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  INTRODUCTION




  Few things reflect the unique character of New England like its native plants. Native plants not only provide beauty and highlight the distinctiveness of a region, but they also help to support healthy ecosystems, providing habitat for local wildlife. Native plants evolved over millennia within a region’s environment, making them well adapted to a particular place, and so when properly sited in a garden, they require fewer inputs like irrigation, fertilizer, and pesticides to remain healthy. As our landscapes become more developed and the space between wild areas grows wider and wider, it is critical that we think of our managed landscapes, like the gardens we all care for, as more than just ornamentation. Our gardens are critical ecosystems, providing habitat for wildlife, capturing and filtering stormwater, and sequestering carbon. Native plants are fundamental components of these urban and suburban ecosystems, and by using more of them in our gardens, we can keep our environment healthy and celebrate the charm of the region we call home, New England.




  DEFINING NATIVE




  For those of us who work with native plants professionally, defining what we mean by “native” can be a colossal challenge unto itself. Generally speaking, native is defined by “where” and “when.” In other words, native plants are considered to be those that existed in a given location at a specific point in time. The first point, location, is simple enough, but requires that you choose parameters. From broad terms like “North American native” to narrow terms like “native to Middlesex County, Massachusetts,” the gardener, landscape designer, or horticulturist sets the criteria and chooses plants that fit. At Garden in the Woods, New England Wild Flower Society’s native plant botanic garden in Framingham, Massachusetts, and for the purposes of selecting plants for this book, native plants are those that naturally occur in the US Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) Ecoregions of New England (see map, Appendix B). According to the EPA, “Ecoregions are areas where ecosystems (and the type, quality, and quantity of environmental resources) are generally similar.” The original framework for ecoregions was developed by James Omernik in the 1980s. Ecoregions describe large regions that share similar climates, geology, hydrology, and so on. This method for selecting native plants based not on political boundaries (state and county lines, for example), but on ecological boundaries, more closely resembles plant distribution and allows the gardener to choose plants that share similar cultural requirements, having adapted together over millennia.




  The second point, when, is a little more complicated and can be a bit more controversial. For simplicity’s sake, we define native as dating back to European settlement. In other words, if a plant was in an area at the time the first European settlers arrived, it is considered native. While using a rigid time parameter implies that natural plant migration halted when the pilgrims arrived, it also makes it easy to determine which plants migrated on their own and which were introduced from outside the region. Species migrate constantly; in fact, every plant in our flora migrated northward since the last ice age, a mere ten thousand to twelve thousand years ago. When plants migrate into an area on their own, they do so slowly, typically by natural movement of seed by wind, animals, and water. Natural migration is obstructed by geographic barriers, like oceans and mountain ranges. When people move plants, they can do so across great distances, moving plants across oceans, mountain ranges, and the like. While the vast majority of introduced plants are innocuous and don’t ever escape cultivation, there are myriad examples of introduced plants that have escaped cultivation and become invasive.




  Invasive species are those that are non-native and whose growth disrupts or causes harm to minimally managed ecosystems. Invasive species are not simply garden thugs that take over a perennial border, like lily-of-the-valley (Convallaria majalis); rather, invasive species are those that cause substantial harm to natural lands, like oriental bittersweet (Celastrus orbiculatus). Invasive plants are sometimes garden runaways, like burning bush (Euonymus alatus), while others were imported for soil stabilization, like kudzu (Pueraria montana). Working with native plants is one great way to ensure the plants in your garden will not contribute to the disastrous environmental and economic effects of invasive species, which are estimated to cost the United States over $120 billion annually.




