservoir of the plants most adapted to the particular conditions of your region. Although virtually all of these remnants are small and can no longer support keystone species like bison and prairie chickens, they may harbor other treasures of our fauna from insects, lizards, and birds. Your local remnants provide the ideal reservoir of plants and animals that ultimately colonize your own garden.


Acquiring Native Plants


Growing native plants from seed and seedlings is the most economical but likewise most time-consuming method of acquiring plants. Most states have a state nursery that provides low cost tree and shrub seedlings. There are also many local and midwestern regional nurseries that sell native plant seed and seedlings. Many native plants are quite difficult to grow from seed so purchasing a plant is the only choice.


When acquiring plants, make sure they are nursery propagated or divisions from gardens and not pillaged from the wild. If a plant is inordinately cheap—especially if it is one of more slow growing and slow-to-propagate spring wildflowers—that is often a warning that the plant may have been collected from the wild. Local plant societies and organizations occasionally salvage wildflowers from construction projects but always after obtaining permission from the landowner.




[image: image]


Pedicularis canadensis (wood betony)
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Houstonia minima (little bluets)
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Lycopodium lucidulum (shining clubmoss)
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Polypodium vulgare (common polypody fern)
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Gentianopsis crinata (fringed gentian)





Many Midwest native plants do not conform to nursery mass production. They are programmed to grow roots with little top growth as an adaptation to the climate. This makes them more expensive than standard nursery items, but I guarantee they will be worth the wait and added expense in the long run. Many upland oaks, hickories, pecan, buckeyes, hophornbeam, leadplant, New Jersey tea, trilliums, yellow stargrass, and other spring wildflowers grow that way.


I dream of a time when native bulbs are readily available and their purchase as popular as tulips and daffodils. I relish the thought of lawns filled with spring beauty and trout-lilies rather than (or at least along with) Siberian squill (Scilla siberica) and crocus (Crocus spp.). Dedicated native plant horticulturists are slowly cracking the code to produce many of our more difficult native plants including orchids. Many native plants are not grown in quantity because the demand for them is simply not there. Every native plant purchase you make helps towards the cause.


I also hope to see the day when drought-tolerant, difficult-to-transplant trees and shrubs will be as readily available as red maples and invasive Callery pears. Dedicated nursery professionals are working out these production challenges. Resist the temptation to buy cheap, easy-to-produce trees that usually are shorter lived. Many of our communities’ native trees are mature and not being replaced. We owe it to future generations to know what the real midwestern flora was. Create your own little episode in the rebirth of our priceless native flora.
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Gentiana puberulenta (prairie gentian)
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Spiranthes cernua (nodding ladies’ tresses)
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Aplectrum hyemale (puttyroot orchid)
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Lithospermum canescens (hoary puccoon)





Plants That Defy Captivity


For whatever reason, many native wildflowers require natural lands to live out their lives. They may grow in a garden for a bit but rarely persist though they may be inherited in gardens built into remnant natural areas. These plants are poster children for why we need to protect and manage our remaining natural lands whether wetlands, forests, or prairies.


Perhaps no other ecosystem on earth has been so severely impacted by mankind as North America’s tallgrass prairie. Watch Carol Davit’s (Director of the Missouri Prairie Foundation) Ted-X talk in St. Louis for a succinct, though thorough and inspiring call to preserve and protect the remaining remnants of native prairies: youtube.com/watch?v=Gl5wzHjzvMk.
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Lilium philadelphicum (wood lily)
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The Midwest Spirit of Place


How does one define the spirit of the Midwest? It’s the blend between the verdant lush forests of the Appalachians on the east and the dry, short grasses of the Great Plains on the west. It lies below the cold boreal evergreen northern woods and above the great steamy southern swamps and pinelands. It is a land defined by a prevalence of open woods and savannas and tallgrass prairie.


The Midwest encompasses the core of the Great Lakes and the amazingly rich soils of the glaciated Corn Belt Plains that sweep from central Ohio westward to the Central and Northern Great Plains. Here lies one of the world’s richest swaths of soils—Iowa and Illinois comprising nearly half of the prime farmland in the United States. It’s now the supreme agricultural area on earth and drained by five of the continent’s greatest rivers: Mississippi, Missouri, and Ohio to the south, Red to the north, and Saint Lawrence to the east.


It’s a landscape that is relatively flat as glaciers once scoured this land more than once across the northern regions. Here the glaciers left a landscape of prairie potholes rich with waterfowl in the Northern Glaciated Plains, marvelous moraines in the Southeast Wisconsin Drift Plains, and remnant bogs in the southern Michigan–northern Indiana Drift Plains. Only the Flint Hills, Osage Plains, and Ozark Highlands in the west, Interior and Allegheny Plateaus in the east, and, like an island, the Driftless Area escaped. There are no mountains, lest ancient mini-remnants in the Baraboo Range in Wisconsin and St. Francois in Missouri. Marvelous rivers have cut into its flat plains and plateaus; even the Ozarks are flat on top. The coulees of the Driftless Area and bluffs along the major rivers also testify to this. Great dunes of loess flank the eastern valley of the Missouri, the marvelous Loess Hills, while great dunes of sand rim the eastern and southern shore of Lake Michigan.


I never knew how much this vast space meant until driving back from a trip to the West Coast. When descending the front range of the Rockies on I-70, I could see the vast plains ahead. My thought instantly was that “home” lies ahead. No offense to mountain lovers, but I believe I mumbled, “I’m so glad to be leaving the mountains!”


Several plants are iconic to the Midwest. One tree’s range covers this entire area and it is symbolic to me, our place’s mascot: bur oak (Quercus macrocarpa). This tree usually grows wider than tall with rugged, sturdy branches adapted to the wild weather and thrives in our climate of extremes. On the prairies and in open woods, two grasses stand tall: big bluestem (Andropogon gerardii) and Indian grass (Sorghastrum nutans). A stand of tall native grasses flowing in the currents of wind is a purely midwestern experience. Their warm colors in autumn bleach out some by winter, but nonetheless add to a warm-colored winter landscape on the prairie. On forested floodplains, two of the largest trees—the eastern cottonwood (Populus deltoides) and silver maple (Acer saccharinum)—reign region-wide. Cottonwoods readily tower well over 100 feet high while silver maples are not far behind. Treeless wetlands contain prairie cordgrass (Spartina pectinata) as a signature—its roots held the prairie sod together like cord, making it a favored material in the sod houses of the region’s pioneers.
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Subregions of the Midwest: Upper, Lower, and Eastern






Subregions


From a gardener’s perspective, the Midwest can be divided into three subregions: the warmer Lower Midwest, the milder Upper Midwest, and the moister Eastern Midwest.


The Upper Midwest contains some elements and remnants of the Northwoods. Some Lower Midwest trees and shrubs are not hardy in this subregion. Snow cover is reliable almost every winter.


The Lower Midwest actually has a high temperature above freezing on most days all through winter. Snow cover is not reliable and rarely lasts for more than a week. Summer heat is more steadfast so some Upper Midwest plants can’t tolerate that aspect.


The Eastern Midwest lies east of Lake Michigan and has more reliable rainfall and higher humidity. It includes the lake-effect snow lands where blankets of clouds and snow snuggle plants through the coldest winter nights.


Today’s Midwest is organized around major cities radiating out to farms wherever the soil suits cultivation. The wettest floodplains of the rivers remain intact, and areas too steep or of poorer soils still conserve relicts of the native flora in both woodlands and rare prairie and savanna remnants. The deep soil tallgrass prairie and its accompanying wetlands are probably the rarest of originally widespread habitats on earth. Most only exist as tiny postage stamps of what once was set like an island in a vast sea of farmland.


Natural Vegetation


The Midwest embodies the diverse blend between the eastern deciduous forest and tallgrass prairie. The actual interface can be called savanna, where scattered trees, shrub thickets, and woodland plants grow among prairie flora. Trees cover only 10–30 percent of the savanna, and this habitat has become extremely rare, as trees either have reclaimed such areas, making them woodlands, or have been destroyed by agriculture and development.


The term woodland refers to a more open forest with 30–80 percent tree cover, while true forest has dense tree cover over 80 percent. Even once-widespread woodlands have become solid forests now with lack of fire, grazing, and wood harvest. Grassland is the treeless province usually dominated by grasses and termed prairie in North America.
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Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve in Chase County, Kansas, epitomizes what the Midwest landscape looked like before settlement.





GRASSLANDS


The Midwest’s grassland province is easy to define as the tallgrass prairie component: bookended on the west by the Flint Hills of Kansas and on the east by remnant prairies of Adams County, Ohio, on the edge of the Appalachian Highlands. These are the prairies of the eastern part of the continent where rainfall was sufficient so that tall grasses were dominant.


There were four main species: big bluestem, Indian grass, switchgrass (Panicum virgatum), and, defining wet soils, prairie cordgrass. The drier mixed and short-grass prairie region of the Great Plains is not included here because it is such a different gardening region with many specific species plus climate and soils that won’t allow gardening with plants from much of the core of the Midwest.


