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Not only do the native plants featured in this book offer resistance to deer, they are truly garden-worthy and fulfill important ecological roles.
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We dedicate this book to garden lovers everywhere
who must deal with an overabundance of deer.
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Black-eyed Susans mix well with butterfly flower in the summer garden.






Introduction



The recent wave of interest in growing native plants to provide food and habitat for wildlife, from foraging birds to pollinating insects, is exciting. It has created an industry demand for attractive, gardenworthy plants that aren’t just aesthetically pleasing to us, they support critical ecology in turn. Plants that were once considered simple roadside wildflowers are now sought after as attractive and enviable additions to the garden plant palette. When we garden with native plants, we provide beauty for ourselves, we take pride in feeling a sense of place, and we also benefit wildlife, most importantly our pollinators. Again, this is very exciting.


Yet with all due consideration for pollinators and wildlife, there is one animal we must also consider differently as we garden in much of North America. That is the white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus).
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White-tailed deer are always looking for an easy meal.


Deer are considered by many to be the number one obstacle for successful gardens. How many times have you heard, or experienced, “I can’t grow a nice garden because the deer seem to eat EVERYTHING!”?


Deer impact the garden in several ways. One is by consuming plants, also known as herbivory, or browsing. The second is when bucks (male deer) scrape young trees and shrubs to mark territory during mating season—this is known as buck rub, or rubbing. Third, deer sometimes knock down plant material to create a rounded resting or sleeping area, known as a bed, to which they retreat daily.


Herbivory is probably the most widely experienced deer issue by gardeners, and this book aims to help gardeners make the best-informed decisions in choosing plants with that in mind.


Deer are a highly adaptable, herbivorous species that thrive in a variety of habitats, including suburban developments and backyards. They have the ability to digest a variety of plant foods, from fruits, nuts, and leaves, to grass, branches, soft bark, mushrooms, corn, alfalfa, and grass—oh my! Deer are grazers that possess keen senses of smell and hearing, and will happily search out and devour so many of the plants that seem to be popular in gardens.
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Deer browse damage on arborvitae.
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Bucks wreak havoc on small trees and shrubs in late fall and winter by rubbing their antlers on them to mark their territory.


There is, of course, an order of preference, so in order to effectively deal with deer, you must learn which plants deer prefer not to eat.


Let us be clear here and now: there are very few plants that are fully deer-proof, because deer’s preferences change as food supplies change. Interestingly, even if a plant contains compounds poisonous to deer, has a distasteful texture, or has highly aromatic foliage, there’s no guarantee that plant won’t become a deer food source if the animals are severely stressed. In the middle of summer and food is plentiful, deer will eat what smells and tastes most appealing. In winter, when food is most scarce, their need to feed far outweighs food supply, and hunger drastically outweighs preferences. That’s why in winter you’ll find deer eating evergreen trees and shrubs, chewing off soft bark, and nipping dormant leaf and flower buds on deciduous shrubs they don’t usually bother in warmer seasons, when other options are plentiful.




Common Features of Deer-Resistant Plants


Although there is no guarantee when it comes to deer browsing, plants are much less likely to be nibbled if they have any of the following:


∎ Fuzzy leaves


∎ Tough, leathery, fibrous leaves


∎ Aromatic leaves


∎ Aromatic flowers


∎ Spines or bristles


∎ Poisonous compounds.





The denser the population of deer, the more “deer pressure” there is on the local environment and food sources available. Deer populations have increased dramatically in the past 30 years or so, mainly due to the loss of habitat from development. Fewer wild spaces mean deer move elsewhere, and as long as there is a food source, no predators, enough cover, and no activity that controls their numbers, they increase.


To effectively deal with deer, make a strategic plan. Options in this plan could entail the use of deer repellents, and physically excluding deer from the garden with a fence, as well as planting deer-resistant plants. A deer fence, for many, is a major investment, and one that requires maintenance. Repellents and strategic planting are often much more feasible.


The market for deer repellents has many offerings, some more effective than others, and each product has its pros and cons. Several are created from the urine of other animals. These are said to be marginally effective initially; unfortunately, their efficacy is short, as the scent fades over a two-week period. These must also be reapplied after every rain event, and their smell during application is just plain unpleasant.