  RIGHT PLANT FOR THE RIGHT PLACE




  It’s easy to get lost in a garden center, admiring the various colors and textures and thinking about where that great new plant with its steel-blue flowers might look best in your garden. Gorgeous plants can be hard to resist. The temptation to buy that attractive new plant without first thinking about whether it’s compatible with your garden is difficult to avoid. We’ve all been there. Wandering through the garden center, your eye is immediately drawn to that shrub with bright red flowers. On the way to the cash register to check out, that tall tree with star-shaped leaves calls out to you. Before you know it, that groundcover with the delicate foliage somehow finds its way into your shopping cart. You get everything home only to realize that all the plants you’ve just bought want full sun when all you have to offer is shade. Choosing native plants is one easy step toward knowing whether a plant will struggle or thrive in your garden, but it’s not the only step. It’s reasonable to assume a native plant will be hardy enough to survive our winters, and that it is not invasive. Beyond that, gardeners must think about that ever-important principle: the right plant for the right place.




  All plants, regardless of their origin, have specific cultural requirements, and if planted in the wrong place will struggle to survive. The key is to visit the garden center armed with a good understanding of what your garden has to offer, and to choose plants based not only on their looks, but also on their cultural needs. Cardinal flower (Lobelia cardinalis) is stunning, but plant one in a dry, shady site and it will never flower. On the other hand, plant bearberry (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi) in a wet spot and it will rot. When selecting plants for gardens, the goal should be to put plants where they will require no supplemental irrigation once established (a period of two to three years, depending on the plant and the situation). To understand what your garden has to offer, consider three important factors: light, soil type/moisture, and space availability.




  Consider full sun anything greater than six hours of direct sunlight per day. Anything less than six hours is some variation of part shade to shade. Conduct a simple light analysis by observing light and shadow at least three times throughout the day, for example, at 8 a.m., noon, and 4 p.m. Soil can be a little more difficult to evaluate. Determine how well your site drains by conducting a percolation test. The simplest method is to dig a hole about eight inches deep, fill it with water, let the water drain, and then fill it again. If it takes longer than twenty-four hours for the water to drain, your site is poorly drained; less than twelve hours, and your site is very well drained. Contact your local cooperative extension to conduct a soil analysis to determine your percent organic matter, soil texture, and pH. Finally, choose plants that at maturity will be the appropriate size for your garden. Avoid planting tall trees under power lines or planting aggressive spreading plants next to delicate, slow-growing specimens.




  There is a steep learning curve for the beginning gardener, but building a thorough understanding of these three components of a garden is a huge step toward making the right decisions about which plants to choose. One final point: No matter what a plant’s cultural requirements, all new plants require care to establish in the garden. Treat newly establishing plants as if they are still in a container, providing ample water at least for the first growing season to make sure they get off to a good start.




  MAINTAINING THE ECOLOGICAL GARDEN




  The ultimate goal for the ecological gardener is a beautiful garden that provides year-round interest, supports local wildlife, absorbs and filters rainwater, and improves air quality. In other words, the ecological gardener thinks not just about creating and maintaining a beautiful garden, but also about the garden’s impact on environmental quality. At Garden in the Woods, we practice some basic principles that ensure our garden stewardship contributes positively to environmental quality.




  First and most basic, we use native plants. As mentioned previously, native plants are fundamental components of healthy ecosystems. They provide habitat for wildlife as well as a beautiful display for people to admire.




  Second, we limit our use of irrigation water to new plantings. We site plants properly, matching their cultural needs to the right places in the garden so that we can turn off the irrigation water once plants are established. As much as 30 percent of the potable water in New England is used for irrigating lawns and gardens. With droughts becoming more commonplace, it’s critical that we decrease that percentage, and siting plants properly is the simplest step in that direction.




  Next, we never use fertilizers in the garden, focusing instead on building healthy, organic soils that provide all the nutrition our plants require. Fertilizers, even when used responsibly, are pollutants; they are highly mobile forms of basic elements like nitrogen and phosphorus that cause direct environmental harm to waterways. Fertilizer runoff leads to algal blooms and ocean dead zones, and the reality is that by recycling organic waste through composting and using organic mulches in our gardens, we have no need of fertilizers.