It must be stated that grasses were a major component of the tallgrass prairie, yet a simply spectacular accompanying suite of forbs (broad-leaved flowering plants), “wildflowers,” flowered in sequence from spring through fall between the grasses. If you have not witnessed these floral displays, get out there and immerse yourself in them.


Many of our midwestern native plants are currently very popular as garden perennials especially across the pond in Europe. There many of them have “gone to finishing school” where European gardeners have selected new cultivars of our midwestern native plants. Through the international garden trade, these cultivars eventually find their way back into our gardens. What does that say about our understanding and appreciation of our local flora?
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Ha Ha Tonka State Park’s savanna in Camden County, Missouri, is a premier and rare extant example of this once-common habitat.
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Lynx Prairie represents some of the easternmost tallgrass prairie remnants in Adams County, Ohio.





The tallgrass prairie can be divided into many diverse habitats, but I’ll keep it relatively simple here based on whether the prairie is dry, mesic (moist or medium), or wet. Dry prairies occur on thin, gravelly or sandy soils or on steep slopes that face hot south and west afternoon sun and summer winds. Where bedrock is at the surface, these areas could be called glades, but there are also specific loess, sand, and gravel prairie communities and even hill or “goat” prairies—so named because they are so steep as to only be grazed by goats, though cattle still graze many of these remnants. Many shorter grasses like little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium) and sideoats grama (Bouteloua curtipendula) thrive in these types of prairie, and special wildflowers are able to survive in the harsher environment.


Mesic prairie is rare. It’s what made the prime farmland of the Midwest and nearly all of it has been plowed for cultivation. Tiny remnants survive, many as early cemeteries and along railroad right-of-ways. The phenomenally deep and rich soils produce tall grasses and robust forbs that once were ubiquitous. I find it ironic that these plants are now regarded as weedy looking and untidy. Were it not for the great fires that swept across the landscape, these prairies would have been woodland, so today constant management to remove woody native shrubs and trees from these tiny remnants is critical for their conservation. The magnificent mesic prairie soil will grow almost any tree.
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This hill prairie in Root River Valley, Houston County, Minnesota, depicts a classic dry prairie.
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Markham Prairie ablaze with blazingstars (Liatris spicata) is a classic remnant of mesic prairie in Chicago’s suburbia in Cook County, Illinois.





Wet prairies had extensive prairie cordgrass and bluejoint (Calamagrostis canadensis), which, like most wetland native grasses, spread by underground rhizomes. Wet prairies included native strains of phragmites (Phragmites australis) and canary reed grass (Phalaris arundinacea), but “foreign” running forms of these latter two grasses were introduced and have now usurped native species and become omnipresent invasive weeds. Here, too, were many plants in the sedge and rush family. Areas dominated by sedges (mainly Carex stricta) are known as sedge meadows.


FORESTS


The forested province of the Midwest is composed of the deciduous central hardwood forest, and can be broken down into four basic types based on soil moisture and the dominant trees:




the mesic maple-basswood woodlands of the Upper and Western Midwest


the drier oak-hickory woodlands throughout


the mesic beech-maple of the Eastern Midwest


the elm-ash-cottonwood forests of the whole region’s wet floodplain forests





The reality is more complex than this with the mix of plants varying from region to region, but it’s a great way to categorize the various midwestern woodlands.


The midwestern woodlands are mainly found on calcareous (limestone-based) soils with a lower pH than many of the surrounding regions, but not so alkaline as west of the region. These soils, rich in calcium and magnesium, support a ground flora like almost no other, much of it known as prevernal flora comprised of spring ephemerals that bloom early before the trees leaf out, capturing enough sun to set seed, and wither away before trees cast midsummer’s dense shade. To quote Michael Homoya, botanist with the Indiana Department of Natural Resources, from his book Wildflowers and Ferns of Indiana Forests: “Certainly Indiana forests harbor some of the best and most extensive displays of spring wildflowers in the country, if not the world.” The same could be said of much of the Midwest’s untouched marvelous and underappreciated woodlands.
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Wet prairie/sedge meadow wildflowers include white spires of Veronicastrum virginicum (Culver’s root), white-flowering Pycnanthemum virginicum (Virginia mountain-mint), yellow-blooming Lysimachia quadriflora (prairie loosestrife), and the fuchsia flowers of Lythrum alatum (winged loosestrife) at Kieselburg Forest Preserve, Winnebago County, Illinois.





The Upper and western Midwest’s maple-basswood woodlands are rich soils that hold moisture. The dominant trees in this habitat are sugar maple (Acer saccharum) and basswood (Tilia americana), sometimes called American linden. Northern red oak (Quercus rubra) and bitternut hickory (Carya cordiformis) also are prevalent tree components. Many woodland spring ephemeral plants thrive in this habitat and show their best here. Any plant liking moist woodlands will do well. The soils are well drained, not too wet, and only very rarely dry so this habitat is known as “mesic” or medium. This woodland type can be found in the oak-dominated areas on more moist and sheltered east- and north-facing slopes.




[image: image]


The mesic maple-basswood woods at Seed Savers’ Heritage Farm shows a carpet of prevernal flora in Winneshiek County, Iowa.





The oak-hickory forest covers well-drained soils that dry out more often in the summer. The oak component of this forest refers to various species but almost universally includes bur oak, white oak (Quercus alba), northern red oak, and black oak (Q. velutina). The hickory component references shagbark hickory (Carya ovata), but includes other hickories in the Lower Midwest. Oak-hickory forest can be found on warmer south- and west-facing slopes in otherwise more mesic areas. The deep coarse root systems of oaks and hickories and their open canopies allow for a more diverse ground and understory flora than other woodland types.


Beech-maple forest is confined to the Eastern Midwest—east of a line drawn north-to-south through Lake Michigan but including areas hugging the western shore of the lake in Wisconsin. Maple again refers to sugar maple and the beech is American beech (Fagus grandifolia) with tulip tree (Liriodendron tulipifera) and northern red oak common companions. These trees thrive on well-drained soils that stay moist year-round. Both sugar maple and American beech are very shade tolerant species with dense surface roots. Spring ephemeral wildflowers thrive here as well as ferns, but other species must have high tolerance for shade.


Elm-ash-cottonwood forest grows on the seasonally wet floodplains throughout the Midwest. The elm refers to American elm (Ulmus americana), which was killed off as a shade tree by Dutch elm disease (DED, Ophiostoma novoulmi and O. ulmi) but still reseeds and reaches maturity in wild woodlands. Ash refers to green ash (Fraxinus pennsylvanica) whose fate also hangs in danger by the importation of the lethal emerald ash borer (EAB, Agrilus planipennis), an exotic pest from northeastern Asia. In North America, EAB has no natural control beneficial insects and our native ash trees have no resistance to this insect. Cottonwood refers to the monstrous growing eastern cottonwood. All these trees grow in soils that may be seasonally inundated by floodwaters, usually during the dormant season in early spring following snowmelt.
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The Ozark Highlands contain some of the largest remaining tracts of oak-hickory forest in the Midwest as shown in this view from Taum Sauk Mountain, Iron County, Missouri.
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A premier, old-growth beech-maple forest can be seen at Warren Woods, Berrien County, Michigan.
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The Upper Mississippi National Wildlife and Fish Refuge protects extensive stands of the Mississippi River’s elm-ash-cottonwood floodplain forests. View from Mt. Hosmer, Lansing, Iowa.
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Wetlands known as “prairie potholes” are common in the Northern Glaciated Plains as seen here at Ordway Prairie, McPherson County, South Dakota.






WETLANDS


Wetlands, besides the floodplain forests, were widespread across the Midwest but many of them have been drained for agriculture. Lakes are abundant in the recently glaciated parts of the Upper Midwest but have been created by man across the whole region. How can we forget the importance of the gigantic Great Lakes and their unique shorelines?


Swamps are forested wetland where water stands much of the year and are mainly confined to floodplains and low lands surrounding lakes, but were extensive in the Huron/Erie Lake Plains. Marshes are nonforested wetlands where water also stands most of the year. Fens are actually quite widespread across the Midwest and are unique peaty wetlands fed by mildly acidic to alkaline groundwater.


Bogs are acidic wetlands of sphagnum moss, which are raised above the influence of groundwater (receiving water only from rain) and are relicts of the retreating glaciers but a common component of the Northwoods. All of these wetland habitats contribute to the flora available to water gardening.


SUCCESSIONAL LANDS


Many lands are successional in nature: in transition from clearing or farming and comprised of plants that readily invade disturbed areas and set the stage for the habitat to change as it becomes more shaded and mature so that other plants can thrive. My own home is set in such a woodland–former pastureland.


