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Native perennials make for a sea of color in Southeast gardens.
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Red-yellow blooms of cross-vine (Bignonia capreolata) intertwine with American wisteria (Wisteria frutescens) in a colorful display.
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Spring ephemerals native to the Southeast are a welcome sight in woodland gardens.
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This book is about native plants in the Southeast and how to select and use them in the home landscape. While we could easily get lost in reverie for the abundance and beauty of this flora, with its magnolias, hydrangeas, and coneflowers, it’s important that we focus on you. Whether you’ve just bought your first trowel or are on your third pair of pruners, you are a gardener. This book is a tool—part garden coach, part hand-picked plant palette, and part visual inspiration. It’s a starting point or perhaps a new path in your partnership with plants. We hope it will ignite your curiosity to dig in the dirt and to dig deeper into what interests you. There are field guides and trails, Master Gardener classes, native plant societies and gardens, and new friendships to explore.


You never know what plant may inspire you, native or non-native. We offer you these southeastern plant species that inspire us. Many native plants have become mainstays of the gardening world and interest in those that haven’t yet is on the rise. Their beauty is apparent, yet we look to natives because we know our landscapes can and should do so much more than please our senses. Our gardens are part of the web of life and can provide food, shelter, and nurseries for pollinators, birds, and other creatures, and they can do this without demanding excessive inputs. We can choose plants that are good neighbors, that don’t readily escape our gardens and degrade other habitats. Growing such a garden is a deeply satisfying experience when you embrace connection over perfection. The truth is, you are a part of the web of life, too. Welcome your family and friends into the garden as a place to feel at home among the abundance of native plants.




[image: Images]


A meadow filled with southeastern native plants welcomes visitors in late summer.






What Is a Native Plant?



Whether the draw of native plants has been lifelong or is a brand-new fascination, the question of just what a native plant is will come up. Our definition is simple: a species is native to the Southeast if it was growing in the region before European settlement. The plant might have come by physical forces of nature or by the activities of animals and indigenous humans, but it lives and reproduces on its own and seems to fit in with the other native flora and fauna. Plants that evolved in Asia, Africa, Europe, and South America are non-natives, or what we call exotics. Sometimes exotic plants establish themselves locally and reproduce in the wild. We refer to those as naturalized, but that doesn’t make them native. For example, both oxeye daisy and Queen Anne’s lace are thoroughly naturalized in the Southeast (and sometimes called wildflowers), but we know that they are natives of Europe, not North America. Unfortunately, some exotic plants go much further than just establishing themselves and reproducing in the wild—they take over. We’re talking about invasive exotic plants, invasives for short. Think kudzu, Japanese honeysuckle, and Chinese privet. By reproducing prolifically, sucking up resources, and growing unchecked due to a lack of their native predators, invasive plants crowd out native plants. This results in displacing those native insects, birds, and other animals that depend on natives. The end result is often a degraded habitat unable to support much biological diversity. When mixing native and non-native plants in your garden (as we do), be certain you don’t include invasive species. Even if you think you can control them, the risk is too high. You may not even realize they have escaped by sending seeds flowing down the creek or being carried off by birds, for example.


The region covered in this book is at once traditional, and then again arbitrary. The Southeast certainly includes Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, northern Florida, and Mississippi. This is arbitrary, in that plants don’t understand state boundaries! In fact, a great many of the species native to the Southeast are also native to the Northeast and Midwest. We’ve chosen to include a few species that are native just outside our defined boundaries, like threadleaf bluestar and giant coneflower from the southern Midwest, because they are outstanding, well-behaved garden plants in the Southeast.


The more you learn about the natural history of plants, the more you’ll find that change is at the heart of it. Drawing hard boundary lines is impractical—these plants are moving targets. Wind and migrating birds continually carry seeds about, and occasional plant establishments occur in what seem to be isolated regions. For example, the scarlet hibiscus grows among other natives in south-central North Carolina, far from its primary Gulf Coast range. How the hibiscus got that far inland is a mystery. Does this species count as native? We think it has to. It may seem oddly out of place, and we don’t know when and how it got here, but it is reasonable for it to be here. We use the maps at the Biota of North America, bonap.org, to check the latest distributions of plants. For a simple check on where a plant is recorded native, we also recommend wildflower.org, or the USDA PLANTS database.


It doesn’t matter much to us whether a plant can be proven a longtime native to a narrow region, as long as it came from somewhere reasonably close and fits in with the flora without being an obnoxious weed. By now, humans have disturbed so much native habitat and spread so many plants around in various activities including gardening, agriculture, military maneuvers, and simple family vacations, that it wouldn’t be surprising to find almost anything almost anywhere in any almost-suitable habitat. However, it’s this very disturbance of native habitat and its impact on biodiversity that calls us to consider more thoughtfully what we grow in our own backyards. Those backyards cannot replace large tracts of native habitat, but they can support a greater diversity of living organisms than most currently do, and native plants have a foundational role to play.