  Finally, we never use pesticides of any sort in the garden. Pesticides can have disastrous unintended consequences to human health, as well as catastrophic environmental impacts. Fourteen of the thirty most commonly used lawn pesticides are known neurotoxins or carcinogens, and two-thirds of them cause reproductive harm in humans. Those at particular risk are children and pets that come into direct contact with gardens and lawns treated with pesticides. Systemic pesticides, like those commonly referred to as “neonics,” are absorbed by a plant’s vascular system, making the entire plant toxic to harmful and beneficial insects alike. The use of systemic pesticides has been linked to the decline of important pollinators, and their widespread use in growing plants for gardens means that many important pollinator plants are toxic to the very insects gardeners intend to support. When buying plants, always ask whether or not they have been treated with systemic pesticides, and avoid using these products in your garden.




  Ecological gardening with native plants is a fantastic way to keep our gardens beautiful and make sure they support healthy, local ecosystems. In the pages that follow, we hope you will keep all of these principles in mind as you consider adding some of these fabulous native plants to your garden.




  

    Herbaceous Perennials
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    Herbaceous perennials are flowering plants, not including grasses and sedges, that live for more than one growing season but lack aboveground woody stems. Herbaceous perennials have belowground storage structures like rhizomes or corms that allow them to survive winter. Their aboveground stems and leaves normally die back to the ground each season. In New England, we have a rich diversity of herbaceous perennials, providing gardeners the ability to choose plants that flower from late March through October. Because they lack woody stems, herbaceous perennials can and should be planted closely together, with the intent of forming pseudo plant communities that knit together to cover bare soil and create a lower-maintenance garden. When designing perennial borders, combine plants that require similar growing conditions and bloom at various times of year for a long season of interest.


  




  
Baneberry and bugbane, Actaea spp.





  The genus Actaea is a diverse group of perennials that can provide an attractive, long-lasting fruit display for a shady spot in the garden, or big, bold foliage and summer flowers. The genus is split into two main categories: the baneberries, which feature mildly showy flowers but persistent and attractive fruit, and the bugbanes, which feature very showy flowers in midsummer, but lack colorful fruit.




  In New England, two species fall into the baneberry group. Red baneberry (A. rubra) blooms first and produces a deep, glossy red fruit that brightens the shade garden from midsummer through early fall. The berries are vibrant and contrast nicely with both the plant’s dark foliage and the bright white fruit of its cousin, white baneberry, or doll’s eyes (A. pachypoda). If red baneberry fruit is striking and beautiful, the fruit of doll’s eyes borders on the surreal, almost creepy. Less pretty than fascinating, the pure white berries of doll’s eyes are tipped with a dark black dot, giving the appearance of a cluster of eyes watching you wander through the garden.




  Red baneberry and doll’s eyes are very similar and difficult to distinguish from each other except when in fruit. Adding to the confusion of identification, each species has color forms, like the white form of red baneberry (A. rubra var. neglecta) or the red form of doll’s eyes (A. pachypoda forma rubrocarpa). While this distinction might be important to botanists, the average gardener should simply enjoy the display and not worry too much about the details. Part sun to shade, average to moist soils, zones 3–8.




  Formerly Cimicifuga racemosa, bugbane, or black cohosh (A. race-mosa), is a tough plant for tough places. This summer-flowering species will grow happily under a dense canopy of white pine in dry, acidic soils, but is equally happy growing in rich, pH-neutral soils. Large white flower spikes shoot straight up in midsummer when few other native plants are in bloom. After flowering, black cohosh forms green fruits that are unre-markable at best and easily spread seed throughout the garden. To keep it from spreading throughout the garden, we recommend deadheading after flowering. Part shade to shade, average to moist soils, zones 4–9.




  [image: Black cohosh PHOTO BY JACKIE DONNELLY]




  
Wild onion, Allium spp.





  When we think of onions, our minds are usually in the kitchen or in the vegetable garden. But there are some amazing native onions that most certainly belong in both the kitchen and the ornamental garden. Some native onions are showy enough to warrant planting for aesthetic value alone, while others are tasty enough to warrant festivals in their honor.




