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			For my father, William Henry Howard, who loved everything about gardening, from the soil to the treetops (except poison oak), and who would have been delighted and determined to come along for the native plant journey

			And for my sister Megan Eileen Howard, who loved learning and saying complicated and beautiful plant names as much as I do
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			Introduction

			Why Plant Natives?

			If you have arrived on this page, chances are you’re curious about the benefits of adding native plants to your landscape. You may have heard that our pollinators, our climate, and our very survival depend on home gardeners planting more natives, for several reasons.

			There’s no longer enough public land in the United States to sustain the wildlife that creates the food web—the interlocking system of creatures, from insects to birds to mammals, that nourishes much of life on Earth—so it’s up to home gardeners to help create wildlife-rich environments. Many of our traditional garden plants don’t support the pollinators and other creatures whose survival is fundamental to our ecosystems—in some cases because those plants come from distant countries and thus didn’t evolve to be a food source for our local wildlife, and in others because by hybridizing and manipulating them for garden beauty, we reduced their value to the ecosystem.

			Additionally, some of the non-native ornamental plants we’ve introduced to our gardens have escaped their boundaries, and other plants brought to the United States for agricultural uses have behaved the same way. In other words, they’ve become invasive. These invasive plants have taken over landscapes and crowded out more beneficial natives. They need to come out of our gardens as soon as possible.

			The conversation about what’s a good (beneficial) or bad (harmful) plant is confused by the fact that a lot of the plants we’re now being encouraged to bring into our yards are ones we used to call weeds and worked hard to keep at bay. And perhaps you’re wary of the ability of these “weeds” to offer the same joys—­high-impact color, fragrance, size, boldness—as the classic nursery plants you’re used to.

			Rest assured, you don’t have to sacrifice garden beauty to support pollinator insects, caterpillars, and birds. Many conversations about the benefits of native plants leave out what may feel like the best news for many gardeners: These plants can be incorporated into whatever style garden you want to create, and they promise better success rates than non-native plants. Native plants are typically the ones best suited for any site, because they have evolved in the local climate, soil, and moisture conditions.

			What’s more, native plant gardening generally favors an abundance of plants over weeding and mulching, as well as natural balance over high-intervention gardening techniques. This combination means that in a short time (three years or even less), a native or mostly native garden can provide more pleasure and beauty for less money and labor than a traditional garden featuring plants from far away.

			As someone who gardened for decades before being introduced to the idea of focusing on native plants, I’ve seen my plant preferences shift from those of a collector seeking the elegant, the unusual, and the pristine as presented in botanical gardens and design magazines to valuing a garden as a reflection of and contributor to a sense of place.

			And the pleasures of gardening with native plants don’t end at the boundaries of your own backyard. As our built landscapes look more and more similar from Portland, Maine, to Portland, Oregon, and from Springfield, Maine, to Springfield, Texas, it’s heartening to be able to recognize a place through its plants and plantings thanks to the work of gardeners, institutions, and communities getting to know and restore the native plant communities of their regions, from eastern and western forests to the plains, mountains, deserts, and coasts.

		
	

			
			Getting Started

			Whether you’re designing a privacy hedge or a hellstrip garden or even thinking about an eye-catching new specimen tree for your front yard, I hope you’ve picked up this book because you’re ready to add some native plants to your garden. Before you do, we need to answer a critical question: What’s a native plant, anyway?

			Plant This, Not That begins there, establishes some key principles of gardening with native plants, and then offers specific suggestions for native plants in your region that can fill the places now taken up by familiar, but less-beneficial plants. Ideally, from this jumping-off point, you’ll feel empowered to make your own native plant selections, and you’ll find plenty of practical information and alternative suggestions to broaden the range of possibilities. In the plant profiles and in the reference pages that follow, you’ll also discover additional resources that will help you extend your native plant search and knowledge.

			What Is a Native Plant, Anyway?

			When it comes to the contiguous United States, there is a consensus that the plants we consider native are those that were present before European colonization.

			It’s tempting to talk about “North American native plants” (and the conversation about plants and native plant gardens is often framed this way), but in a country as big as the United States this is an oversimplication. A given plant may be native to a wide swath of North America or to a very particular local region. It may grow beyond that region, but it won’t necessarily support local pollinators and wildlife elsewhere—which is a main objective of native plant gardening. The plants that animals coevolved with will provide the most benefits to local animal populations. And where plants can attract the most enthusiastic pollinators, those plant populations will thrive.

			So how do you determine what plants are locally native? To begin with, rather than focusing on the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) hardiness zones that commercial nurseries use to identify where a plant can grow, climate scientists now talk about ecoregions: areas defined by similarities of land, climate, and other natural resources. There are twelve level I (i.e., top level) eco­regions in the continental United States (which excludes Hawai‘i), some spanning more than a thousand miles in length and breadth, so these ecoregions are useful but not very precise in talking about native plants. For that, you’d have to go down several levels in the ecoregion map, a complicated exercise. Instead, many commercial native plant nurseries and native plant organizations have adopted the Biota of North America Program (BONAP) North American Plant Atlas. BONAP has used decades of data and observation to map by genus and species the native ranges of thousands of plants by county and state. You’ll find BONAP maps used in this book’s plant guide, too.