Shingle oak (Quercus imbricaria) is the classic oak for such lands in much of the Lower Midwest, along with persimmon (Diospyros virginiana), honeylocust (Gleditsia triacanthos), American elm, hackberry (Celtis occidentalis), and eastern red cedar (Juniperus virginiana)—the only widespread native evergreen. In the Upper Midwest, northern pin oak (Q. ellipsoidalis) takes the place of shingle oak. Quaking aspen (Populus tremuloides), bigtooth aspen (P. grandidentata), and paper birch (Betula papyrifera) are signature species along with red cedar. In the Eastern and Lower Midwest, sassafras and persimmon readily form thickets to heal open ground.


Most of the Midwest’s classic small trees and shrubs also thrive only in these successional “edge” habitats between the forest and the prairie. Hawthorns (Crataegus spp.), wild plums (Prunus spp.), wild crabapples (Malus spp.), and gray and roughleaf dogwoods (Cornus racemosa and C. drummondii) are prime examples. As successional areas mature, woodland trees shade out these species. We manage prairies to keep them out while their habitat in pastureland disappears in favor of row crops. Hedgerows between fields harbor these plants too, but are now cleared to farm fencerow-to-fencerow. I fear that the habitat for these once-abundant and iconic plants will soon be gone.
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Lincoln Memorial Garden in Springfield, Illinois, was designed by Jens Jensen and displays the Midwest’s classic small trees and shrubs.





Learn what bioregion of the Midwest you live in and what your soils are. List the native plants adapted to your conditions as a palette from which to choose. These will be successful for you, contribute to a sustainable design, and celebrate the spirit of your place. If you want more detail, there are plenty of state and local flora books to help with the flora of your particular region.
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Inspirations


I am writing this during a winter that has brought back memories, more Arctic polar than I can remember for decades. The national media shrieks of polar vortex and calamity and yet I feel the thrill of the weather that defines the Midwest. It is not easy to get through these spells, but I always try to take a moment and see the spectacular spectacle of it all—the snow drifts like great desert dunes, the sparkling beauty of the snow itself, the otherworldly squeaky crunch of bitter cold. When gardening with native plants, it’s comforting to know that they are adapted to this, no loss of sleep whether they will make it through bitter cold nights.


The wait for spring’s arrival can sometimes be as painful as a child fidgeting before opening Christmas presents. I was that child complaining, “When will spring come?” I still remember my grandmother saying, “It’ll come.” You cherish the smell of earth again, of rains, and seeing earthworms and robins on the lawn. You again hear songs of birds along with the peeps and trills of frogs and toads.


The change to summer’s warmth brings storms with dynamic, monumental clouds—more spectacular and higher than any of the world’s mountain ranges. There is the terrifying threat of severe storms and tornadoes, but at age 52, I have yet to see one. I have stood in awe in a sunlit chasm between supercell thunderstorms that produced them and witnessed the wake of a tornado’s destruction. Note to world: they are really isolated and mostly short-lived and more than 99.9 percent of the midwestern landscape remains intact.


The Midwest’s greatest asset—its vast, rich soil—created an unprecedented opportunity for many an immigrant. My forefathers came here from Norway and harnessed that prairie soil to create wealth measured in family and community. The growth of the Midwest in the nineteenth century and its city-of-the-century Chicago, the economic heart of the region, saw the native landscapes and their plants almost completely converted for human use. Luckily, there were people who looked forward and started a conservation movement to preserve and protect the last remnants of wildlands before they were lost. The native plants were conserved and this book about them could be written.


Role Models


Many botanists, naturalists, architects, and landscape architects were inspired by native plants and understood their value in the local landscape. The places they preserved or designed and the writings they left behind are as inspiring as ever. Seek the works and writing of these now-gone role models and continue to spread their words. Conserve their legacy in your own community. Don’t forget that every community has unsung heroes working and volunteering to protect local parks, gardens, and preserves. Embrace their efforts so that the unique flora of the Midwest is never lost.


Eloise Butler, from the turn of the last century in Minneapolis, was the most influential to me, and her writings are as relevant as ever. To this day, the Eloise Butler Wildflower Garden is sacred ground, a living jewel in the emerald necklace of Minneapolis’s parks. Go there—it is pure magic. Eloise’s spirit resounds through the garden’s native plants from woodland to prairie and wetland. Martha Hellander’s book about Eloise, The Wild Gardener in 1992, made it all come together about what I was experiencing there. I hope Eloise would approve of this book and here’s an excerpt from her unpublished “Early History of Eloise Butler Plant Reserve, 1926.” Who could ever describe it better?
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Thunderstorm clouds tower above Roscoe Prairie in Stearns County, Minnesota.





IN THE EARLY [18]80s Minneapolis was a place of enchantment—a veritable fairyland. Along the [Mississippi] river banks grew in profusion trillium, bloodroot, wild phlox, anemones, Dutchman’s Breeches, and hepatica; the meadows were glorious with Indian paint brush, both red and yellow, with gentians, purple fringed orchids, and royal clumps of blue violets. In the tamarack swamps of the suburbs might be seen long vistas of our state flower, the showy lady’s-slipper, together with the wild calla, and pitcher plants without number. And who could describe the outlying prairies, rioting in colors far exceeding the brilliancy of tropical flora. A long procession beginning with the pasque flower, “the crocus in chinchilla fur,” the rosy three-flowered avens [prairie smoke], and the equally profuse bird’s-foot violet, that gave way in turn to the more gorgeous blooms of midsummer and early autumn, as the purple blazing stars, giant sunflowers, goldenrods, and asters of many species and hues.


Eloise witnessed native plants like we never could have. Her writings described the woodlands, prairies, and wetlands out of which midwestern cities grew. Her words reflected my undergraduate college professor Dyas’s words about the spectacular beauty of our own flora.


Regarding gardening, here’s what Eloise Butler wrote in the same “Early History.” She observed how our native landscape was usurped:




Cottagers on the suburban lake shores have fettered ideas of planting that are more appropriate for city grounds, and condemn their neighbors who strive to preserve the wildness, for lack of neatness in not using a lawnmower and in not pulling down the vine tangles in which birds nest and sing—apparently dissatisfied until the wilderness is reduced to a dead level of monotonous, songless tameness.





This strikes a chord on why we once again embrace our native plants and a natural style. We know the true price of the ubiquitous tame and songless landscape.


Aldo Leopold also captured this sentiment with his essay Natural History regarding farmer’s replanting exterminated native plants on their land. “Perhaps they wish for their land what we all wish for our children—not only a chance to make a living but also a chance to express and develop a rich and varied assortment of inherent capabilities both wild and tame.”


Natural landscaping is an “acquired taste” as one of my Rockford friends, Ruth Little, describes it. I have seen a big change in accepting ornamental grasses into the landscape, step one towards capturing the spirit of our place where prairie and woodland meet.




MIDWESTERN NATIVE PLANT ROLE MODELS


E. Lucy Braun (Ohio)


Eloise Butler (Minnesota)


Alfred Caldwell (Illinois)


John Curtis (Wisconsin)


Charles Deam (Indiana)


Edgar Denison (Missouri)


Jens Jensen (Illinois, Wisconsin)


Aldo Leopold (Wisconsin)


Robert H. Mohlenbrock (Illinois)


Lorrie Otto (Wisconsin)


O. C. Simonds (Illinois)


Julian Steyermark (Missouri)


Floyd Swink (Illinois)


Edward G. Voss (Michigan)


Frank Lloyd Wright (Wisconsin, Illinois)





Sacred Places


The Midwest has no national park the likes of Yellowstone, Yosemite, or the Great Smoky Mountains. American preservationists of the time sought splendor in mountains and other unique geological features while the Midwest was relatively flat and economically productive. Patchworks of smaller preserves were saved over time and these can be experienced by every midwesterner as inspiration of native landscapes and places to witness native plants growing in the wild.
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The Indiana Dunes on the south shore of Lake Michigan are the crossroads of the midwestern flora where species from all directions converge.





There is no better way to gain an understanding of and be inspired by native plants than by visiting your local parks, botanical gardens, and preserves that contain natural landscaping and native lands. When I was a young man, the Twin Cities were an omnipresent inspiration. The opening of the Minnesota Zoo in the 1970s with its design embracing nature and its wildlands certainly had an impact on me. My discovery of the Minnesota Landscape Arboretum was more inspiration from its incredible plant collections, but my favorite aspect of the garden is its native ancient oaks, sugar maples, and basswoods and its spacious design woven through glacial hills and dales of wetlands. There is beauty in the ever-present colorful canna and the new hybrid gee-gaw plant, but it takes lifetimes for a magnificent oak’s branches to sweep to the ground. Thank you to my parents for trusting me to drive to these places as soon as I got a license—slightly over a three-hour drive from home. Would a parent be willing to let a 16-year-old do that today?


When I lived in Rockford, Illinois, day trips to the Mississippi River, Madison and Milwaukee, Lake Michigan and Chicagoland were common events. Illinois Beach, the world’s first nature preserve, was and is a favorite wildland along with the premier midwestern national park: Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore (the fourth most biologically diverse national park in the United States).