Why grow natives?


There are many compelling reasons for choosing natives, but at the end of the day we grow them because they are simply beautiful plants with attractive flowers, foliage, and fruit—local plants with seasonal appeal, much like locally grown foods. There’s enough variety to fill every niche in a garden, and chances are you are already growing some. If you’ve got black-eyed Susan, summer phlox, or dogwood, you’re growing natives.


Peel back this layer of natural beauty, and you’ll discover several more reasons for choosing native plants. There’s no question that native insects rely much more on native plants than on exotics. The larvae of many butterflies and moths, for example, will eat only native species. And all baby birds depend on a steady diet of insect larvae to reach adulthood. There has been a decline in certain native insects because their habitats and food plants have been lost to development. This drop in pollinator species and numbers, both native and exotic, is especially alarming considering the vital role they play in our food production. According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 35 percent of global food production depends on pollinators, and between 15 and 40 percent of insect pollinator species are threatened with extinction.


Dr. Douglas Tallamy’s book Bringing Nature Home is a startling revelation of the damage that overuse of exotics and sterile expanses of lawns in the home landscape have done to natural plant-animal associations. When it was published, his book created something of a mini-firestorm, stimulating deep commitment in many people to do something about the overplanting of exotics and to try to reverse the decline in the diversity of native birds and insects. These creatures are intricately linked in the web of life, as are we all, and disruption in those interactions can weaken the whole system.


The remedy, according to Tallamy, is to plant more natives, create islands of diverse vegetation in a sea of urban uniformity, and let native birds and insects eat a little bit of our property. We have absolutely no problem with that. In fact, it’s empowering to know we can actually do something to support these creatures, right here, right now.


As part of this web, we are responsible for what we’re putting in and taking out of our lands—excessive water, gas to power engines, and chemicals like fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides. If one of your goals is to minimize these inputs, choosing the correct native plants can support that. You may have heard that native plants are tough—that they don’t need the water, fertilizer, pest control, or pampering of other plants. Like any generalization, there is some truth and some half-truth in that statement. Plants are adapted to particular niches—some broad, some narrow. In any habitat, you’ll find both abundant and rare species. In other words, natives run the gamut from highly adaptive in a variety of conditions to practically ungrowable outside the wild. It’s true that natives don’t require our inputs or maintenance when growing in their natural habitats. But once we bring them into our highly disturbed habitats, with our aesthetic standards, they are garden plants and require a basic amount of maintenance to grow and perform to our desires. One benefit they do offer over exotics is in weathering climate extremes like droughts and cold snaps. In the Southeast, warm winter spells followed by late freezes regularly damage flower buds of exotics like saucer magnolias and new growth of crepe myrtles. Native species aren’t fooled by those temperature swings and emerge unscathed. A well-sited native plant in a landscape has staying power, which saves money and effort over the long run.


Lowering your inputs and maintenance is really about choosing the right plant for the right place and making sure it gets good care in its first year. After that, appropriately sited native plants rarely require supplemental water, and a once-a-year top-dressing with compost is fertilizer enough. By choosing natives, you can be certain you are not contributing to the spread of invasive species and the havoc they can wreak in vulnerable habitats. Growing a variety of plants, as opposed to the top ten exotic usual suspects, will support a diversity of insects. This often keeps a fair balance between pests and beneficial insects so you don’t need to intervene, especially not with insecticides that kill the good bugs along with the pests. A few caterpillar holes and aphid congregations are reminders that birds are being fed, and you’re likely to see ladybugs flying about.


Finally, native plants provide a sense of place that can be reassuring in our age of rapid and frequent mobility. When you’re in your garden, sharing space with plants that have been in the Southeast for many thousands of years, you’re a part of that history. We love being reminded of the natural habitats of the plants, birds, mammals, and insects in our gardens. Native plants are part of a community, all interacting. Never forget that a species in cultivation has a home somewhere in the wild, where it is adapted to a particular set of environmental conditions. The only reason we can grow it in our gardens is that it is adaptable enough to accommodate the less-than-perfect conditions we provide. And for this ability we are eternally grateful.
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It’s easier for a hungry prothonotary warbler to find food in a garden of native plants.
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Native plants flourish in a naturalistic garden and help create a sense of abundance.








Invasive Species and Native Alternatives



Chances are you have at least one invasive plant species growing on your property. To learn more about which plants are serious problems in your part of the Southeast, visit www.se-eppc.org. If you’ve got them in your garden, chip away at eradicating them so they won’t have a chance to spread into adjacent habitats. Many of our worst invasive species would never be sold in nurseries today (it’s hard to find kudzu for sale), but unfortunately some serious invaders still are. The following chart gives you some native alternatives to invasive species (depending on your location) that you might run across at the garden center.