Other products, both liquid concentrates and granular repellents, work by either taste or odor, and contain ingredients like garlic, cayenne pepper, emulsified eggs, herbal oils, and spices like clove. Each has different guidelines for efficacy, as well as reapplication frequency. Some actually smell nice when they’re applied; others are just the opposite. Some can be applied directly to all plant parts, while the instructions for others say not to apply to flowering parts. With most, the product only smells when it is freshly applied; once it dries, the scent is generally undetectable by humans. Deer, however, with their powerful sense of smell, often sense it for two to three weeks, especially when the repellent has an ingredient that acts as a spreader or sticker. One product we found highly effective has emulsified eggs, rosemary oil, and mint oil. It smells pleasant when it’s applied, it dries quickly, and the eggs help it to stay put on foliage for up to thirty days, regardless of rainfall.


Electronic devices represent another market in deer deterrents. One type is motion-activated, and emits a high-frequency sound deer find uncomfortable when they approach. Another lures deer with an attractant scent, and surprises them with a small electric charge to the nose when they get close enough. Others scare deer mechanically—an example is a motion-activated device that hooks up to a garden hose, and startles them with a quick, strong burst of water. This gadget requires a constant water supply, and is only effective over a limited range, but it’s reported to work well. Deer are creatures of habit, and once they learn these devices are nearby, they effectively stay away.
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Rudbeckia ‘American Gold Rush’ and Heliopsis helianthoides ‘Bleeding Hearts’ mix perfectly in the deer-resistant garden.


With that said, it is up to you to research each repellent option and its effectiveness based upon your garden’s unique situation, but further reading on these options is readily available in gardening books, magazines, and online.


Combined with deer-resistant plants, these repellents can be effective at keeping deer browsing to a minimum. It’s true that there are plenty of native plants deer do enjoy eating, but the selection that isn’t high on their gourmet list is extensive!


This book focuses on seventy-five native plants that deer seldom browse, categorized by type: annuals and biennials; perennials; ferns; grasses; sedges; and shrubs. A brief introduction begins each plant type chapter. This is followed by plant entries, each arranged in alphabetical order by botanical name, followed by common name. It is prudent to remember that common names are not reliable for identification and purchasing purposes, as they often differ in different parts of the country—moreover, most plants have multiple common names. Botanical names, on the other hand, remain consistent worldwide, for the most part. To select a particular species from a plant catalog or list, it is critical to be able to refer to it by its botanical name.
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Northern maidenhair fern and wild ginger work beautifully together in this shady nook.
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A fall medley of native, deer-resistant shrubs and perennials.




Additional Tips for Discouraging Deer


1.  Fido may be helpful! When dogs are present on a site and within a garden, their scent is left behind, and deer often avoid the area.


2.  Plant drought-tolerant or xeric plants with spines or fibrous stems. Many drought-tolerant plants also have tough or fuzzy foliage deer do not like.


3.  Avoid overwatering and fertilizer. The soft, lush growth of plants that have been over-watered and over-fertilized is more appealing to deer than the foliage of plants that have not.


4.  Water with drip or soaker hoses close to the ground to avoid wetting leaves. Deer are thirsty too, and drawn to plants with wet foliage.


5.  Do not allow acorns, crabapples, or other tempting fruits to remain on the ground. These food sources will attract deer to your garden even if it is deer resistant.


6.  Where possible, prune trees and large shrubs that may be browsed up to about 4 ft. high—deer cannot reach above 4 ft.


7.  Elevate bird feeders beyond the reach of deer.


8.  Raise plants in hanging baskets out of reach, and spray ground-level containers with repellent.


9.  Plant deer-resistant native plants!


10. Avoid known deer favorites (also known as deer candy; see next page), which include a few natives.







Deer Resistance Ratings


Each plant’s deer resistance is rated on a scale from 7 to 10. Note that plants rated lower than 7, those regularly browsed by deer, are not included in this book.


