At plant school, gardeners can learn ABCs of habitat
We live in a part of the world that is renowned for its plants, both prairie natives and natives of shady woods.
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Body Text:  I don't know about you, but I like to make sure that my garden plants will both thrive and be beautiful. I want my garden to prosper without my having to check soil moisture every time we have a hot day or a dry spell. Growing native plants is a good way to accomplish those aims.

 

We live in a part of the world that is renowned for its plants, both prairie natives and natives of shady woods. Missouri and nearby Illinois, with their several types of habitat, offer residents with both small and large properties the chance to match parts of their home landscape to wetlands, savannas, prairies, glades and forests. Matching parts of your environment to the original places where natives grow is key to successfully growing our favorite wild species. 

 


There are many ways you can help yourself learn more about our native plants and which ones will grow well in our ornamental beds and borders. One of the best ways is the Native Plant School, which is being co-sponsored by the Missouri Department of Conservation and the Missouri Botanical Garden's Shaw Nature Reserve. The school is the newest phase of Shaw Nature Reserve's efforts to educate gardeners on native landscaping.

 


The Shaw Nature Reserve program is helping to protect and restore Missouri's biodiversity by increasing awareness of native plants and encouraging the effective use of them. The program already is increasing the demand for and use of native plants throughout the state.

 


The school, established last fall, centers around the Whitmire Wildflower Garden and consists of a year-round program of classes calculated to give you the hands-on knowledge and confidence to design and create your own native garden.

 


The classes consist of mostly outdoor learning sessions in the Whitmire Wildflower Garden at the reserve. They cover various aspects of native home landscaping and the re-establishment of prairie, savanna and wetland habitat.

 


Scott Woodbury, horticulture manager at the reserve, and guest experts lead the discussions, tours and demonstrations.

 


"What better way to learn about native landscaping than to see the examples up close with the experts on hand to lead discussions and answer questions," Woodbury says.

 


All of the information being covered in the classes is being developed into a manual on growing natives that will be available on the Web site, www.shawnature.org.

 


Chapter 1, which discusses prairie reconstruction, is already available on the site. The chapters on rain gardening and on controlling invasive species are coming soon.

 


Thus far, classes in October, November and January have covered home gardening with native trees, shrubs and vines; invasive plant control; and design concepts and methods for developing a native garden.

 


Upcoming classes include "Native Plant Propagation," on Feb. 9. This greenhouse session covers how to propagate native plants from seed and includes such subjects as cold stratification (treating at low temperatures), scarification (seed-nicking with a knife), transplanting and seedling care.

 


The March 9 class will focus on creating and enhancing nesting and brooding grounds for quails, as well as developing protective cover for the birds, also known as bobwhites. This class is designed for owners of larger properties.

 


The April 13 session will take a close look at landscaping with spring-blooming woodland wildflowers. This outdoor session in the Whitmire Wildflower Garden will include tips for successful shade gardening, as well as plant identification.

 


Rain gardening and storm-water issues are the subjects of the May 11 class. This session will focus on the benefits of rain gardens and how to construct them. A comparatively new gardening concept, rain gardens are designed to capture storm water from rooftops, driveways and other paved areas and to filter both sediments and pollutants, thus slowing down storm-water runoff and preventing erosion.

 


For more information or to sign up for the various sessions, call Shaw Nature Reserve (636-451-3512). Fees for the three-hour classes are $8 for members and $12 for nonmembers. Classes begin at 1 p.m. on the front porch of the Bascom House, that handsome, old brick farmhouse just west of the wildflower garden. The exception is the propagation class, which will begin at the visitors center.

 


Woodbury has worked with Barbara Fairchild, Grow Native! program coordinator of the Conservation Department, in developing the Native Plant School.

 


Beyond the school, you can add to your knowledge of natives and also bring an often much-needed sense of peace and serenity to your life by regularly visiting the wildflower gardens, prairies and trails of Shaw Nature Reserve. In addition to a wealth of native plants, you will find a rich diversity of wild birds as you wander along the paths.
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