Other favorites are Warren Dunes and Warren Woods in southwestern Michigan and Chiwaukee Prairie, named so as it lies halfway between Chicago and Milwaukee. As a birder, I found Chicago’s Lincoln Park and its “magic hedge” at Montrose point to always be a thrill and its restoration with extensive native plantings make it even better today. The Milwaukee lakefront and its parks kept me in touch with beech trees.


With so few national parks and monuments, some of our best midwestern natural areas are registered national landmarks. Visit them. The plaque at one closest to my hometown reads:




Hayden Prairie has been designated a Registered National Landmark under the provisions of the Historic Sites Act of August 21, 1955. This site possesses exceptional value in illustrating the natural history of the United States.


—U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, 1966.
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Selecting Native Plants


The first thing to think about when selecting plants is whether they can thrive under your growing conditions. Elements to consider include your ecoregion, the climate’s hardiness and heat zone, your specific soils, and whether you have sun, shade, or combinations thereof. Most midwestern homeowners know a palm tree won’t grow here and understand how winter hardiness is important in selecting plants, but making sure plants will grow under your particular soil and light conditions is just as important.


Once you know the soil, light, and moisture conditions—the underlying horticulture of your landscape—you can move on to part two of selecting plants: picking plants whose function works towards, solves, or ameliorates your needs. This is where you need to think about what each plant’s role is in the landscape.


The third consideration is often our starting point, as we usually pick plants because we like the way they look and how they make us feel. It’s all about the art and beauty of a plant. This is the most fun and artistic part of the plant selection process. I place it last because we must not forget that the plants we choose for beauty must be able to grow and thrive where we plant them and they must fulfill the functions we need to create a working landscape. A hodgepodge of plants selected solely for beauty and unable to survive a growing season or winter will not create a successful landscape. Aesthetics are but the icing on the cake of good planting design. In the end, we must choose and combine beautiful plants aesthetically, with seasonal colors and textures, and fragrances for a well-designed landscape.
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The Whitmire Wildflower Garden at Shaw Nature Reserve in Franklin County, Missouri, offers an ideal place to learn how to select native plants for a landscape.






Horticultural Requirements


Native plant promoters have spread the word that native plants are easy to grow and adapted to their homeland. For many species, this is true only if they are cultivated in conditions that mimic those where they grow native. Each species has a specific set of habitats where it thrives. Under those conditions, yes, native plants grow well and require little or no input like extra watering, fertilizer, and pesticides.


WATER


A site’s ability to meet the water needs of a plant is critical and the place to begin when selecting plants. Most wetland (water-loving) plants will thrive in wet conditions, grow in good soil that is not wet, but will simply struggle in a dry site. A plant adapted to dry conditions languishes and rots if it is too wet. There are always a few exceptions to this rule as, for example, with many floodplain trees that grow in flood-prone soils but, oddly enough, a flood is a physiological drought to them. Most floodplain trees are very tolerant of droughty sites, but this is rarely the case for the herbaceous plants beneath them.


SOIL


Soils dictate the availability of moisture and nutrients so growing natives in the same soil types that they grow wild in are also paramount. Clay soils are poorly drained and hold moisture, becoming wet in times of heavy rain, but because of their small particle size, retain moisture in a drought. Sandy soils are just the opposite as their large particle size does not hold moisture and drains any excess moisture away. Silty soils have medium “just right” soil size, holding moisture so that the soil is neither too wet nor too dry. The ideal three-way blend of clay, sand, and silt soil particles is called loam.


What makes soil grow plants best is organic matter or humus; the remains of plant, animal, and all life are what can be observed as the dark color in soils. The black soils of Iowa and Illinois are the remains of thousands of years of prairie plants (and animals), especially the plants’ extensive and deep roots. Organic matter holds moisture and nutrients and also helps aerate soil and provide food for a wealth of soil microorganisms. Some fungal (mycorrhizae) organisms are critical in linking with plant roots and the uptake of moisture. Many wetland soils have very high organic matter because the remains of plants decompose slowly when continually wet. Without organic matter in our soil, the Earth’s surface would simply look like Mars.


Peat and muck are organic soils formed under continually saturated conditions. Such soils can be found in marshes, sedge meadows, and fens where groundwater flows through bedrock and/or mineral soil. The groundwater rises to the surface and maintains a high water table, which keeps decomposing plant material saturated. This allows little oxygen to penetrate and for the accumulation of organic soils. Most peat as a soil amendment is actually mined from acidic fens (not bogs) of the Northwoods. A true bog is raised above contact with groundwater and stays wet due to rainfall and the ability of sphagnum moss to hold water. Bogs occur, rarely, southward into the Upper Midwest. The organic soils of fens can be acid to alkaline but commercially mined peat is acidic. Fens, though uncommon, can be found throughout the Midwest.


The pH of a soil also plays an important role. Many plants are adapted to a particular range of pH and this has to do with how pH changes the availability of nutrients in the soil. Many plants require acidic soils (low pH) to grow well and will become chlorotic (yellowish instead of green) when grown in soils too basic or alkaline (high pH). It also works the other way, as some plants prefer more alkaline soils. Across the Midwest, acidic soils are more apt to be found in areas of higher rainfall and in areas with bedrock substrate that is sandstone, metamorphic rock like chert, or igneous rock like granite. Limestone, on the other hand, is basic and found under much of the Midwest and contributes to the region’s usually higher pH soils. Concrete also contains lime and contributes to higher pH soils in many urban areas.


LIGHT


Exposure to sunlight is critical to growing a successful plant. Some plants are adapted to full sun, others to varying degrees of shade, and still others are designed to thrive in full shade and will literally burn in sun. Plants requiring full sun will be weak and languish in shade.


It’s important for gardeners to know that morning sun is cooler than afternoon sun and less harsh to sun-sensitive plants while the late afternoon sun is the hottest and harshest in much of the Midwest. This principle explains why a sun-demanding plant may do just fine with morning shade, as the midday and afternoon sun will make up for it. Likewise, a shade-demanding plant may do fine with morning sun whereas the afternoon sun would fry the same plant.


Full sun is also harsher the further south you go and under drier conditions of the west. A plant that thrives in full sun in the Upper Midwest may not be able to do so in the Lower Midwest, and likewise one doing fine in full sun in the Eastern Midwest may do better in some shade farther west.



COLD HARDINESS AND HEAT TOLERANCE


Hardiness also plays an important role and reflects many things but usually refers to a plant’s tolerance of winter’s cold temperatures. The Ohio and Lower Mississippi River valleys and Ozarks are the mildest with the coldest regions being the northern and western edges of the Midwest. The Great Lakes act as “hot water bottles” creating milder winter microclimates, especially on their leeward south and east sides where cloud cover caused by their lake effect moderates what would otherwise be colder, clear nights. I follow the USDA Hardiness Zone Map (http://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov) when describing hardiness zones.


Summertime heat is another consideration for a plant’s hardiness. Summer heat stresses plants, especially cool-season grasses and plants of northern affinity. Summer heat varies from the hotter southern and western areas of the Midwest and decreases the more northeastward you go. The Great Lakes tend to moderate the effects of summer heat, creating a plant-benevolent climate in much of Michigan.


Summer heat is important for growth and hardening off (a plant’s preparation for winter) for some Lower Midwest plants, reducing their hardiness rating in cool summer regions. The Midwest has warm summers and many plants from redbuds to hackberry require this and will languish in the cool summer, maritime climates of the Pacific Northwest and Northern Europe as examples. I follow the American Horticultural Society’s Plant Heat Zone Map (ahs.org/gardening-resources/gardening-maps/heat-zone-map) when describing a plant’s heat tolerance or heat requirements.


In summary, a native plant, in the proper soils and with appropriate moisture and sunlight, is more likely to be healthy and most able to survive extremes of heat and cold. This right plant in the right place also translates into pest and disease resistance and tolerance to drought. This concept is similar to our behavior of eating right and exercising to stay healthy. Most midwestern plants have a wide range and are tolerant of average garden conditions region-wide. Do research on a plant’s cultural requirements to select and grow plants that will thrive over the long term with less input under your specific conditions.


Function in the Landscape


Several main functions come to mind. The first is to cover the ground and prevent erosion. Most landscapes utilize turf and/or lawn grasses for this role, but many low groundcover plants are available and actually all plants accomplish this by covering bare soil.


The second role of plants in a landscape is to screen. This function includes blocking winds and unsightly views, and parceling components of the landscape like walls of a room. The premier use here is evergreen windbreaks to lessen the impact of cold northwestern winds, but also includes functions like hedges.


The third main function of plants in a landscape is to provide important shade. Large shade trees are a very sound investment, especially when sited so that they will cool your home or outdoor seating space in summer.


In the plant profiles, the paragraph titled “Landscape use” describes how a plant functions in the landscape. For covering the ground, you want a plant that spreads and reduces maintenance; often you want to be able to walk or play on this plant, so the plants needs to be low-growing and tough.