7 – Deer sometimes nip off flowers, but leave foliage alone


8 – Deer occasionally nip off one or two flowers, but mostly ignore the plant


9 – Deer occasionally browse young spring foliage, but mostly ignore the plant


10 – Deer rarely browse foliage or flowers, and usually avoid plant altogether





Each plant entry begins with its botanical and common names, plant family, and a box with its deer-resistance rating (see left); hardiness zones (find yours at planthardiness.ars.usda.gov); states in the Northeast where the plant is native, mostly referenced from the Lady Bird Wildflower Center website (www.wildflower.org); and size in height and spread. Following that is a descriptive narrative, and where applicable, a discussion of cultivated varieties (or cultivars for short) and additional deer-resistant species within that genus—these bonus plants greatly increase the number at your disposal. Each plant’s narrative is followed by information on culture and tips, suggested companion plants discussed elsewhere in the text, and a short paragraph entitled “Did you know?” that provides unique facts and a roundup of wildlife that particular plant attracts.


Based on the authors’ experiences, the plants included here all do well in northeastern and mid-Atlantic gardens, although these regions don’t necessarily encompass their native ranges in the strict sense.




Deer Candy: Native Plants Deer Prefer!


These are just a few of the native plants that will attract deer to your garden. Either avoid planting them, or plan to protect them with physical barriers or routine repellent spraying.


∎ Eastern redbud (Cercis canadensis)


∎ Lady’s slipper (Cypripedium species)


∎ Wild geranium (Geranium maculatum)


∎ Alumroot (Heuchera species)


∎ Smooth hydrangea (Hydrangea arborescens)


∎ Juniper (Juniperus virginiana)


∎ Lily (Lilium species)


∎ Canada mayflower (Maianthemum canadense)


∎ Native crabapple (Malus coronaria)


∎ Native phlox (Phlox species)


∎ Native deciduous azalea (Rhododendron species)


∎ Elderberry (Sambucus canadensis)


∎ Snowberry (Symphoricarpos albus)


∎ Eastern arborvitae (Thuja occidentalis)


∎ Trillium (Trillium species)
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Annuals and Biennials


Annuals are plants that complete their life cycle in a single growing season; that is, their seeds are sown; germinate; grow stems, leaves, and flowers; and produce seeds for following generations in that timespan. Annuals include many familiar summer flowers, such as nasturtiums and zinnias, as well as herbs like sweet basil and dill. Certain weeds, like chickweed and crabgrass, are also annuals. Annuals can be delightful to use in the garden, as they grow fast and often bloom profusely. Besides that, the gardener can reposition annuals from year to year simply based on where they decide to sow seeds.


Biennials are unique plants that complete their life cycle within two growing seasons. Once their seeds are sown, they germinate and grow on quickly, yet they don’t flower that first season. These plants overwinter successfully in a vegetative state, and the following spring, they grow much larger and begin flowering early on. Once flowering is finished, in late spring into summer, their seedpods mature, shed their seed, and the plant dies. The seeds that were dropped germinate later that season, and the entire growth process starts again. Hollyhock and foxglove are well-known biennials grown for their flowers, and well-known biennial vegetables include cabbage and Brussels sprouts. Like annuals, biennials offer quick growth and abundant flowering, and make an ever-changing show in the garden.


We have selected ten native annuals and biennials that, in our experience, are reliably deer resistant.



Bidens aristosa Daisy family (Asteraceae)



Bearded beggar-ticks, swamp marigold






	
Deer resistance
8–10

	
Hardiness zones
6–11

	
Northeast native states
CT, DC, DE, MA, MD, ME, NH, NJ, NY, PA, VA, WV

	
Height/spread
12–60 in. × 12–36 in.







In summer, yellow, daisy-shaped flowers abound in the wild, and there are a few worth bringing into the garden. Upright, bearded beggar-ticks makes a bold annual statement in the later summer garden with its 1–2 in. wide brilliant golden flower heads. Several solitary heads are carried on wiry, multi-branching stems. Alternate, divided leaves are composed of several opposite leaflets, each with a smaller terminal one. Leaflets are toothed along the edges, and hairy beneath.