	INVASIVE SPECIES

	NATIVE ALTERNATIVES






	autumn olive (Elaeagnus umbellata), thorny olive (Elaeagnus pungens)

	yaupon holly (Ilex vomitoria), arrowwood (Viburnum dentatum), Florida anise (Illicium floridanum)






	‘Bradford’ pear (Pyrus calleryana ‘Bradford’) and related cultivars

	dogwood (Cornus florida), two-winged silverbell (Halesia diptera), redbuds (Cercis canadensis)






	Chinese wisteria (Wisteria sinensis)

	American wisteria (Wisteria frutescens)






	eulalia grass (Miscanthus sinensis)

	switch grass (Panicum virgatum), muhly grass (Muhlenbergia capillaris), little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium)






	Japanese blood grass (Imperata cylindrica ‘Rubra’)

	red switch grass (Panicum ‘Shenandoah’, P. ‘Cheyenne Sky’)






	Japanese honeysuckle (Lonicera japonica)

	For climbing and color: coral honeysuckle (Lonicera sempervirens), yellow jessamine (Gelsemium sempervirens). For fragrance: coastal sweet-pepperbush (Clethra alnifolia).






	mimosa (Albizia julibrissin)

	redbud (Cercis canadensis), fringe tree (Chionanthus virginicus)






	nandina (Nandina domestica)

	dwarf yaupon holly (Ilex vomitoria ‘Nana’) oakleaf hydrangea (Hydrangea quercifolia), beautyberry (Callicarpa americana)






	privet (Ligustrum sinense, L. japonicum)

	yaupon holly (Ilex vomitoria), common wax-myrtle (Morella cerifera), Walter’s viburnum (Viburnum obovatum), Carolina cherry-laurel (Prunus caroliniana)






	Vines: chocolate vine (Akebia quinata), oriental bittersweet (Celastrus orbiculatus), Japanese climbing fern (Lygodium japonicum), variegated porcelain berry (Ampelopsis brevipedunculata ‘Elegans’), English ivy (Hedera helix)

	cross-vine (Bignonia capreolata), yellow jessamine (Gelsemium sempervirens), climbing hydrangea (Decumaria barbara), muscadine grape (Muscadinia rotundifolia)
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Red switch grass ‘Shenandoah’ offers beautiful color and texture in conditions from dry soils and full sun to rain gardens.





Regions and habitats of the Southeast


The Southeast is a diverse region for plant habitats. It can be divided into regions based on topography, soil, and bedrock type. These are the regions that we use when giving the natural ranges of species. Which do you currently call home?


The Coastal Plain is fairly uniform in its flatness, with well-drained, sandy-loam soils stretching along the coastline and up the Mississippi corridor. The Sandhills region within the Coastal Plain is a narrow belt just inland, where deep white sand accumulated along an ancient shoreline.


The Piedmont, literally “foot of the mountains,” is a wide region of rolling hills and small leftover remnants of worn-down mountains. The soils are more clay based.


The Southern Appalachian Mountains are ancient formations of mostly granite-based rocks, eroded and rounded over 250 million years. They have never been glaciated or flooded. Changes in elevation and north-to-south slope exposures provide many diverse habitats for plants in a cool, moist climate.


Ridge, valley, and plateau regions in Tennessee and Northern Alabama are underlain by limestone rocks and provide diverse habitats much like the Piedmont, but with rich soils of a less acidic nature.


Within these physical regions are recognizable habitats. Using the broadest strokes, we simply refer to them as fields, forests, swamps, and marshes. For the purpose of informing our choices of garden plants, this is usually specific enough. If you’d like to learn more about habitats within the mountains, the Piedmont, and the Coastal Plain, and the plants that grow there, we recommend the introduction section of any of the following plant guides: Wildflowers of the Atlantic Southeast, by Cotterman, Waitt, and Weakley; Wildflowers and Plant Communities of the Southern Appalachian Mountains and Piedmont, by Timothy Spira; A Guide to the Wildflowers of South Carolina, by Richard Porcher and Douglas Rayner; or Southeastern Wildflowers, by Jan Midgely.


Knowing which region you call home and the habitat of the plant you’re hoping to grow are useful bits of intersecting information. If you’re having difficulty growing a mountain species in the Coastal Plain, there’s a good reason and it doesn’t have to do with the color of your thumb! Get to know some basic information about your particular corner of the Southeast. Learn the average low and high temperatures (which translate into cold hardiness and heat tolerance), as well as the soil type, to make wise plant choices for your garden.