  Nodding onion (Allium cernuum) is the most ornamental of the lot, but like most of its cousins, it is edible and delicious too. Used in cooking as a replacement for green onions or scallions, nodding onion can be harvested from the garden throughout the season. The entire plant is edible, but the leaves are far tastier than the bulb. They are tenderest when young, and continually cutting them for use in the kitchen will keep new, tender leaves growing all season. Plant some in the kitchen garden, but also grow it in the ornamental garden for a midsummer show of light to dark pink flowers that nod at the end of a tall flower stalk. Tolerant of sunny, dry sites, this plant will thrive in places where its cousins, wild garlic and ramps, don’t survive. Sun to part shade, dry to average soils, zones 3–9.
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  Wild garlic (A. canadense) prefers moist soils, and although the flower is similar in texture to nodding onion, it is less colorful and stands erect, rather than nodding. Like nodding onion, the entire plant is edible, although in this case it’s the bulbs that wild-food enthusiasts crave. The flavor is similar to mild kitchen garlic. Sun to part shade, average to moist soils, zones 3–9.




  Though they make beautiful garden plants, it’s the flavor of ramps, or wild leeks (A. tricoccum), that gets people talking. This is hands down one of the tastiest wild edibles in New England. Ramps taste like mild, sweet onions when eaten raw, making them a perfect addition to salad or for topping a piece of trout. They sweeten further when cooked, and have a texture reminiscent of lightly cooked spinach. They taste great served alone as a side dish (along with butter, garlic, and maybe some lemon zest), or wrapped around that trout, and they are fantastic in soups. With such a short season, they will never supplant culinary onion, but they are a phenomenal seasonal treat.




  Ramps are rare in the wild, thanks at least in part to their popularity as a tasty edible, and should never be harvested from the wild. Thankfully, they are easy (albeit slow) to cultivate in a garden. Avoid eating the bulbs, which are far less tasty than the leaves anyway, and you’ll be able to harvest them every spring. Part shade to shade, average to moist soils, zones 3–8.




  
Hepatica and windflower, Anemone spp.





  The genus Anemone can be split into two distinct categories in New England—the hepaticas (which until recently were a separate genus altogether) and the windflowers. Sharp-lobed hepatica (A. acutiloba) and blunt-lobed hepatica (A. americana) are delicate woodland plants that are among the earliest natives to flower in spring. Their leaves emerge covered in dense hairs that are exquisitely textural as they unfurl. Leaves of both species are mottled, although the degree of mottling varies from one plant to the next. Flowers range from blue-violet to white, and, relative to the size of the plant overall, the flowers are quite large and very showy. Blunt-lobed hepatica is slightly more forgiving and easier to maintain in the garden than its cousin, sharp-lobed hepatica, which prefers richer soils. When properly sited, both species are long-lived and make a great choice for a shade garden. Part shade to shade, average to moist soils, zones 3–8.




  Thimbleweed (A. virginiana) is happiest on dry slopes growing in gritty soils. Tolerant of blazing sun and very little water, thimbleweed fills a garden niche in which few other native plants can thrive. The flowers are attractive but are not nearly as showy as those of hepatica. The best ornamental attribute this plant has to offer is its thimble-shaped fruit, which forms soon after it has finished flowering, for the great texture it adds to the dry, sunny garden. As the fruits mature, they eventually dry and begin to fall apart, releasing thousands of small seeds attached to a light fluff that will carry them off in the air to find bare ground between cracks in rocks or other sandy places. Sun, dry to average soils, zones 2–9.




  Canada windflower (A. canadensis) can be a great garden ally or a terrible garden thug depending on where it’s planted. If you need a strongly spreading colonizer for a sunny moist spot, Canada windflower is a great choice. It’s a perfect plant for covering a steep slope where it’s foolish to keep trying to mow a lawn. Planted in drier or shadier spots, it can be a little tamer, but if you’re looking for a delicate plant for a small spot in your garden, then look elsewhere. Densely lobed leaves give rise to stunning masses of pure white flowers in summer. A patch of Canada windflower can be breathtaking, but be sure to plant it somewhere that you won’t mind it completely taking over. Sun to part shade, dry to moist soils, zones 2–9.
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