Species of bearded beggar-ticks have become more widely grown due to recent efforts in breeding. Of note are dwarf B. aristosa Doubloon (4–6 in. × 8–12 in.) and B. ferulifolia Goldilocks Rocks (8–14 in. × 10–20 in.).


Culture and tips


Bearded beggar-ticks thrives in full sun where soil is moist and even wet, but also does well in dryer locations such as prairies. This plant does not do well in shade. In the wild, it often occurs by the thousands in its preferred moist, rich soil, and is at its best when massed. Under these conditions, it can reseed aggressively. Lovely in containers, cottage gardens, damp native plant gardens as well as more formal beds and borders. Its seed should be started from late summer to fall for spring germination.
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Bidens aristosa blooms profusely in late summer.


Companion plants


In full sun, match bearded beggar-ticks with other deer-resistant natives like annual partridge pea (Chamaecrista fasciculata) and perennial blue mistflower (Conoclinium coelestinum). Shrubby Carolina allspice (Calycanthus floridus) also makes a fine companion, along with summersweet (Clethra alnifolia) over a long period, especially in fall, when the shrub’s foliage turns from green to bright yellow.


Did you know?


The seeds of bearded beggar-ticks are enclosed in a two-barbed, tick-shaped, dry fruit known as an achene. Paired barbs attach themselves to the fur of passing mammals—and perhaps your clothing—so they may be deposited some distance from the mother plant. The seeds provide food for birds, including northern bobwhite and other quail. In late summer and fall, late-blooming flower heads attract bees and butterflies foraging for pollen and nectar. Honeybees feeding on this plant produce dark, excellently flavored honey.



Capnoides sempervirens Fumitory family (Fumariaceae)



Harlequin corydalis, rock harlequin






	
Deer resistance
9–10

	
Hardiness zones
5–9

	
Northeast native states
CT, MA, MD, ME, NH, NJ, NY, PA, RI, VA, VT, WV

	
Height/spread
12–30 in. × 12–20 in.







Rosy to deep pink, tubular, ½-in. flowers, yellow and spreading at the mouth, droop in clumps of wiry stems in sprays, also called racemes. Each bloom is composed of two pairs of petals, with a short, rounded spur at the top. Erect stems carry fernlike, bluish gray-green compound leaves, further divided into rounded segments. Bloom continues sporadically from late spring to early fall, producing slender seedpods throughout the season. Left undisturbed, the seedpods will shed seeds to bloom the following year.
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The flowers of harlequin corydalis are a lovely pink and yellow bicolor.


Because it can seed about, this plant is perfect in rock gardens, on the edge of gravel pathways, and for fissures in rock walls. An annual or biennial, harlequin corydalis features an open, airy habit that is most suitable for small, unique sections of garden space where other plants may not grow. It is also known as Corydalis sempervirens.


Culture and tips


Best in full or part sun, harlequin corydalis is not fussy about soil as long as it drains well. In the wild, it thrives in poor, rocky, acid soil. It grows readily from seed, will reseed if allowed, and will overwinter as rosettes of vegetative growth for bloom the following year. Plants can be started successfully indoors, and young plants can be transplanted where desired to enable taproot development. To accomplish seeding into crevices or rock walls, cut a 1-in. piece off the end of a drinking straw, horizontally, to make a shelf. Then place seeds on this shelf, and blow gently into soil-filled niches between the stones. Firm and spray with water to maintain moisture until germination occurs.
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Capnoides sempervirens, an easy-to-grow biennial, blooms for months on end.


Companion plants


Harlequin corydalis is best partnered with other woodland plants, such as annual blue-eyed Mary (Collinsia verna); biennial purple phacelia (Phacelia bipinnatifida); or perennials like red columbine (Aquilegia canadensis), green-and-gold (Chrysogonum virginianum), rue-anemone (Thalictrum thalictroides), wild bleeding heart (Dicentra eximia), and ostrich fern (Matteuccia struthiopteris).


Did you know?