			Along with BONAP maps, local resources can be a huge help in understanding native plants. If you are lucky enough to have a brick-and-mortar (or mud-and-water) native plant nursery nearby, visit, ask questions, and get to know the plants on offer. In addition, state and regional botanical gardens and native plant organizations typically offer a more local point of view on cultural requirements and growing conditions (though many botanical gardens don’t limit their collections to native plants). National organizations, like Wild Ones and the National Wildlife Federation, also offer advice at the local level—as local as your zip code, sometimes. Some of these are listed in Further Reading and Additional Resources.
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			Principles of a Native Plant Garden

			Whether you’re a lifelong gardener or new to planting, you may have thought of gardening as a matter of taste and choice, a hobby where what to plant depended on figuring out what shrubs or flowers you like, and then which of those will grow in your area and are easily available. The idea of creating a native plant garden can be daunting if it seems like a practice with a lot of rules to follow, mistakes to make, and even judgments to endure. Keeping in mind the following five basic principles will make native plant gardening approachable and achievable.

			
					Aim for a mainly native garden. You may be asking, What about my roses? And peonies? If so, here’s some good news: A garden made up of 70 percent native plants can sustain pollinators; provide key food and shelter for insects, birds, and mammals; and establish the wildlife corridors necessary to support animal populations that often live their entire lifespans within yards of where they are born, according to entomologist Douglas Tallamy, the National Wildlife Federation, and other experts. Opinions vary on what percentage of plant matter in your garden must be native to ensure the health of the ecosystem; some experts and studies suggest the number could be as low as 50 percent, but almost all seem to agree that 70 percent will do the job. And every native plant you add will increase the benefits you are providing.
			One important caveat to this guideline: You want to make sure that there are no invasive plants in your garden. These are non-­native plants that grow so vigorously where they are introduced that they can crowd out native plants, eliminate food and habitat for local fauna, and even change soil structure, with disastrous effects. Because many nurseries still sell invasive plants, it’s always good to double-check the status of a non-native plant you’re considering. You’ll find how to do this in Beyond Plant Swaps.

			If you remove and avoid invasives, and if 70 percent of what you plant—including the lawn—is locally native trees, shrubs, grasses, and herbaceous flowering plants (aka forbs) that provide nutrition and habitat to local animal populations, up to 30 percent of what you plant can be non-­native, including other North American natives and plants introduced from farther away.

				

					Plant for wildlife and for beauty. Our food web and its supporting ecosystem connect myriad forms of life, from the smallest bugs to the largest mammals: pollinating insects, caterpillars, butterflies, dragonflies, fireflies, toads, bees, songbirds, and birds of prey. Contributing to this food web with a native plant garden means expanding the beauty of your landscape to include more and more of these spectacular creatures. Of course, you don’t want to look at your garden and see nothing but munched-up leaves. So plant more than enough to go around. Then the beneficial bugs you’ve invited in won’t go away half full, the critters can take their fair share, and there will be plenty of greenery left behind for you to enjoy. I now get as excited when I see insects nibbling on my leaves as I do when I see a hummingbird sipping nectar.

					Build layers. This book will show you that you can still create a vibrantly colored garden or a white garden or a fragrance garden or a collector’s garden using native plants. But you may also find, as I did, that once you begin to consider a garden’s potential to house and feed wildlife, it enlarges your awareness and appreciation of garden beauty from flowers and blooms to a more expansive, more dimensional perspective.
			If you think for a moment about birds, it’s easy to envision how there would be some that nest in tall trees, some that nest in smaller trees and shrubs, and many that feed on the seeds of flowers or forage for insects and other food in the soil and organic litter at ground level. Since a key goal of a native garden is supporting wildlife through food and shelter, you’ll want to create a layered landscape to support animals who live at ground level, in shrubs and hedges, and high in the treetops. As the idea of bringing more shrubs into my garden to attract more birds took hold, I started to see beyond blooms, which can be ephemeral indeed, and to contemplate the beauty of leaf patterns, bark, and berries. I began to appreciate the way a layered landscape carries the eye from the flowers near the ground to the rustling of branches to the majesty of the overstory.

			In choosing native plants for your garden, keep in mind the importance of creating layers that reflect the natural growth of locally native plants, whether that means trees, shrubs, and ground-level plants or the mixed grasses (or grasslike sedges and rushes) and flowering plants of the prairie—­whatever layers reflect the region where you live and garden.