Perhaps the ultimate source of inspiration and information comes when you see a plant in its native haunts and learn what conditions it requires. Every state has a native plant society that plans field trips to interesting habitats across its state. Join your society, go on the trips, find out who is most knowledgeable, and ask them questions. You will learn a lot and see sights that thrill you. The more people who know and appreciate native plants and their habitats, the more plants we can preserve for future generations to enjoy.


THE NAMES OF NATIVE PLANTS


A rose by any other name may be fine in love, but when it comes to gardening, knowing just which kind of rose you’re planting matters. Mix up multiflora with swamp and you’ve just chosen an exotic invasive over a native species. The plant profiles in this book are arranged alphabetically by scientific name within each plant category—so you can see botanical relationships. These names appear first in each listing. However, new gardeners almost always use common names—they are in plain language, familiar, and often colorful or charming. So the plant’s common name appears just below the scientific name, in large, prominent, easy-to-read type, for searching by common name. Ironically, common names can lead to misunderstanding. Sometimes two unrelated plants are given the same common name, or a name that is popular in one region is unknown in another. Don’t feel bad about using them, but know that at some point, you may end up buying or talking (or arguing!) about a different plant than you intended. The beauty of using scientific names is that everyone everywhere in the world uses that single name for one specific plant. Unless you took Latin in school, scientific names may seem unfamiliar and cruelly unpronounceable. Our advice to you is to stay calm, keep growing plants, and learn a few scientific names as you go.


Let’s break them down. Each species’ scientific name consists of two Latin-style words—a noun called the genus, and an adjective called the specific epithet or adjective. Together, they make the species name. For instance, Lobelia cardinalis is a species of native plant commonly called cardinal flower. Lobelia is the genus and cardinalis is the specific adjective. There are other species within the genus Lobelia—for instance, Lobelia spicata and Lobelia siphilitica. Sometimes specific adjectives are informative. In this case, cardinalis tells us that the flower is red (like the native bird and Catholic bishops with the same root name).


Have you noticed that plant tags are often longer than two words, though? For instance, Lobelia cardinalis ‘Queen Victoria’. This name is designating an individual selection of the species. Making a comparison, we are all Homo sapiens, but Bob from Walhalla is a particular human with his own combination of genes. We would call Bob an individual (boring or bizarre personality aside). With plants, we call this a cultivar—short for “cultivated variety.” ‘Queen Victoria’ is a cultivar of Lobelia cardinalis that has dark burgundy foliage. Cultivars are almost always propagated vegetatively to maintain a clone of the original individual. Cultivars, rather than seed-grown species, are the norm in the perennial and woody nursery industry, mainly because they assure uniformity—something we as consumers have been trained to expect.


Check out another plant tag and you may encounter a genus with only a cultivar name, like Lobelia ‘Monet Moment’. If this name were fully written out, as Lobelia × speciosa ‘Monet Moment’, a secret would be revealed. The “×” means this is a hybrid. Two or more different species of Lobelia were crossbred, then a particularly desirable individual was chosen, named, and propagated to produce many plants of the same genetic makeup. Hybrids might be between different native species of the same genus, or could be hybrids of exotic species of the same genus, or a mixture of the two.
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Cardinal flower (Lobelia cardinalis) is one of many southeastern natives celebrated by gardeners everywhere.





A more recent trend is that of giving cultivars or a group of related cultivars trademarked names, such as Lobelia Fan® Scarlet. The trademarked name is technically not the same as a cultivar name and is not a part of the plant’s scientific designation. However, for the consumer, that’s splitting hairs. If you buy a Lobelia Fan® Scarlet, you are still buying a hybrid Lobelia cultivar (but with that name hidden). Why have plant breeders dropped listing the cultivar in favor of trademarked names? That could be a chapter unto itself, but it boils down to propriety (control of propagation and supply of the plant) and marketing.


All this decoding of names and selections and hybrids is like seeing how the sausage is made. Perhaps you’d rather just enjoy that gorgeous plant that draws in the hummingbirds. But for others, this is important consumer information, necessary to fully understand the history and genetics of the plant being added to your garden. It allows you to look up additional information and learn about the plant’s origins. If you are the former, plant it and enjoy (just keep the plant tag)! If you’d like to dig deeper, read on.


Once we’ve stepped outside the field of naturally reproducing plants, and into cultivars and hybrids, our simple definition of native could cause some head-scratching. If a particular individual of a native species has been found or bred, then propagated and named in the past 150 years, is it still native? “Nativar” is a recently made-up term to refer to just such a cultivar of a native species—Lobelia cardinalis ‘Queen Victoria’, for instance. Opinions among experts vary, but we think of nativars as native plants because the species are native. For us, ‘Queen Victoria’ cardinal flower is a native plant. Some nativars are selections that look very much like a typical example of that species and provide all the usual features and resources of that species. Others can be quite different—for example, double-flowered types, which may provide less or no nectar or seeds.


