Planting flowers? Go native
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PROBLEM: What can I plant that's attractive and colorful but requires little maintenance? 

 

SOLUTION: Plant native Missouri flowers for an attractive but low-maintenance garden. Native plants are hardy, disease-resistant and attract butterflies and hummingbirds. They require little water and grow without fertilizers and chemicals. 

 


What is a native plant? Here's a definition from Grow Native! -- a program of the Missouri Department of Conservation that encourages the use of native plants, and a partner with the Missouri Botanical Garden in the Plants of Merit program: It's "a plant that originated in Missouri and was not introduced, a plant that existed within the state borders before the arrival of settlers." 

 


Fifteen Missouri natives are part of the Plants of Merit program, a list of plants recommended by experts for gardens in this area. 

 


You can either mix natives with perennials and annuals in a garden or dedicate a garden to natives only. Here are a few ideas to get you started. 

 


The purple coneflower (Echinacea purpurea) is one of our prettiest native plants. Plant it in full sun or partial shade, and it will bloom from June through the end of the summer. Water it when you first plant it to establish it, but after that, it holds up through drought, heat and humidity. It will self-seed and naturalize. 

 


Blue star (Amsonia tabernaemontana), a Plant of Merit, sports powdery-blue flowers in May and grows in full sun or partial shade. Blue star prefers moist soil but tolerates some drought. It grows to 3 feet tall, but to give it a bushy, mounded look, cut it back by half after it flowers. Its willow-shaped leaves turn an attractive yellow in fall. 

 


The beautiful columbine (Aguilegia canadensis) blooms pretty pink and yellow in April and May in full sun or partial shade. It grows 2 to 3 feet tall, has delicate foliage and attracts hummingbirds. Our native columbine freely self-seeds and naturalizes. It also has good resistance to leaf miner. 

 


The purple poppy mallow (Callirhoe involucrata), a Plant of Merit, is another drought-tolerant native that produces dozens of majestic magenta flowers from June until frost. It spreads to make a nice ground cover. Think how pretty it would look in front of a stand of purple coneflowers. 

 


Rue anemone (Anemonella thalictroides) has a delicate, dainty appearance with leaves similar to columbine's. It's a short plant of 6 to 10 inches that blooms pretty white flowers in April and May. It wants partial shade only and goes dormant in the summer. 

 


A showy native plant with its scarlet flowers, cardinal flower (Lobelia cardinalis), a Plant of Merit, grows to 2 to 3 feet tall. It blooms from July to September and attracts hummingbirds and butterflies. In the St. Louis area, it needs partial shade and constant moisture. A native that you can plant at the feet of cardinal flower as ground cover is wild ginger (Asarum canadense) because it also likes constant moisture. Its beautiful satiny leaves perk up any shade garden. 

 


Plant butterfly weed (Asclepias tuberosa) in a sunny spot. This plant attracts butterflies throughout summer with its clusters of orange blooms. If you have room for a 3- to 6-foot-tall shrub, try beautyberry (Callicarpa americana). It does well in full sun to light shade. Its flowers turn into beautiful magenta berrylike fruits that remain attractive late into winter. 

 


For more ideas, go Missouri Botanical Garden's PlantFinder search at http://www.mobot.org/gardeninghelp/plantfinder/Search.asp. You can search for any Missouri natives -- perennials, trees or shrubs. Grow Native! (www.grownative.org) has links to nurseries that sell native plants, including St. Louis-area nurseries. Shaw Nature Reserve's Web site (www.shawnature.org/) has information about native plants. Edgar Denison's book titled "Missouri Wildflowers" is also an excellent resource. 

 