For screening, we often want plants that are evergreen so they function through all seasons and aren’t open or bare in the winter. Plants that are deciduous, but densely twiggy, also work, or maybe you are fine with the screen simply being a baffle, especially in winter when you may not be outdoors as much.


The size of a shade plant varies for your needs. If you want to shade the front stoop of your house, a large shrub or small tree will do, but to shade an entire house requires a large tree.


AS GROUNDCOVER, WINDBREAK, AND SHADE


Because it is important to conserve energy for both economic and ecologic reasons, two functional aspects of plants have been of foremost important in the Midwest: windbreak and shade. The farms originally laid out across the prairie reflected this from the time of settlement, and various state extension agencies provide information on how important this role is. Windbreaks slow the speed of the heartland’s fierce winter winds, the biggest impact in creating a moderated microclimate for your home. Heat loss in a winter home is greatly reduced by a windbreak, saving a homeowner considerably on heating use and bills. Likewise, the Midwest’s warm summers can be cooled by the appropriate placement of shade trees. One or more trees shading the southwest aspect of a home can reduce the heat gain on the home, lowering cooling needs and bills.


Windbreaks need to be evergreen or densely twiggy to function best, as winter is their primary time of utility. Shade trees, on the other hand, should be deciduous. Why? Because in the wintertime, the sun creates a passive solar gain on your home and you do not want to block the winter sun’s warmth. Winter shadows created by evergreens are places where snow and ice remain; often creating problematic situations on walks and drives.
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Canada moonseed (Menispermum canadense) is an excellent groundcover in rich soil.





Today, the function of groundcovers to a sustainable landscape has become equally as important as windbreaks and shade. We know that live plant groundcovers provide much more air-cooling, rainfall retention, and more sustenance for nature than mulches and hardscape. Nonnative turf grasses have been the norm for our groundcover choices, but outdoor play has become rare and such spaces are rarely utilized; rainfall is not well absorbed; and there are no flowers and fruits for pollinators or birds. The inputs of routine maintenance (mowing) with noise, air pollution, and consumption of fossil fuels plus the high cost of labor to maintain turf has made their reduction in the landscape of paramount importance. Lower maintenance groundcovers, as a replacement of turf, is a wise, sustainable choice.


As Green Infrastructure and Wildlife Support


The environmental movement has brought to light another important function of plants: “ecosystem services.” What’s that? It’s what a plant can do in the landscape to provide green infrastructure—how a live plant can provide services that were once accomplished by engineering. Examples include green roofs to deter heat gain on or from buildings; rain gardens to alleviate storm water runoff and improve groundwater recharge; and stream or waterway stabilization through using appropriate plants rather than concrete, gabions of stone, and other such man-made structures.
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Regional botanical gardens, such as Powell Gardens in Johnson County, Missouri, offer a great place to visit and see how native plants function in the landscape.





Green structure also includes the neglected roles plants play as host, food, and nectar to the web of life, which includes us—directly so with human-edible plants. Plants are the beginning of the food chain, but insects that feed on them are the next link that supports so much of the life around us. With population crashes of honeybees and monarchs, for example, we’re reminded how important these creatures are to us—whether for pollination for fruits we eat or simply for our sense of wonder. Native plants, as the original resource with which this whole web evolved, play the most important role here bar none.


Gardens comprised of plants purposefully grown to attract appropriate insects into landscapes, gardens, or farms are called “insectaries gardens.” There are three main components to plants selected for an insectaries garden: to attract beneficial predatory insects to help control pests, to attract pollinators for pollination services, and as trap plants that lure pests away from other plants you wish to protect. Insectaries gardens are the mainstay of an organic garden because they enhance working with Mother Nature not against her.



Aesthetics: The Art and Beauty of the Plant


A beautiful plant is often called an ornamental. Because of that, I will call a plant’s beautiful characteristics its ornamental attributes. These traits can arise from the overall shape or form of a plant, its foliage, bark, and stems, or from its flowers and fruit.


PLANT FORM


The form of a plant is something depicted over the life of a plant. For woody plants that don’t die back in winter, form is a year-round attribute that is present in the landscape in all seasons. Plant forms range from prostrate (hugging the ground) to vase-shaped (growing upward yet spreading and weeping outward towards the top). Use plants with striking forms as focal plants, but for the most part the form of a plant translates into its functional qualities.


FOLIAGE


The foliage of a plant is one character that is present year-round on evergreens, but otherwise an ornamental attribute of the growing season. As foliage is present to provide food for the plant to live and grow, it is green—the color of its chlorophyll to make that whole marvelous process of photosynthesis happen. There are unusual plants with various foliage colors from yellow to purple, but almost always these are clones of anomalies where other pigments in a plant’s leaf may mask the green chlorophyll. Plants with white-variegated leaves also fall in this category of cloned anomalies that many gardeners covet but others loathe. Fall color of deciduous plants is a major attribute gardeners consider in selection.
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Beautiful fall color makes Acer saccharum (sugar maple) one of the most beloved midwestern native trees. Loose Park, Kansas City, Missouri.





Some plants have bluish or silvery leaf surfaces because of waxy coatings or silky hairs present to help control a plant’s water loss or as protection against harsh sun. Often this characteristic is just on one side of the leaf, creating a bi-colored effect. Swamp white oak is a great example: the upper side of the leaf is dark green whereas the underside is whitish. This characteristic can be seen from afar as the breeze blows the leaves to show their undersides and the plant is aptly named in Latin Quercus bicolor.


The size of leaves is an ornamental characteristic as plants with smaller leaves are considered to have “fine” texture while plants with large leaves are considered “coarse.” You can actually create quite a striking landscape simply by harmonizing and contrasting leaf textures of plants. Leaf sizes also affect how we perceive a landscape. Plants with tinier, fine-textured leaves actually make an object look bigger because of the added detail, but large-leaved plants do the opposite and can be used to make an overwhelming space or object appear smaller. The most delightful spaces utilize a full range of leaf textures.
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The heart-shaped leaf of eastern redbud (Cercis canadensis) adds interest to the landscape.





The shape of leaves also can be ornamental as unusual outlines attract attention or cater to a particular design. Sassafras with its various mitten-shaped leaves, tulip tree with its tulip flower-shaped leaves, or redbud with its heart-shaped leaves can be sited to take advantage of these shapes. Plants with finely divided or intricately lobed leaves or with small leaflets are also unique design-wise. These plants also can display the same fine texture qualities as those with small leaves.
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The stunning blocky bark of persimmon (Diospyros virginiana) resembles an alligator’s hide and shows best in winter.





BARK AND STEMS


Characteristics of bark and stems of plants are aesthetically pleasing and can be highly ornamental. Paper birch or sycamore (Platanus occidentalis), with its striking white exfoliating bark, is what first comes to mind with midwesterners when asked about ornamental bark. Bark varies from smooth and gray to ruggedly furrowed and almost black. Some shrubs have unique red or otherwise colorful stems epitomized by the red-osier dogwood (Cornus sericea).


FLOWERS


Flowers are the favorite ornamental attribute of plants and the foremost characteristic by which most plants are chosen for the landscape. Colorful spring bloom on small trees and shrubs is most often the first request nursery professionals hear at their garden centers. Herbaceous perennials and annuals are usually chosen for this aspect, at which they do excel. The challenge is how to select and utilize the sequence of colorful blooms on various plants through the season from spring through fall. Such a landscape provides beauty through the entire growing season.


FRUIT


The greatest ornamental character of many plants is their fruit. I will include cones on conifers here, as this is not a botany textbook (technically only angiosperms [flowering plants] produce fruit). The best fruiting season for many plants is in the fall and into winter when the fruits really stand out. The brilliant red berries on American highbush-cranberry (Viburnum trilobum) are so showy in a snowy landscape and the fruit are colorfast through the worst arctic blast. Herbaceous plants are highly ignored for their fruit, but this is one of the finest attributes to consider for the wintertime landscape. The interesting seed heads of various coneflowers, St. John’s worts, mints, and grasses are really something to look at and are especially pretty when adorned with snow.
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The colorful berrylike cones of eastern red cedar (Juniperus virginiana) are used in flavoring.





COLOR


Our most important sense in the garden is sight, and no part of this is more enjoyable than experiencing color. Blue may be the most widely loved color, but we all have a personal favorite(s). I also always work with color in landscape in how it makes us feel. We often overlook that aspect of color, but by making thoughtful choices, you can really improve your well-being and enjoyment of a landscape.


Want to sit and relax after a hard day of work—what colors should you choose? The cooler colors green, blue, and lavender along with white and off-whites including pale yellow and pink. The white and whitened color show up well in evening light too. Want an outdoor spot to sit that energizes you? Vibrant reds, oranges, and golden yellows including vivid purples energize. How about a winter’s day and you look outside and what do you want to see? The warm colors of fruits, berries, and twigs really stand out in the drabber season.


Color is the epitome of a well-designed landscape and can make or break a successful place. There is a lot to color theory and there are entire books written on the subject—too much detail for this book.