Stepping into hybrid territory, things can get a bit stickier. We embrace hybrids of native species, even if they don’t occur freely in the wild, and refer to them as “native hybrids.” There are some wonderful garden plants that are hybrids between native and exotic species of the same genus, but we can’t rightly call them native. We still grow and enjoy them, though, as long as they show no signs of becoming invasive.


While we take a liberal view of “native” when it comes to a home garden, there are definitely applications where stricter definitions should rule. Seed from open-pollinated species, rather than nativars and hybrids, are critical for large-scale conservation and restoration projects where the genetic makeup of reproducing populations is a central concern. Deciding which cultivar or straight species belongs in your garden, however, is a personal decision based on your reasons for choosing natives in the first place. Does the cultivar still provide the same degree of food and shelter for native pollinators or birds? Once established, does it grow without excess inputs and not take over the garden? Is it beautiful, reminiscent of a favorite habitat, or just bring you joy? If any or all of these reasons, or your own reasons, are satisfied, we encourage you to grow it with abandon.


Garden As Habitat


Biodiversity is the key to maintenance of the world as we know it.
—E.O. WILSON


A garden is generally defined as a planned space, usually outdoors, set aside for the display, cultivation, or enjoyment of plants and other forms of nature. A habitat is the type of natural environment in which a particular species of organism lives and finds food, shelter, and protection, and mates for reproduction. Gardens are grown by people, but does that mean they aren’t natural? Can a garden be an environment where species find their necessities? In other words, can a garden be a habitat?


We are a part of nature, even as we impact our environment in dramatic ways, and our gardens contain living organisms of all sorts, some of which find all the elements of home. So while gardens aren’t and cannot duplicate wild habitat, they certainly can provide basic needs for a variety of species if we make wise choices of what goes in them. As Claudia West, coauthor of Planting in a Post-Wild World, reminds us, the “wild” we think is outside our cities is mostly gone. It’s time to embrace the nature around (and within) us and use what we know to build healthier, more ecologically functional landscapes. It may not be perfect, but it’s what we’ve got and it’s something each of us can influence. Even if you narrow your focus to the view outside your window, aren’t more butterflies and birds a sight for weary eyes?


Boosting the function of your landscape is not complicated—at the heart of it is diversity and an easing back from harsh interventions. The foundation is a landscape with layers of ground cover, perennials, shrubs, and trees consisting of a variety of at least 50 percent native species. Add to that a basin of water, avoidance of pesticides, and keeping some organic matter in place, and you’ve covered the basics. Such a garden habitat will contain pollinators, dispersers, beneficial as well as pest insects, reptiles, mammals, and countless unseen players like fungi, bacteria, and micro-invertebrates. Knowing that all players belong and contribute to a healthy community means that seeing a black snake might make your skin crawl (or tingle with joy), but you allow it. You’ll soon realize it’s not a sign of a problem, it’s a sign of balance—unless roaming rodents are at the top of your wish list.
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Home gardens come alive when they are made up of at least 50 percent native plants, provide habitat that offers water and organic matter, and are as free of pesticides as possible.





Of course, even with our best efforts, a reasonable balance isn’t always possible. Anyone with deer pressure knows this all too well. You will experience challenges. It might not be deer parties in the backyard, but it could be hungry rabbits, voles, or a particular insect infestation. Whatever the challenge, seek the advice of other gardeners or the local extension service. Consider their advice with the home habitat in mind when you decide if and what action you will take. It’s like we tell our young children, does the size of your reaction fit the size of your problem? Especially give serious thought before using broad-spectrum insecticides. If you spray one, you spray them all.


The three Bs


Birds, butterflies, and bees are just three types of garden visitors or residents, but for us they are joy on the wing, and a stroll through the garden without them lacks dimension. If your answer to the three Bs is “Yes, please!”, then get to know their basic needs and fine-tune with their preferences. They all require sources of food, shelter from harsh conditions and predators, nesting or breeding sites, water, and to avoid deadly poisons. Native plants can provide the first three, sometimes the fourth, and you can control the last two.



BIRDS



Adult backyard birds have varied diets, but they center on fruits, seeds, and insects. Baby birds, on the other hand, are only fed insects, caterpillars particularly. What do hungry caterpillars eat? Plants, of course, and often specific native ones (see sidebar). Research by Dr. Doug Tallamy and others continues to show that native plants, especially trees, support a higher diversity and volume of insect larvae than non-natives. He has extended his research to measuring the impact that availability of caterpillars in an urban environment have on chickadee populations and the results are startling. We encourage you to read some of these studies yourself to understand why he compares each plant in your landscape to a feeder. Whether it is full or empty comes down to native vs. non-native in most cases. Don’t panic, just plant more natives.


