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Brilliant summer blooms of the prairie, including compass plant, pale purple coneflower, and rattlesnake master.
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This is a book about plants native to the heartland of North America. No place else on earth has such an extreme continental climate, yet ours is a region filled with plants of every size and in every hue. In this book, I aim to inspire readers to include native plants in their home gardens and landscapes, as well as to teach home gardeners how and where to grow these Midwest natives successfully.

Humans have manipulated the landscapes of the Midwest for millennia. Long before the first English-speaking settlers arrived, 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 a mosaic through entire landscapes. The earliest settlers described a forest that stretched from the Appalachians to the Mississippi. Much of the forest was portrayed as open woodland, with a parklike appearance of scrub and gnarly trees interspersed with grass. The prairies were celebrated as a sea of grass so vast, it stretched to the horizon. Plants filled every niche, segregated by their adaptations to various conditions, from wet to dry, muck to sand, sun to shade, and hot to cool microclimates. 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.

Today the seas of prairies are a vast expanse of farmland, and the forest has been fragmented into smaller tracts. Open woodlands and savannas are now dense forests. The region’s great herbivores no longer roam; wildfires no longer burn. Some imported plants like bush honeysuckles and reed canary grass have usurped 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.

Native plants are important because they sustain all life in this landscape. Many animals, mainly insects, through millennia of adaptations and evolution, are viscerally linked to a specific plant; for example, the zebra swallowtail can survive only where its host, the pawpaw, grows. We know a healthy environment for humans includes a diversity of life around us. Aldo Leopold’s famous words still hold true: “To keep every cog and wheel is the first precaution of intelligent tinkering.” By including native plants in our home landscapes, we are helping to save this diversity, which is especially important in the Midwest’s manipulated and fragmented natural landscape.

The typical suburban landscape includes a home with foundation plantings, a lawn, and some token trees and ornamental plantings. In many cases, the shade trees are native, but most of the smaller trees, shrubs, and groundcovers, including turf, are not. And where are our native wildflowers? We can do better.

What Is a Midwest 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. And what defines our particular region, 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), 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 dynamic, not static, and that creates a challenge when drawing boundaries. Recently, Arkansas native plants have crossed the border north into Missouri, whether from human aid or dispersed by birds and other wild creatures. Botanists have documented 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 ongoing and happening everywhere.

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 plants thrive.

And our climate too 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 relatively 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 so have restricted ranges defined by those soils. Sandy, loess, or more acidic soils based on igneous bedrock harbor many range-restricted midwestern plants.

Native plants depicted and described in this book are widely available and widely cultivated, and they will perform well in gardens across most of the Midwest. More important, they will also support the native fauna, including birds, bees, or butterflies—sometimes all three. Most Northwoods, or northern relict, species are not included, as they are often very challenging to grow outside of their cool habitats.
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Bur oak is a widespread and iconic midwestern tree.
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The beauty of native wildflowers on the Paint Brush Prairie, Pettis County, Missouri.






Why Cultivate Native Plants?

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. Why cultivate native plants? The answer is easy. To paraphrase Dr. Seuss’s Grinch, pondering the true meaning of Christmas, “They grew without irrigation, they grew without hoes, / they grew without fertilization, pesticides, or Lowe’s.”

Cultivating native plants where they are able to thrive and watering them only until established saves our most precious commodity—clean fresh water. Planting them in the types of soils in which they grow in the wild makes them even more sustainable. Native soils have the proper fertility; you don’t have to amend them. This makes the purchase of fertilizers unnecessary and reduces polluted runoff into local streams and wetlands. All this preserves our natural resources and reduces required maintenance.

There are caveats. Many soils in our manipulated landscapes have been damaged by construction, and such compacted or otherwise compromised soils must be amended unless plants that prefer (or at least tolerate) disturbed soils are utilized. Mycorrhizal fungi are especially important because they bridge the gap between soil and root, helping plants absorb water and nutrients; if they have been lost, you may have to bring some in. Plants must be irrigated after transplanting and 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 them obtain water.