FRAGRANCE


Nothing evokes memories stronger than scent. I can’t imagine spring without the scent of wild plums blooming—bringing back memories of my grandparents and their farm. The smell of Kentucky coffeetree’s (Gymnocladus dioicus) flowers reminds me of a pleasant scented floor cleaner my mom used when I was a child.


All too often we don’t even bother to smell the flowers anymore and this is sure a sad state when it comes to native plants. What does a swamp milkweed (Asclepias incarnata) smell like? How about a native sunflower (Helianthus spp.)? If you don’t know, you are missing something special. Add that to your bucket list of things to embrace next time you see them.


We usually select plants with fragrances purely for their pleasantries and enjoyment. Consider fragrant plants near a front door, but especially around an outdoor deck or patio where people spend time outdoors.


Most plant scents are based on their flowers, but some plant fragrances come from foliage. The scent of pine (Pinus spp.) is one of the first that comes to mind, but I cannot help myself to sample many native mints by rubbing or picking a sprig of their leaves.


Other favorites come from scraping a twig or snapping dead twigs, including lemony sassafras, colognelike spicebush (Lindera benzoin), and oil of wintergreen in yellow birch (Betula alleghaniensis). Never underestimate plant fragrances for a successful garden, and be sure to include several to inspire your everyday experiences in the home landscape.


TASTE


My grandparents lived in a landscape where edible plants in the farmyard and fencerows were cherished for their tasty treats—beyond the bread-and-butter field crops that earned a living for them as farmers. Many of our midwestern native plants have delicious fruits from berries to nuts, but lesser-known natives have delicious tubers, stems, or flowers (or nectar-rich flowers highly desired for honey).


I can taste the fresh spear of greenbrier (Smilax sp.) in spring, followed by native red mulberry (Morus rubra), blackberry, and black raspberry (Rubus occidentalis) in mid to late summer, pawpaw (Asimina triloba) in September, persimmon after frost, and hazelnut (Corylus americana) later in autumn. Who said a landscape can’t be tasty?
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Armed with fierce spines on its trunk and stems, wild honeylocust (Gleditsia triacanthos) is clearly not to be touched carelessly.






TACTILE PLANTS


We live in a society so engrained with “look, don’t touch” that I think the tactile experience of the garden has largely been lost. Yes, we have a few harmful-to-the-touch plants such as poison-ivy (Toxicodendron spp.) various stinging nettles, thorny mature greenbrier stems, and fallen leaves of American holly (Ilex opaca), but we also have a phenomenal array of plants that invite us to touch them and that will enrich your life if you just take the time to feel their extraordinary surfaces.


When giving garden tours, the native plant I make sure everyone touches is prairie dock silphium (Silphium terebinthinaceum). Its somewhat raspy surface holds a cool layer of air next to its huge leaves, creating quite a cool sensation on a hot, sunny day. No wonder this plant defies logic that plants with big leaves don’t occur in such full sun situations—it has its own air conditioning.


And what better way of engaging children (or the young at heart) in the garden by introducing them to our native jewelweeds “touch-me-nots” (Impatiens capensis, I. pallida)? Pow! That’s what happens when you touch their ripe or nearly ripe fruit seedpods in late summer or fall: they explode, dispersing the seeds. Also note that the mucilaginous juice from their stems is the anecdote to the sting of a nettle.


I find myself always touching plants in my garden. You get to know your plants better that way—a way to distinguish a roughleaf dogwood seedling from a gray or flowering dogwood (Cornus florida), a way to release the aroma of a mint, a way to tell if a persimmon fruit is ripe. Don’t forget to touch.


PLANT SOUNDS


The state tree of both Kansas and Nebraska is the stately cottonwood. Have you ever listened to a cottonwood? Its leaves flutter in the wind (or even the slightest breeze) across the Midwest and create a pleasant sound that is hard to describe but somewhat like “light applause.” The cottonwood’s cousin, the quaking aspen, is more widely known for this attribute and named after that aspect of the plant. Both are great choices for plants where you want to muffle sounds. Beyond these two poplars, it is hard to name plants for their wind-made sounds other than the sounds blowing through pines (especially eastern white pines) and various grasses.


Some plants in my yard are audible because of the insects they attract. I have noticed the little white urn-shaped flowers on my persimmon trees from across the front yard only because of the audible buzz of bees attracted to them.


Two noisy plants sound off only at the perfect instant and it makes me laugh just thinking about them: native Kentucky wisteria (Wisteria frutescens) and witchhazels (Hamamelis vernalis, H. virginiana). These produce fruits that dry on the plant: a pendant, polished brown pea pod on the wisteria and an urnlike fruit against the stem of the witchhazel. Both audibly snap when they reach certain dryness and fling their seeds far and wide. Both are studies in natural engineering and materials. Open your ears in your garden or on your next visit to gardens and wildlands and listen if any plant makes a sound you like.




[image: image]


Listen for the audible snap when Kentucky wisteria (Wisteria frutescens) fruits pop open and fling their seeds afar.
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Design with Native Plants


What comes to mind at the mention of the terms Japanese garden, English garden, or tropical resort garden? We have pretty good ideas of design principles for those styles, but what makes a midwestern garden? It’s certainly one that reflects our native landscape and native plants.


Prairie-style architects like Frank Lloyd Wright and E. Fay Jones and landscape architects like Jens Jensen, O. C. Simonds, and Alfred Caldwell probably best capture what would be called a midwestern style. It is profoundly sad that the prairie-style genre is not currently popular. Of these notables, only Wright is a household name and his buildings are popular attractions with a timeless quality. Incidentally, Mr. Wright would also have objected to the term style or any label, as he sought inspiration from the study of nature—certainly reflecting the native plants and our landscape.


Most homeowners and gardeners think in terms of style set by real estate standards of curb appeal. It has lead to homogeneous designs that create order but do not reflect the inherent beauty of individual places. Read Andy and Sally Wasowski’s The Landscaping Revolution with a chapter “Homogenize Milk, Not Landscapes.” Simply by utilizing more native plants, the styles in their book reflect the location and local style while maintaining a home landscape with mass-market appeal.


The focus of design in the present volume will outline the process to follow while selecting a style that suits the individual reader. Midwesterners are in large part a pragmatic bunch and maybe that is what partially defines a midwestern landscape design. I have watched how grasses have gradually become accepted in most landscapes and a more natural style has transpired from their use. People also are moving less often so there is more of a movement towards long-term landscape choices rather than instant gratification and resale value. Ultimately, a design, whatever its style, has to be meaningful to its homeowner, creator, or user. That search for meaning is why certain gardeners embrace a natural landscape style.


The Design Process


I earned bachelor’s and master’s degrees in landscape architecture and these three steps in the planting design process are forever ingrained in my head: inventory, analysis, and scheme.


INVENTORY


To create a successful planting design that utilizes native plants to their optimum, you must begin by doing an inventory of the site you are planning. Foremost is to identify the soils on the site. Are they wet, moist, or dry? Comprised of sand, loam, clay, or gravel? Is there bedrock and, if so, what kind of stone is it?
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Lauritzen Gardens in Omaha, Nebraska, showcases the use of native plants in a variety of landscape styles.





It’s ridiculous to amend a site so significantly to change it for your desired plants. Instead, pick plants that will thrive under the existing soil conditions. When in doubt, check your local soil survey and/or get a soil test.


Next it’s important to note the directions from your site. Think of R.E.M.’s song “Stand”: “Stand in the place where you live / Now face north.” It’s critical to know north from south, east from west. Here in the Midwest, in the Northern Hemisphere, it is critical to know this because of the angle of the sun and where it casts cooler shadows, where it beats down most intensely (from the southwest), and how the sun changes through the seasons. The sun rises directly in the east on the vernal and autumnal equinoxes, but rises in the northeast in summer, southeast in winter.


The midwestern winds are also a factor, almost universally southwesterly in summer and from the northwest in winter. You even have to think about the aspect of the land. Is it flat? Is it sloping, and if so which direction? Note these variations if you have topography. Those who garden on the east sides of bluffs never see the sunset and have a much more sheltered site while those on the west sides of a hill may never see the sunrise and may get baked by the afternoon sun.


The inventory also should note all existing plants. This is a great clue in interpreting the site’s conditions and an indicator of what plants will do well in there. Gardeners with a bare, blank slate can look nearby for such plant clues. Trees are your best indicator because they have been there a long time.


A good inventory must also map all utilities including overhead and underground wires, gas lines, water and sewer lines, and septic fields so that plantings are compatible with and allow access to such infrastructure, thus preventing future headaches. You also want to call 811 and get underground utilities flagged, a service provided in all regions to prevent homeowners and contractors from accidentally digging into them.