The seeds of harlequin corydalis bear white fleshy structures called elaiosomes on their surface. Full of fats and proteins, they’re a food source for foraging ants, which carry the seed back to their nests underground. Ants discard the seeds after feeding, and this process ensures the seeds’ distribution. In the wild, harlequin corydalis is often found in areas of disturbance.



Centaurea americana Daisy family (Asteraceae)



American star-thistle, basket flower






	
Deer resistance
7–9

	
Hardiness zones
2–8

	
Northeast native states
NY, RI

	
Height/spread
18–60 in. × 24–30 in.







American star-thistle has branching stems that bear rough, lance-shaped leaves alternately along their length. Over several weeks from early to midsummer, these are topped with fragrant, 4–5 in. wide flowers reminiscent of shaving brushes. The bracts that cover the lower buds are straw-colored, much like the color of a woven basket, hence the common name. The flowers have a myriad of slender petals that are mostly lavender-pink with cream in the centers, fading to white, and make excellent cut flowers, fresh or dried. After bloom, the wicker-like bracts are still attractive, and extend the flowers’ season of interest. Plant in groups for impact, especially toward the back of borders, in meadow gardens, and in native plant gardens.


Culture and tips


Select a spot for star-thistle in full sun, where soil is fertile and drains well. A neutral to slightly alkaline soil is preferable. Start seeds outside after danger of frost has passed and soil has warmed; repeat sow in midsummer for fall bloom. Mature plants are drought resistant. Deadhead spent flowers to encourage further bloom, and to avoid excessive self-seeding. Some plants may behave as short-lived perennials in mild climates. Collect seed from spent flowers as it ripens to save for sowing next spring.


Companion plants


Suggested companions for American star-thistle include beebalm (Monarda didyma), with its aromatic, minty foliage and pollinator-attracting flower heads; and red-flowering cultivars of yarrow (Achillea millefolium) like ‘Fire King’. It is well complemented by the bright blooms of annual sneezeweed (Helenium amarum), perennial orange coneflower (Rudbeckia fulgida), and false sunflower (Helianthus helianthoides). The foliage and towering flowers of prairie rosinweed (Silphium terebinthinaceum) make it a fitting companion.
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Centaurea americana is known commonly as American star-thistle.


Did you know?


The flower heads of American star-thistle are regularly visited by several species of bumble-bees for protein-rich pollen and nectar. Hummingbirds, songbirds, butterflies, and many insect pollinators are frequent guests. Seeds provide food for goldfinches and other seed-eating birds in fall.



Chamaecrista fasciculata Pea family (Fabaceae)



Partridge pea, sleeping pea






	
Deer resistance
7–8

	
Hardiness zones
3–9

	
Northeast native states
CT, DC, DE, MA, MD, NJ, NY, PA, RI, VA,WV

	
Height/spread
12–36 in. × 12–36 in.







Annual, upright-growing partridge pea has delicate yellowish green, pinnately compound leaves, with eight to fifteen pairs of leaflets that often close together when disturbed. From early summer to frost, bright yellow, ½- to 1-in. flowers, each accented with a central red dot, put on their display, followed by slender maroon seedpods typical of the pea family.


This plant is helpful in native plant gardens and meadows, where it improves soil fertility with nitrogen-fixing bacteria attached to its roots. Partridge pea is most effective en masse, and makes an excellent choice for large-scale plantings because it self-sows prolifically. Given that, its use in small gardens requires careful monitoring.


Culture and tips


Partridge pea does best in gravelly or sandy loam soils in full to part sun, and grows deep taproots that enable the plants to tolerate dry periods. Start seeds in early spring or in mid-fall. For spring sowing, nick the seed and soak overnight to ensure speedy germination. Scatter seeds where you intend them to grow, and germination should occur in one to two weeks. Thereafter the plant will self-sow freely. For mid-fall sowing, plant seed intact where it is intended to grow; it will germinate the following spring, and subsequently self-seed.


Companion plants


Partridge pea mingles well with other annuals and biennials for sun, like bearded beggar-ticks (Bidens aristosa) and brown-eyed Susan (Rudbeckia triloba). Native grasses make great companions, especially little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium) and switchgrass (Panicum virgatum). Nodding onion (Allium cernuum), butterfly flower (Asclepias tuberosa), and blanket flower (Gaillardia pulchella) offer interesting perennial complements and contrasts. The silvery green flowers and architectural habit of rattlesnake master (Eryngium yuccifolium) provide strong contrast.