Native plants play an integral role in the web of life. The wasps and fritillaries on the milkweed flowers collect nectar for food, but in so doing they pollinate the flowers. Pollination brings about fruits with seeds and ultimately more milkweeds, so each benefits from the other. Monarch caterpillars are adapted to eat only 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.

Native plants are a vital component of a healthy landscape. 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 occur in numbers that would damage your prized plants because other predatory and beneficial insects (and other wildlife, like hungry birds) are also present. This will reduce and even eliminate the need for 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.

Native plants were the original ornamental flora of this land. They define the aesthetics of the Midwest and help differentiate it from the East Coast, the South, or the Pacific Northwest. 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?
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A prairie remnant overlooking farmland in Winneshiek County, Iowa.



The trouble is, midwestern native plants have a P.R. problem. 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. Take time to visit the Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve, Kansas State University’s Konza Prairie, or the Nature Conservancy’s Tallgrass Prairie Preserve in northeastern Oklahoma. And even more important—visit and support 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 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 to lizards and birds. Your local remnants are the reservoir of plants and animals that, ideally and ultimately, will colonize your own garden.


Acquiring Native Plants

Many native plants are quite difficult to grow from seed, so purchasing a plant is the only option. Most states have a state nursery that provides low-cost tree and shrub seedlings, and many local and midwestern regional nurseries sell native plants and seedlings, as well as seed. When acquiring plants, ask about provenance; make sure they are nursery-propagated or divisions from gardens—not pillaged from what’s left of the wild. If a plant is inordinately cheap—especially if it is one of the more slow-to-propagate spring wildflowers—it may signal that it has been collected from the wild. Local plant societies and organizations occasionally salvage wildflowers from construction projects but always after obtaining permission from the landowner.

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. Many upland oaks, shagbark hickory, pecan, Ohio buckeye, eastern hophornbeam, leadplant, New Jersey tea, prairie and large-flowered trilliums, and other spring wildflowers grow that way. 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. Dedicated native plant horticulturists and nursery professionals are slowly cracking the code to produce many of our more difficult native plants, including orchids.

Many other native plants are not grown in quantity because the demand for them is simply not there. Every native plant purchase you make helps the cause. I dream of a time when native bulbs are as easy to purchase as tulips and daffodils. I relish the thought of lawns filled with wild hyacinth and violet wood-sorrel rather than (or at least along with) Siberian squill and crocus. 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. 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—or if they are, the replacements are clones (mostly fruitless males). We owe it to future generations to know what the real midwestern flora was. The rebirth of our priceless native flora can begin in our own backyards.
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A premier, old-growth beech-maple forest can be seen at Warren Woods State Park, Berrien County, Michigan.


[image: Images]  The Midwest Spirit of Place


How does one define the spirit of the Midwest? It’s the blend between the verdant 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 woodlands, 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—nearly half of the prime farmland in the United States is in Iowa and Illinois—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.
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An early summer morning in the Kansas Tallgrass Prairie Preserve.



It’s a landscape that is relatively flat, repeatedly scoured by glaciers in the past. 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, except for ancient mini-remnants in the Baraboo Range in Wisconsin and the St. Francois Mountains in Missouri; even the Ozarks are flat on top. Marvelous rivers have cut into this flatness; the coulees of the Driftless Area and bluffs along the major rivers also testify to this. Great dunes of loess, the Loess Hills, flank the eastern valley of the Missouri; great dunes of sand rim the eastern and southern shore of Lake Michigan.

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 tallgrass prairie and its accompanying wetlands are probably the rarest of originally widespread habitats on earth. Most exist only as tiny islands of what once was, now adrift in a vast sea of farmland.

Habitats

The actual interface between the eastern deciduous forest and tallgrass prairie, where scattered trees, shrub thickets, and woodland plants grow among prairie flora, is called savanna. 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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Oak savanna.