ANALYSIS


Once you’ve identified existing plants on or near your site, look into the conditions under which they thrive. What are you doing with that research? You are analyzing the situation. Do the same for the soils: analyze the conditions and note any unique anomalies. It is often best not to fix them but to work with them. Again, analyze which plants thrive in your soils. Don’t forget compass directions and the sun and wind changes through each season. Think of where sunny and shady sites are, how to screen the southwestern sun from your home or outdoor seating space in summer. Note to block the cold northwesterly winds in winter.


Here’s an example based on my own, most recent, experience of buying a home. Since it’s in a rural setting, I looked at the county’s soil survey and learned that I had a uniform droughty clay soil, shallow to limestone bedrock in places. I inventoried where there were exposed rocks. The ridgetop property sloped eastward, draining into a ravine to the southeast. I noted the directions and existing large trees to the southwest that cool the house in afternoon and shingle oaks with marcescent leaves (holding rather than shedding lifeless leaves in winter) to the northwest that make a nice windbreak. The north and east sides of the house reflect a more cool and moist microclimate, the west side of my house hotter and drier.


The existing trees were all second-growth species (shingle oak, honeylocust, black cherry, elms, hackberry) that are known to be very drought tolerant. Under the trees grew woodland delphinium (Delphinium tricorne), mayapple (Podophyllum peltatum), and round-leaved groundsel (Packera obovata) so I knew I would be able to grow woodland wildflowers that thrived in dry, upland woods. An open meadow area to the south had a few prairie plant remnants including low green and blunt-leaved milkweeds (Asclepias viridiflora, A. amplexicaulis)—indicators of well-drained, dry soils. That demonstrated that upland, dry prairie species would do well in that site. There were no trees or wildflowers that indicated moist or wet conditions.


The location of the site southeast of Kansas City places me in the Osage Plains ecoregion where plants from the Lower Midwest will thrive in winter hardiness zone 6 (USDA) and summer heat zone 7 (AHS). My droughty upland soils indicated that I should choose from a palette of plants from the oak-hickory woodlands and dry prairies to fit the horticultural restrictions of the site without extra water or soil amendments.


SCHEME


Putting together a basic scheme is the next step to the final design. As this book is about native plants, schemes of readers probably include things such as creating a landscape that celebrates their spirit of place; is ecologically sound and sustainable; has edible and medicinal plants; attracts birds and other wildlife; is insect-friendly, attracting bees, pollinators, butterflies, moths, so on; or is easily cared for yet beautiful and a sound investment.


With any scheme chosen, you have to think about the style that you are comfortable with and that suits your tastes. Do you embrace traditional landscapes of order, or do you like natural landscapes? If you want a more natural look, be sure to research the regulations or landscape ordinances of your neighborhood or community first. Be prepared to get a variance and discuss what you are doing with your neighbors. Think about what you are capable of maintaining or how you plan to maintain your landscape. Landscape maintenance is a critical part of your scheme, so review the landscape use recommendations in the plant profiles that describe a plant’s behavior and suitability for a formal or natural landscape.


Design with native plants is meant to be a practical guide to all styles. Yes, there are native plants that can be used traditionally; already most trees and some shrubs are embraced and readily utilized in landscaping. Native evergreen shrubs, vines, perennials, groundcovers, bulbs, and annuals are much less understood and cultivated. There are many great examples from all plant types and some are quite popular now including our native wisteria as a vine, purple coneflowers (Echinacea spp.) and prairie dropseed (Sporobolus heterolepis) as perennials. In the plant descriptions, a plant’s behavior in a garden setting is described under landscape use.


Traditional styles where plants are grown in an orderly fashion show the hand of humans over nature. Plants usually must stay put and be segregated, only groundcovers are allowed to spread and then only uniformly. Plants must be well behaved and under control. This is the typical style of suburbia where shade trees, select ornamental trees, foundation plantings, hedges, and a few perennials prevail, adorning a lush, turf grass lawn.


Natural styles embrace the hands of Mother Nature and allow plants to naturalize freely and behave as they would in the wild. This allows for complex relationships and mixes of species that look unkempt, untidy, or out of control to many tastes. To the trained ecologist’s eye, there is pattern here best described as “disordered hyperuniformity.” I read that term as describing the light receptors of a chicken’s retina (order at large distances, disorder at shorter distances) and it immediately reminded me of how plants are arranged in a native prairie.


There are in-between styles, the average perennial border being a good example where relatively well-behaved plants are planted in groupings that create compositions that are usually synchronized for bloom through the seasons and in such a way so that the ornamental characters of the plant create artistic compositions based on color and texture. Piet Oudolf is a master of this design, and one can be inspired by his work at Chicago’s Lurie Garden in Millennium Park.


Here’s how I schemed my landscape: I read the property restrictions of my subdivision and, luckily, leaving woodland and natural landscapes is allowed. I wanted a more orderly look immediately around the house and a more natural setting filled with wildlife beyond—that was why I moved to this semirural site. I retained a sweep of lawn around the house for access to maintain the house, for access to utilities, and as a place to walk and observe wildlife and the garden’s plants. Though the Midwest is not in a major wildfire zone, I did keep that in mind so the sweep of lawn also acted as a firebreak. I remember recent droughts and how areas of dried native vegetation can be explosive if on fire.


My scheme also set parameters of function and aesthetics for the plants I chose. I already mentioned shade for the house during the hottest part of the day and winter windbreak. I didn’t have any particular visual screens I needed to make—be sure and look out all your windows, especially in winter and note what you see. I just worked to create beautiful edges to the existing woodland surrounding my home. I also knew my house created some more sheltered moist and shady microclimates on its north and east sides where I could grow some plant treasures I enjoy without wasting resources having to constantly baby them to thrive.


When it came to aesthetics, I played with color and season of color. I chose a palette of primarily orange-yellow gold flowers through the seasons for my west-facing front door space—a place I often sit on the front steps and watch the sunset, so why not choose those colors that play off that? Bright red and vibrant purple colors for the hot sunny, south side of the house are colors that invigorate. On the east side of my house, where I unwind and relax on the deck after work, calming green foliage and flowers of pale shades and white that show up at night are the scheme; it’s also where I have my best spring-flowering plants.


Follow your own choice of aesthetic schemes to make your landscape fit your needs and help give it some parameters so that it is not all hodgepodge. Gardeners simply restoring a native landscape usually work aesthetically well too as the color palettes of our native plants through the season for different habitat types have their own splendor. White, golden yellow, and lavender purple are recurring color schemes of midwestern prairie plants.


Clean, defined edges to natural landscaping along with signage are helpful for neighbors accepting of only a formal landscape. I certified my landscape with the National Wildlife Federation, North American Butterfly Association, and Monarch Watch and have posted the signs they provided. Other local and national groups will do the same, including Wild Ones and the Xerces Society. You also can just post your own signs, but communicate what you are doing and what your natural landscape reflects.


As this book is also about gardening sustainability, the above process of design will ensure that you select plants workable for your site without added inputs. When the right plant is put in the right place, its need for fertilizer, watering, and pesticides is greatly reduced. A happy plant is more vigorous and resistant to weather calamities and pests.


Always embrace problematic site conditions. If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em. A wet spot can become a wetland garden; a dry locale should embrace what does well in that habitat. Dense shade can usually support moss and ferns or other woodland wildflowers. Sandy sites have a whole suite of plants that thrive under those conditions. Make peace with what you are given, and a better, more sustainable design unique to you will ensue. Capture your spirit of place and bloom where you’re planted. There are native plants that thrive in every niche.


Simplicity and Repetition


I find the most beautiful, impactful, and memorable designs repeat plants that do well on the site. I recall the wooded home landscape of friends Dan and Barbara Williams near Rockford, Illinois, where they utilize wild ginger (Asarum canadense) extensively as groundcover, Virginia creeper (Parthenocissus quinquefolia) as both vine and groundcover, and pagoda dogwood (Cornus alternifolia) as an understory tree. These three selections tie the space together, woven with a fairly diverse ground layer of native wildflowers and a canopy of native trees from bur oak to hackberry and black cherry.




[image: image]


A row of eastern redbud (Cercis canadensis) trees creates a line of color along a street.





Sometimes it takes time to figure out just what really thrives on your particular site, and then you can divide these plants and transplant their seedlings or saplings to create quite a splash. In my garden, various violets (Viola sororia, V. striata), roundleaf groundsel, woodland phlox (Phlox divaricata), and redbud (Cercis canadensis) were behaving in a way that told me to repeat them in my young garden.


Popular Plant Uses and Choices


Well over 95 percent of homeowners do not want a natural style. Because of that I’ll review typical plant use and selection criteria and make suggestions on how to choose a native plant for these situations: shade trees, evergreens, select ornamental trees, foundation plantings, hedges, flower border, containers, and lawn alternatives.


HOW TO PICK A SHADE TREE


Native shade trees are readily available at most nurseries. They are the largest and most long-lived plant in your design, so they should be carefully selected and located in the landscape. Make sure to follow local ordinances in the selection and placement or get a variance. Be mindful of overhead and underground utilities.