Year-round residents and migrating birds depend on seasonal fruits (see sidebar). Growing plants with summer fruit like serviceberry and plants with winter fruit like dogwoods will boost your avian café star rating. While providing seeds in feeders is fine, don’t miss the opportunity to observe goldfinches dining au naturel on yellow coneflower seed heads. Wait until birds have had a chance to pick clean the seeds of coneflowers, sunflowers, asters, mountain mints, and ornamental grasses before cutting them back. Likewise, keep your leaf litter on site. Rake it under shrubs or on seasonal beds and you’ll enjoy watching brown thrashers kicking around for insects hiding underneath.


Some birds nest high in trees, others in dense shrubs, and a few on the ground. Making sure your landscape has a variety of foliage layers provides for them all. Some birds nest in cavities of dead trees, something most one-fifth acre lots (or townhouse patios!) can’t sustain, so nesting boxes on poles are a great substitute. A few evergreens mixed into your landscape means favorite winter shelter spots for birds. Brush piles are great cover, as well. We’ve seen them built artistically to please both the birds and the neighbors. Finally, don’t forget a source of water, like a birdbath, especially in times of drought or frozen ground. If this sounds like a lot to consider, just go back to the principle of variety over too much uniformity, and reduce your maintenance by not over-tidying. You will end up checking many of these boxes without a complicated to-do list.


The Southeast claims one native species of hummingbird—the ruby-throated. Hummingbirds consume flower nectar and tree sap as a source of energy, along with spiders and tiny insects for adult protein and baby food. From the early red buckeye and columbine to the summer cardinal flower and trumpet creeper to fall salvias, native plants are the original feeders for these zippy wonders. Fill your garden with seasonal species (see sidebar) and you’ll be roused from your weeding by the whirr of wings and maybe even an eye-to-eye experience.
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An eastern bluebird enjoys the early fall berries of a flowering dogwood (Cornus florida).
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Shallow basins of water are welcoming to birds such as this eastern towhee.








Shrubs and Trees with Seasonal Fruit for Birds







	SUMMER

	FALL

	WINTER






	blackberries (Rubus)

	American strawberry-bush (Euonymus americanus)

	Carolina cherry-laurel (Prunus caroliniana)






	black cherry (Prunus serotina)

	beautyberry (Callicarpa americana)

	chokeberries (Aronia)






	blueberries (Vaccinium)

	black gum (Nyssa sylvatica)

	common wax-myrtle (Morella cerifera)






	elderberry (Sambucus canadensis)

	dogwoods (Cornus)

	eastern red cedar (Juniperus virginiana)






	serviceberries (Amelanchier)

	fringe tree (Chionanthus virginicus)

	hollies (Ilex)






	 

	spicebush (Lindera benzoin)

	sumacs (Rhus)






	 

	magnolias (Magnolia)

	 






	 

	smooth witherod (Viburnum nudum)
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Hummingbirds rely on flowers such as those of trumpet creeper (Campsis radicans) for nectar.






BUTTERFLIES AND BEES



Birds are dispersers of seed and hummingbirds are pollinators, but the real workhorses of pollination in our region are bees and butterflies (with nods to flies, beetles, and moths, as well).


Much has been written about the types of flowers that bees and butterflies prefer for foraging nectar and pollen. Clusters of tubular blooms or large flat blooms with an area for landing, in shades of purple, red, orange, and yellow are classically associated with butterflies. Fragrant, blue or yellow, two-lipped flowers or bowl-shaped flowers have been called favorites of bees. These patterns, called pollination syndromes, are intriguing, but far from rules. Many flowers are visited by bees, butterflies, and hummingbirds alike. Do your own study of the visitors to particular flowers in your garden, especially if you’ve got kids to enlist. It’s great fun to notice patterns and to make your own discoveries.


To provide a steady flow of nectar for adult bees and butterflies, pick a mixture of early-, mid-, and late-blooming species (see sidebar on this page). For perennials, groupings of three or more of the same species are attractive to foragers. Adult butterflies and moths can get nectar and pollen from both native and non-native plants, but are quite selective when choosing a plant to feed the next generation. Most require native host plants as food for their caterpillars. Including a few in your garden means those butterflies are not just casual visitors, they’ve found a home. In times of drought, provide water in a shallow dish half-filled with stones to keep them from having to roam in search of hydration.


Insects need shelter from predators and the elements, and once again, layers in the landscape will provide this. European honeybees raise their young in large colonies, but most native bees are solitary and raise their offspring in dead trees, branches, hollow stems, or sandy soils. Brush piles can provide nesting sites, but may not fit your or your HOA’s aesthetics. It’s not complicated to create some nifty-looking nesting sites, if you choose. Browse the web for inspiration, and consult the Xerces Society website for up-to-date specifics on construction.
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Swamp titi (Cyrilla racemiflora) is a pollinator magnet in the Southeast.