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 sufficient rainfall allowed tall grasses to dominate. Three of the main tall grasses—big bluestem, Indiangrass, and switchgrass—are recommended in the pages to come. The drier short-grass prairie region of the Great Plains is not included here; it’s a very different gardening region, with a climate and soils that won’t support plants from much of the core of the Midwest.
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Rough blazingstar and stiff goldenrod light up a prairie remnant in western Wisconsin.
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Loess Hills, Star School Hill Prairie Conservation Area, Missouri.



Grasses were a major component of the tallgrass prairie, yet a simply spectacular accompanying suite of wildflowers bloomed 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.

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, moist or medium (mesic), 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 be grazed only by goats, though cattle still graze many of these remnants. Many shorter grasses like little bluestem and sideoats grama 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 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 broad-leaved wildflowers that once were ubiquitous. Were it not for the great fires that swept across the landscape, these mesic 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.

Wet prairies had extensive stands of wetland native grasses that spread by underground rhizomes. Here, too, were many plants in the sedge and rush family. Sedge meadows are areas dominated by sedges, mainly the very garden-worthy tussock sedge.
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Gensburg-Markham Prairie, ablaze with wildflowers, is a classic remnant mesic prairie in the Chicago metropolitan area.
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Wet prairie/sedge meadow wildflowers, including Culver’s root and Virginia mountain-mint, at Kieselburg Forest Preserve, Winnebago County, Illinois.
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The mesic maple-basswood woods at Seed Savers’ Heritage Farm shows a carpet of prevernal flora in Winneshiek County, Iowa.



FORESTS

The Midwest’s untouched and underappreciated forests and woodlands boast some of the best and most extensive displays of spring wildflowers in North America. Midwestern woodlands are mainly found on calcareous (limestone-based) soils with a lower pH than many of the surrounding regions. These soils, rich in calcium and magnesium, support a ground flora like almost no other, much of it made up 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.

The Upper and Western Midwest’s maple-basswood woodlands are rich soils that hold moisture. The dominant trees in this habitat are sugar maple and basswood; northern red oak and bitternut hickory are also prevalent. 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 in this “medium” moist (mesic) habitat.

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, and northern red oak. The hickory component is shagbark hickory (and 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 and northern red oak common companions. These trees thrive on well-drained soils that stay moist year-round. Spring ephemeral wildflowers and ferns thrive here; other plants must have a high tolerance for shade.

Elm-ash-cottonwood forest occurs on the seasonally wet floodplains throughout the Midwest. Its 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 Upper Mississippi River National Wildlife and Fish Refuge protects extensive stands of elm-ash-cottonwood forest. View from Mt. Hosmer, Lansing, Iowa.



WETLANDS

Wetlands, besides the floodplain forests, were widespread across the Midwest, but many of them have been drained for agriculture. Swamps are forested wetland where water stands much of the year; they are mainly confined to floodplains and low lands surrounding lakes. Marshes are nonforested wetlands where water also stands most of the year. Fens are peaty wetlands fed by mildly acidic to alkaline groundwater; they are actually quite widespread across the Midwest. Bogs are acidic wetlands of sphagnum moss, which are raised above the influence of groundwater (receiving water only from rain); they are relicts of the retreating glaciers but a common component of the Northwoods. All these wetland habitats contribute plants to our water gardens.
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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.



SUCCESSIONAL LANDS

Many lands are successional in nature: in transition from clearing or farming and made up 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. Most of the Midwest’s classic small trees and shrubs thrive only in these “edge” habitats between the forest and the prairie. Hawthorns, wild plums, wild crabapples, and gray and roughleaf dogwoods are prime examples.

Shingle oak is the classic oak for successional lands in much of the Lower Midwest, along with other garden-worthy native trees like persimmon, honeylocust, hackberry, and eastern red cedar—our only widespread native evergreen. In the Upper Midwest, northern pin oak takes the place of shingle oak; quaking aspen and paper birch are signature species, along with eastern red cedar. In the Eastern and Lower Midwest, sassafras and persimmon readily form thickets to heal open ground.
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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.