Common mistakes are planting trees in the middle of the lawn. Would you put a tall lamp in the middle of your living room? The best location for trees is where they will shade your home or outdoor living space from the hot afternoon sun. Plant them to frame your outdoor spaces and views. Street trees really help cool a community and their biomass helps mitigate the environmental impact of street pavement.


On very small properties, only one shade tree may be necessary or use small trees that fit the scale better. It is well documented that trees improve the value of a home both economically and ecologically.


HOW TO PLACE WINDBREAKS AND EVERGREEN TREES


In winter, fierce winds blow in the Midwest from the Northwest and Arctic. A windbreak that buffers a home from these winds can reduce the home’s energy costs by 20–40 percent. The most important criteria are the height of the windbreak species and the density of its branches and/or evergreen foliage (55–85 percent is ideal).


A 20-foot-tall dense conifer will slow the wind speed down by around 75 percent within 100 feet, which is five times its height. Adding depth and layers to the planting, including a couple of rows of evergreens along with a row of dense shrubs, increases effectiveness.


Windbreaks work best on both northern and western boundaries around an open farmstead where they create a triangle of protection. They should be at least 75 feet beyond the home and extend past any structure on both their west and north boundaries in snowy regions. Former practices of woodlots that provided tree resources worked well, but with the high cost of prime farmland and commodity prices, windbreaks are reduced to a minimum anymore. Search your local extension service for ideal plans in your region; Iowa State University Extension, Pm-1716 is a great resource.


Windbreaks work on a smaller scale too, even in suburbia where space is limited. The use of evergreens and dense plantings to the north and west sides of homes makes a significant difference. Increased use of windbreak plantings offers the greatest reduction in energy use in the Midwest, a situation that is not getting any press in these times when energy conservation is paramount.


Using evergreens for ornamental and screening purposes works well within the framework of a windbreak, but why are they not recommended for planting on the south side of a home or structure? It’s because there they cast winter shadows, blocking sunlight and passive solar heating. In such settings, ice can remain in the shadows cast by evergreens and indoor space will be gloomy even on a sunny winter day. Evergreens also simply look like dark shadows when backlit and the details of their needle texture and color as well as their cones are lost. Use smaller evergreens and evergreen shrubs for appropriate sized screens or seasonal ornamentals to the south.


HOW TO SITE ORNAMENTAL TREES


Many homeowners go to a nursery to buy a small tree with colorful spring flowers, foliage, bark, or fruit to stand out in their landscape. Well-placed ornamentals are an important design element to every landscape. Think how these trees will perform in all seasons beyond the flowers or whatever character for which you selected them. Those sited where you can enjoy them from indoors also adds to their appeal. Remember they are often focal points as your eye is drawn to their uniqueness.


A great site is often off to the side of the front door to create a comfortable entrance giving “human scale.” They also work that way around outdoor living spaces and are used off corners of buildings to soften hard edges. You also can use them in place of shade trees where overhead wires would interfere with a larger tree.


WHAT TO USE FOR FOUNDATION PLANTINGS


Say the words foundation plant and gardeners usually envision needle evergreen junipers (Juniperus spp.) and yews (Taxus spp.) along with broadleaf evergreen boxwood (Buxus spp.) and holly (Ilex spp.). We feel our homes are naked without this ring of bushes around them: low or squat under windows, taller upright types at the corners or to frame a doorway. Most standard choices ultimately become large plants and require annual shearing to keep them in bounds. That can create some unusual shapes over time.


Do we really need foundation plantings? It’s a matter of personal choice but do keep in mind future home maintenance and the ultimate size of the plants you choose. It’s often wise to set them back from the foundation for maintenance reasons.


Consider dwarf selections of native conifers, which usually grow much slower than standard evergreens. They may cost a bit more up front but will save with lower maintenance in the long run. Deciduous shrubs, sturdy perennials, or groundcovers also should be considered. Be cautious when using native prairie grasses that can be highly flammable when they’re dormant.


WHAT MAKES A GOOD HEDGE


Conventional hedge plantings are generally chosen for three attributes. First of all, they must be woody. Second, they need to take shearing “buzz cut” pruning. Lastly, they should create a dense mat of foliage or twigs. Exotic plants are the most prevalent choices including various privets (Ligustrum spp.), alpine currant (Ribes alpinum), and boxwood.


Think outside the box since who says hedges must be sheared and why can’t they be herbaceous plants that hold up well all winter? (Jens Jensen hated manipulative pruning on plants.) Herbaceous switchgrass and its cultivars, shining bluestar (Amsonia illustris), and aromatic aster (Symphyotrichum oblongifolium) make an outstanding hedge that needs to be maintained only once a year: cut down in early spring. Shrubs including gray and rough-leaf dogwood, and arrowwood viburnums (Viburnum dentatum) and related species are also good native unsheared hedge candidates.


If you need that sheared look, consider a native plant. I have seen hedge trials at the Minnesota Landscape Arboretum with American arborvitae (Thuja occidentalis), eastern white pine (Pinus strobus), and even American fringetree (Chionanthus virginicus) looking beautiful. I discovered two I never thought of for such by accident thanks to deer browse shearing them: lanceleaf buckthorn (Rhamnus lanceolata) as a shrub and New England aster (Symphyotrichum novaeangliae) as a perennial. Lastly, uniform hedges may be your style but why not create a tapestry hedge that alternates or repeats various plant patterns?


HOW TO CREATE FLOWER AND MIXED FLOWER-SHRUB BORDERS


Create a successful flower border by following these basic selection criteria. First, it’s a good plan if all the plants you choose can grow under the conditions of the bed, especially its soil, moisture, and sunlight conditions. Secondly, know the plants’ ultimate size and lay them out accordingly, shorter species show better in the front with taller species, including shrubs, working well in the back. It’s okay to have a few taller species forward as focal points to create some drama. Lastly, select plants that will fill a sequence of bloom or other ornamental attributes through all the seasons. Many spring flowers go dormant by summer so pair them with compatible plants that will fill in when they are absent. Actually listing on paper a matrix of the plants you choose with their seasonal interest helps visualize weaknesses. The plants are the rows and the season of bloom or ornamental interest are the columns—review that you chose plants of seasonal ornamental attributes from spring through winter and that these are laid out in a balanced manner across your planting design.


HOW TO USE CONTAINERS


Many of us live in apartments, condominiums, patio homes, or other places where our gardening is limited to containers. The use of native plants in containers is a perfectly great way to include them in any landscape.


Typical principles of container design can be followed, namely, including plants that thrill, fill, and spill. Choice of thriller plants varies with the size of the container. Maidenhair fern (Adiantum pedatum) is a thriller in a small container in shade while magnificent interrupted fern (Osmunda claytoniana) would work as such in a larger container where maidenhair would be stunning filler. Prairie grasses make excellent thrillers for sun, prairie dropseed a fine thriller in a small container, but switchgrass a knockout choice for a large container where dropseed would be good filler. Rose verbena makes the finest spiller for sun, as do wild strawberries (Fragaria spp.) in sun or shade.


Water plants can be shown to a tee in a container that is sealed or watertight. Place containers of water plants at the appropriate depth, putting a brick or block beneath them to adjust their placement. Make sure to utilize mosquito dunks, an organic, biological control for mosquitoes. If the container is large and if it is situated so it won’t overheat, you can add tiny mosquito fish or guppies to it. I store my water garden container in the basement for the winter, simply removing most of the water and keeping the plants just alive until I put them back outdoors in spring.


Most native plants, even when grown in a container, are perfectly hardy left outdoors year-round. Verify that the container is made of such material that it will survive the freezes and thaws of winter.


HOW TO SELECT LAWN ALTERNATIVES


The status symbol of lawn has gotten out of control as probably the greatest waste of land and a significant threat to our watersheds because of pesticide misuse and excessive water runoff. Turf is our most important groundcover but should be limited to where it is utilized as for golf and other games and for light-use walking paths, where it is the best groundcover for such purposes.


Consider abandoning perfect monocultures of grass in favor of communities of plants that thrive under the mower. Where I grew up, virtually no one used lawn chemicals and we enjoyed playing outside on turf filled with dandelions, clovers, veronicas, and chickweeds. Today such lawns are flagged as “unmaintained” but they are much more healthy and I think they actually enhance play. Opt for lower maintenance turfs wherever available, and one day our native sedges will hopefully usurp turf grasses as the best lawns, especially the ones no one ever walks or plays on.


Choose other groundcovers or shrub masses as more sound alternatives to turf lawn. It is well documented that turf beneath trees is not good for them, so that’s a great place to start reducing the lawn. I reduced my lawn by well over 50 percent. I created turf-free beds linking all the masses of trees while maintaining a sweep of lawn around the house. Doing this left me with a much smaller front yard lawn panel that I readily utilize for observing nature. I also retained lawn closer to the road to define the natural-style beds and better link with the neighbors. I use all the lawn I have as a place to walk without worrying about ticks and chiggers. I have virtually no lawn in my backyard, which is a heavily wooded and essentially woodland with paths maintained for access.
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