Did you know?


Seeds of partridge pea may be planted on the edge of banks and ditches to help control erosion. The flowers produce both pollen and nectar through glands on the leaf petioles. It is the host plant for sleepy orange, little yellow, and cloudless sulphur caterpillars. Partridge pea attracts several species of long-tongued bumblebees and leaf-cutting bees, along with sweat bees, ants, and wasps. It is sometimes grown for honey production.
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Chamaecrista fasciculata makes an excellent annual addition to native meadows and other naturalized areas.



Collinsia verna Figwort family (Scrophulariaceae)



Blue-eyed Mary, Chinese houses






	
Deer resistance
8–10

	
Hardiness zones
2–11

	
Northeast native states
NY, PA, VA, WV

	
Height/spread
6–24 in. × 8–12 in.







In early spring, a mass of annual blue-eyed Mary is a delight to discover, its unusual ¾-in. flowers bicolored in blue and white. Each bloom has two well-defined lips, the bright white upper lip and true blue lower lip, each with two notched lobes. A very small third lip is hidden between the larger, lower ones. Carried on slender stems, the flowers may be solitary or appear five to six in a group. Blue-eyed Mary’s opposite leaves are about 2 in. long, slightly pubescent, and typically have lightly toothed margins.


In late spring, with the onset of warmer temperatures, plants go to seed and die thereafter. Each flower generally produces four seeds. These drop and remain dormant until early fall, when they germinate. Those young plants persist through winter, and bloom in early spring.


Culture and tips


In the wild, blue-eyed Mary thrives in consistently moist woodland environments with fertile, well-drained soils high in organic matter. Replicating these conditions in the garden will ensure success. When first introducing this plant to the garden by seed, direct sow where proper conditions exist, and protect young plants from drying out. Seed can be started in pots and then transplanted to the garden once plants have grown several leaves. Be mindful, however, not to disturb taproots. Because this winter annual needs to reseed to perpetuate, care should be taken to allow young plants to establish in a site that is not heavily mulched or disturbed. It is best to mark off an area where young plants are developing.


Companion plants


Harlequin corydalis (Capnoides sempervirens) and purple phacelia (Phacelia bipinnatifida) make excellent annual companions. Perennial green-and-gold (Chrysogonum virginianum), red columbine (Aquilegia canadensis), and rue-anemone (Thalictrum thalictroides) interspersed with seersucker sedge (Carex plantaginea) provide an interesting mixture of habits, textures, and flower combinations. Spicebush (Lindera benzoin) forms an ideal shrubby backdrop.
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Collinsia verna is a sight to behold in early spring.


Did you know?


Blue-eyed Mary makes a good cut flower with a long vase life. Bumblebees and other long-tongued bees visit early for pollen and nectar. Interestingly, the plant is self-pollinated, but only about half of its pollen tubes actually grow enough to fertilize its egg cells. Blue-eyed Mary is a host plant for the caterpillars of spring and summer azure butterflies. Its genus, Collinsia, was named for a prominent Philadelphia botanist of the early 1800s, Zaccheus Collins.



Coreopsis tinctoria Daisy family (Asteraceae)



Plains tickseed, dyer’s tickseed






	
Deer resistance
9–10

	
Hardiness zones
2–11

	
Northeast native states
CT, DC, DE, MA, MD, ME, NJ, NY, PA, RI, VA, VT, WV

	
Height/spread
12–48 in. × 12–18 in.







Whether a mass planting within a meadow or a small grouping within the garden, annual plains tickseed is guaranteed to be absolutely stunning. This conspicuous, easy-to-grow annual blooms over an extended period, making it a good option for color in numerous garden locations, including beds and borders, native plant gardens, and herb gardens, as well as containers. The 2-in. wide daisy-shaped blooms are also good for cutting. Flower heads have notched, bright yellow rays centered with deep red-maroon, and a purplish disc. These are carried on upright, slender, branched stems in small groups.