Caterpillar Host Plants



There are many native plants, including species that aren’t considered ornamental, that feed the larval stage of butterflies and moths. Some of these pairings are very specific, such as the famous monarch–milkweed relationship. Others are broader, like the eastern tiger swallowtail, whose caterpillars can feed on different trees such as cherries, magnolias, birches, and willows. The following is just a sampling of ornamental host plants and the charismatic butterflies whose caterpillars they feed. We include poplars and willows in this list because they are host to many caterpillars. They are not included in the 225 recommendations because they are rarely planted as ornamentals.
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One of the ways native plants support pollinators is by providing food for the larval (caterpillar) stage of butterflies, such as this spicebush swallowtail (the large eyespots are for protection and are not actual eyes!).









	
HERBACEOUS HOST PLANT


	BUTTERFLY AND MOTH CATERPILLAR






	asters (Symphyotrichum)

	pearl crescent, silvery checkerspot






	false indigo (Baptisia)

	eastern tailed-blue, frosted elfin, clouded sulfur + more






	golden Alexander (Zizia aurea)

	black swallowtail






	grasses (many species)

	common wood nymph, Carolina satyr, little wood-satyr






	milkweed (Asclepias)

	monarch, queen






	pussytoes (Antennaria)

	American lady






	sedges (Carex)

	a variety of skippers, Appalachian brown






	sunflowers (Helianthus)

	checkerspots, painted lady, giant leopard moth






	

VINES







	American wisteria (Wisteria frutescens)

	long-tailed skipper






	maypops (Passiflora incarnata)

	variegated fritillary, gulf fritillary






	pipevine (Aristolochia)

	pipevine swallowtail






	

SHRUBS







	blueberries (Vaccinium)

	striped hairstreak, spring azure, brown elfin






	dogwoods (Cornus)

	spring azure, summer azure






	pawpaw (Asimina triloba)

	zebra swallowtail






	serviceberries (Amelanchier)

	red-spotted purple






	spicebush (Lindera benzoin)

	spicebush swallowtail






	viburnums (Viburnum)

	hummingbird clearwing, spring azure






	

TREES







	birch (Betula)

	host to more than 350 types of caterpillars






	black cherry (Prunus serotina)

	host to more than 350 types of caterpillars






	oak (Quercus)

	host to more than 350 types of caterpillars






	poplar (Populus)

	host to more than 350 types of caterpillars






	willow (Salix)

	host to more than 350 types of caterpillars













Nectar Plants for Pollinators by Season



Many plants can provide nectar for pollinators, but some are like magnets, drawing winged ones in from afar. We’ve organized them by early, middle, and late season, so that if you choose one or more from each column, you’ll provide one-stop, spring-through-fall sipping.






	NECTAR-RICH PERENNIALS FOR BUTTERFLIES AND BEES






	Early Season

	Mid-Season

	Late Season






	beardtongues (Penstemon)

	coneflowers (Rudbeckia and Echinacea), tickseeds (Coreopsis)

	ageratums (Conoclinium), white snakeroot (Ageratina)






	bluestars (Amsonia)

	gayfeather (Liatris spicata)

	asters (Symphyotrichum), goldenrods (Solidago)






	mouse-ear coreopsis (Coreopsis auriculata)

	milkweed (Asclepias)

	hibiscus (Hibiscus), seashore mallow (Kosteletskya pentacarpos)






	phlox (Phlox stolonifera, P. divaricata, P. carolina)

	mountain mints (Pycnanthemum), bee-balm (Monarda)

	ironweed (Vernonia)






	robin’s-plantain (Erigeron pulchellus)

	rattlesnake master (Eryngium yuccifolium)

	Joe-pye weeds (Eutrochium)






	Stokes’ aster (Stokesia laevis)

	summer phlox (Phlox paniculata)

	sunflowers (Helianthus)






	

NECTAR-RICH SHRUBS FOR BUTTERFLIES AND BEES







	Early Season

	Mid-Season

	Late Season






	native azaleas (Rhododendron)

	coastal sweet-pepperbush (Clethra alnifolia)

	elderberries (Sambucus canadensis), when reblooms






	ninebark (Physocarpus opulifolius)

	bottlebrush buckeye (Aesculus parviflora)

	swamp azalea (Rhododendron viscosum)






	Virginia-willow (Itea virginica)

	buttonbush (Cephalanthus occidentalis)

	 






	 

	hydrangeas (Hydrangea)

	 






	 

	St. John’s wort (Hypericum)

	 






	

NATURAL HUMMINGBIRD FEEDERS







	Early Season

	Mid-Season

	Late Season






	eastern columbine (Aquilegia canadensis)

	bee-balm (Monarda)

	jewelweed (Impatiens capensis)






	coral honeysuckle (Lonicera sempervirens)

	cardinal flower (Lobelia cardinalis)

	scarlet sage (Salvia coccinea)






	cross-vine (Bignonia capreolata)

	coral bean (Erythrina herbacea)