[image: Image]

The Missouri Botanical Garden’s Whitmire Wildflower Garden at Shaw Nature Reserve is an ideal place to learn how to select native plants for a landscape.




[image: Images]  Selecting Native Plants


The first thing to think about when selecting plants is whether they can thrive in your garden’s growing conditions. Elements to consider include your local hardiness and heat zone, your specific soils, and whether you have sun, shade, or combinations thereof. Most Midwest 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 of your landscape, you can move on to part two of selecting plants: picking plants that will perform a particular role in the garden. This is where you need to think about how each plant functions 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 aesthetics, 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.

Right Plant, Right Place

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 in nature. 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 and will grow in good soil that is not wet, but they will simply struggle in a dry site. In the same way, a plant adapted to dry conditions languishes and rots if it is too wet. There are always a few exceptions to this rule; for example, 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 type they “choose” in the wild is also paramount. Clay soils are poorly drained and hold moisture, becoming wet in times of heavy rain; but, because of their small particle size, they retain moisture in a drought. Sandy soils are just the opposite: their large particle size does not hold moisture, and any excess moisture drains quickly away. Silty soils have medium “just right” soil size, holding moisture so that the soil is neither too wet nor too dry. A loamy soil is the ideal three-way blend of clay, sand, and silt soil particles.

The best soil for plants contains organic matter or humus, observable 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, helps aerate soil, and provides food for a wealth of soil microorganisms. 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 this high water table keeps decomposing plant material saturated, which allows 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, which changes the availability of nutrients, also plays an important role. Many plants require acidic soils (low pH) to grow well and will become chlorotic (yellowish instead of green) when grown in soils that are too basic or alkaline (high pH). Other 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; it is found under much of the Midwest and contributes to our region’s usually higher pH soils. Concrete also contains lime, which 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, whereas 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, but afternoon sun would fry it.

Full sun is also harsher the farther south or west you go. 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, where conditions are more dry.

COLD AND HEAT

Hardiness, which usually refers to a plant’s tolerance of winter’s cold temperatures, also plays an important role. The Ohio and Lower Mississippi River valleys and Ozarks are our mildest regions; the coldest regions (USDA zone 4) are 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 lake-effect cloud cover moderates what would otherwise be colder, clear nights.

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 is at its worst in the 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), and most of our natives, from redbuds to hackberry, require the warm summers of the Midwest. 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, right place” idea also translates into pest and disease resistance and tolerance to drought. Happily, most Midwest native plants are tolerant of average garden conditions region-wide.

At Your Service

The first function of plants in the landscape 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. For covering 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 tough as well as low-growing.

The second role of plants in a landscape is to screen. This works both ways—for example, screening includes both windbreaks that lessen the impact of cold northwestern winds and tall hedges that block unsightly views or parcel the garden into separate “rooms.” For screening, we often want evergreen plants that 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 third main function of plants in a landscape is to provide 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. The size of a shade plant you choose will vary, depending on your need. 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.
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Regional botanical gardens, such as Powell Gardens in Johnson County, Missouri, are a great place to see how native plants function in the landscape.



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 stormwater runoff and improve groundwater recharge; and stream or waterway stabilization through using appropriate plants rather than concrete, stone gabions, and other such man-made structures.

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 evolved to 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 the pollination of our fruits and vegetables or simply for our sense of wonder. Native plants, as the original underpinning upon which this whole web depended, play the most important role here, bar none.

Insectaries gardens are composed of plants purposefully grown to attract appropriate insects into landscapes, gardens, or farms—or to divert the ones that are not wanted. Besides attracting pollinators for pollination services, plants selected for an insectaries garden may also attract beneficial predatory insects to help control pests, or lure those pests away from other plants you wish to protect. Insectaries gardens are the mainstay of an organic garden: they work with, not against, Mother Nature.
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