‘Roulette’ (12–24 in. × 12–18 in.) is a compact, semi-double selection with deep mahogany-rayed flowers striped with bright gold.


Culture and tips


Start from seed indoors four to six weeks or so before the last expected frost, or outdoors after danger of frost has passed. Press the seeds gently into the soil, but do not cover, as light is necessary for germination. Plains tickseed thrives in full or part sun in average to poor soils. It does not demand much water, but tolerates poor drainage where others may not thrive. Sandy or loamy soils work well, given sufficient moisture. Deadhead spent flowers routinely to extend bloom time.


Companion plants


Many deer-resistant natives combine beautifully with plains tickseed. Try switchgrass (Panicum virgatum) and prairie dropseed (Sporobolus heterolepis) for texture. Blue false indigo (Baptisia australis) blooms somewhat earlier, but its blue-green foliage and strong stems support and embellish tickseed’s bright daisy-like flowers. Blue flowers also provide dramatic contrast with its shade of yellow—check out azure sage (Salvia azurea) and its variety grandiflora. Other daisy-like flowers serve as an echo for tickseed, including black-eyed Susan (Rudbeckia species), coneflower (Echinacea purpurea), and rosinweed (Silphium species).
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Coreopsis tinctoria is available in many color variations of red and yellow.


Did you know?


Plants with “tinctoria” in their name refer to their use as dye plants, and this species of tickseed was a valuable source of red and yellow fabric dye in the past. Pollinators, including bees, butterflies, and assorted insects are attracted to the brilliant flower heads of plains tickseed. As an annual, this is an excellent starter plant for pollinator gardens, as its open habit allows for other perennials to become established with less competition.



Gaillardia pulchella Daisy family (Asteraceae)



Blanket flower, firewheel






	
Deer resistance
9–10

	
Hardiness zones
2–11

	
Northeast native states
CT, DC, DE, MA, MD, ME, NJ, NY, PA, RI, VA, VT, WV

	
Height/spread
12–24 in. × 6–12 in.







Blanket flower is an excellent, easy-to-grow annual in sunny meadows and native gardens, as well as more formal sites in full sun. It is valued as a long-lasting cut flower. The bicolored, daisy-like, 2-in. flower heads are composed of brilliant rusty-red ray petals, two- or three-lobed and yellow at the tips, with a red central disc.


Annual blanket flower has been the subject of extensive breeding with perennial Gaillardia species. This has resulted in many new perennial color and flower combinations. Popular hybrid selections include ‘Oranges and Lemons’ (18–24 in. × 18–24 in.), ‘Goblin’ (10–12 in. × 12–15 in.), ‘Arizona Apricot’ (10–12 in. × 10–12 in.), and ‘Dazzler’ or ‘Baby Cole’ (6–8 in. × 10–12 in.).


Culture and tips


This brilliantly colored annual demands full sun in average, well-drained soils, especially sandy or loamy ones. In cold winter zones, start seed of blanket flower with protection about six to eight weeks before the last expected frost. Transplant seedlings into assigned spots, about 12 in. apart, after risk of frost has passed. Where winter is milder, sow in fall while soil remains warm by scratching seed into the surface of prepared soil and tamping in gently before watering. This plant requires regular moisture at first, but once established, it tolerates heat and drought in summer. Deadheading extends blanket flower’s period of bloom considerably. At the end of the season, allow the final round of spent flower heads to remain to drop seeds and ensure bloom the following year. Fortunately, neither deer nor rabbits care to eat this plant.


Companion plants


In the wild, annual blanket flower can often be found growing with various grasses such as switchgrass (Panicum virgatum), little bluestem (Schizachrium scoparium), and prairie dropseed (Sporobolus heterolepis). Additional flowering plants that complement blanket flower are Maryland senna (Senna marilandica), prairie rosinweed (Silphium terebinthinaceum), and dense blazing star (Liatris spicata). Shrubby St. John’s wort (Hypericum prolificum) and Carolina allspice (Calycanthus floridus) make excellent woody companions.
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