	 






	red buckeye (Aesculus pavia)

	Indian-pink (Spigelia marilandica)

	 






	 

	trumpet creeper (Campsis radicans)

	 










Pesticide pause


Creating a backyard habitat means more caterpillars for baby birds and more pollinators buzzing about. The goal is to have beneficial insects, as well, to compete with pest and invasive insects. A lively garden will have chewed leaves and sometimes outbreaks of pests. As humans, we are wired to use tools, and some of the most powerful, far-reaching tools of our age are chemicals, so it’s an understandable reflex to turn to pesticides when we think we have a problem. But using broad-spectrum insecticides in a habitat we’ve worked to create makes little sense. It is nearly impossible to avoid poisoning or harming beneficial and pollinator species along with the ones we call pests. Additionally, you may have concerns for unknown effects on other species, including ours.


An alternative to reaching first for pesticides is an approach called integrated pest management (IPM). You can also call it common sense—beginning with the least-toxic approaches to pest problems and only resorting to toxins, if you choose, when there is a catastrophic-level threat. If you’re alarmed by what looks like a pest or disease in your garden, take a deep breath and work through this sequence.


1. Correct identification. Be sure you know exactly what you’re dealing with. Don’t skip this step—you’d hate to wipe out a nice population of beneficial insects thinking they are pests. The app iNaturalist (for insects), the local extension service, or a Google image search can help.


2. Level of problem. Take a reality check and assess whether or not you are dealing with an infestation or just the willies over weird insects on a plant or two.


3. Can you use a mechanical control? In other words, can you utilize strong sprays of water to knock off or damage the pests (there are nozzles designed for this), or handpick and destroy them?


4. Is there a less-toxic or narrowly targeted toxin you can use? Less-toxic options include horticultural soap, oil, or homemade pepper or garlic sprays. Targeted toxins are ones that are specific to a particular pest, such as Bacillus thuringiensis for caterpillars.


5. Educate yourself. If you are dealing with a crisis and choose to use broad-acting toxins, take extra time to learn more before you spray. Xerces.org is a good place to start for information on how to minimize damage to other insects, such as spraying at night in dry, windless conditions.



Extend your community


Building a backyard habitat on the foundation of native plants is empowering. When you see the rewards, such as more birds and butterflies, you’re likely to want to spread the news. One way is to go old school with a habitat certification sign that communicates to neighbors and visitors that your garden isn’t just beautiful, it’s functionally rich. The National Wildlife Federation, the Audubon Society, and the Million Pollinator Garden Challenge have well-known national home habitat certification programs, but there are also state and local organizations, like native plant societies, that have programs. Local efforts build pride and can spread from neighbor to neighbor.


You can even connect with scientists and contribute to national or global data-sharing projects through backyard bird counts, bioblitzes, City Nature Challenges, and iNaturalist app submissions. Search for any of these terms to explore your options. The Field Guide to Citizen Science (2020) and scistarter.org share numerous ways for home gardeners to participate in important field research. Build it, watch them come, enjoy it, and don’t keep it a secret. Micro-habitats become stronger together.
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Can you find the Carolina anole lizard hidden in this red chokeberry (Aronia arbutifolia)?





Plant Selection


Whether you’re a plan-first or plant-forward kind of person, starting or building upon a garden is an exciting endeavor abuzz with imagination, hope, and sometimes fear. I can’t wait to see it bloom! Will my plan look like I imagine? Is this the best plant for this spot? I hope I can keep it alive! Use your excitement to your advantage by backing it up with some forethought and patience, and you’ve got nothing to fear.


It’s easy to focus entirely on the plant when it’s time to go shopping. A visit to the garden center or online nursery can be like online dating. You’re surrounded by pretty faces, and the descriptions make them sound too good to be true. On your way to the register, you suddenly wonder, Can I trust this plant? Put that voice to rest with an age-old match-making secret: accurate knowledge. If you take a moment to understand three things—your site, yourself, and the plants—you may rest assured that this relationship is starting on solid ground. Picking native plants is no different than picking any plant. Every plant has both limits and potential, every site has particular light and soil conditions, and every gardener has a personality that translates into desires. The bulk of this book is about understanding the plants, so this section focuses on your site and yourself.


Site smarts


It all begins with light. Describing garden light requires taking a plant’s perspective and is not an exact science. From season to season and daily as the sun moves across the sky, light varies in the same spot. Sun, shade, part sun, part shade, high shade, filtered light, open shade, morning sun—what do they all mean? We use a four-category system, ranging from low to high light: shade, part shade (which includes open shade and high shade), part sun (includes filtered sun), and sun.
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