				

					Create plant communities. In nature, plants grow in communities, and they can do the same thing in the garden. Especially when it comes to residential landscapes, we are used to the idea that a lovely garden features a collection of plants, each one surrounded by a frame of mulch, like family portraits hanging on a living room wall. That’s great for ancestors’ pictures, but plants want the company of other plants that share similar requirements for light, soil, and moisture. The interplay of growth above- and belowground guides plants in spreading out to fill space or staying in check to make room for their neighors. When growing plants support each other, there’s less flopping and breaking of stems—and less time and money spent on stakes or fancy garden supports. Permitting compatible plants to fill the garden space minimizes areas of open soil where weeds like to move in. So out with the framed portraits, in with the collage.

					Ditch the mulch and hang up the rake. Not only do abundant layers of varied plants ensure that you and the local insects can share nicely, they reduce your annual garden maintenance.
			We’ve been told that mulch holds moisture in the soil, keeps down weeds, and adds nutrients. But mulch can also prevent moisture from getting to the soil, and it eventually breaks down and becomes a great medium for weed growth. As this process takes place, it changes the composition of the soil and raises the soil level, which then changes the planting depth of existing plants. Because dense plant cover reduces moisture loss and keeps down weeds, once your native plant garden is established, you can skip the annual applications of mulch.

			Along with ditching the mulch, a native plant garden allows you to skip those aspects of annual spring and fall cleanup that are among gardeners’ least favorite chores. Instead of chopping down perennials, you can leave some stems. Flower heads full of seeds and the berries on shrubs provide a reliable food source for winter birds. They can also turn the typical flat, bare winter garden into a tapestry of browns, grays, and soft greens—­occasionally punctuated by the bright hues of a visiting finch or cardinal. Leaving flower stems and leaves in your beds and borders over the winter can help insulate soil, filter rain and melting snow, absorb runoff, and provide nesting materials and shelter for overwintering insects and other garden creatures. In spring, your new habit of planting abundantly means leaf litter and plant debris can stay in place to be quickly concealed by new growth and become a valuable source of nutrients and organic matter for soil.

				

			

			Native Plants and Pollinators

			On any given summer day in my Maine garden, within the space of an hour or two, I might encounter dragonflies, hummingbirds, toads, bumblebees, butterflies, grasshoppers, moths, countless songbirds, and often turkeys, hawks, and a soaring bald eagle. It’s only since I’ve been a native plant gardener that I have realized that the dragonfly population is as varied and spectacular as the world of butterflies, for example, and includes darners and dancers and bluets and skimmers and dozens of others in a dazzling array of iridescent colors and shapes. Have you ever purchased a hummingbird feeder to attract that most lovable of birds, only to fill it and forget it? Or set it aside once you read the important warnings about regular cleaning? Guess what: Nature provides the best, most low-maintenance hummingbird feeders available. In much of the Midwest, East, and Southeast, that “feeder” might be a crimson honeysuckle vine. In an even larger part of the country, it’s a form of bee balm. The Anna’s hummingbird of the Pacific Northwest loves the nectar of local salvias and California fuchsia.

			Native plants that have existed in a particular location for millennia both depend on and support the life cycle of locally native fauna—larval and adult insects, birds, mammals, and reptiles. Douglas Tallamy has pioneered work demonstrating that pollinators receive the best nutrition from the plants with which they coevolved, a process he describes in his books, including Bringing Nature Home. Insect populations are largest where their most dependable and nutritious food sources thrive.

			The effects ripple throughout the food web. The monarch butterfly is one of our best-known and most beautiful examples. A monarch will lay eggs only on an asclepias (milkweed) plant. No milkweed, no monarchs. Because agriculture and development have dramatically reduced wild asclepias populations, it’s up to private citizens to step in and plant their region’s native asclepias species. Many other animals are not quite so specific in their needs, but they often depend on a handful of locally coevolved plants and cannot be sustained by the plants introduced into our gardens from abroad. This can be a double whammy if those introduced plants have become invasive, adapting so well that they escape cultivation to crowd out beneficial native plants.

			Take for example the Buddleja davidii, or the common butterfly bush, which has been a garden staple for decades. US gardeners (and garden writers and commercial nurseries) will sometimes defend the presence of this colorful and fragrant, but invasive, plant by citing the way it’s covered with butterflies and other pollinators all summer long. Yes, butterfly bushes in bloom can be beautiful. But if insects are visiting a butterfly bush instead of native plants for nectar, the native plants are losing out on pollination and reproduction. And while a butterfly bush may supply nectar to adult insects, it is not useful to caterpillars or other juvenile insects. Attractive though they may be, the butterflies swarming non-native plants are masking the larger harm that plant may be doing to the whole ecosystem.

			Another example: Clover is sometimes touted as a good choice to replace high-­maintenance turf grass in lawns because it grows quickly and easily and appears to attract many bees when in bloom. But clover isn’t native to the United States and it evolved with honeybees (not a North American species), so it benefits those bees but provides little for our native bees or for the larger insect populations in the area. Herbaceous plants such as goldenrods, sunflowers, and asters—to name a few—feed and shelter scores of pollinators and insects. Many other plants produce nectar or leaves necessary to feed a specific local insect.

			Even when non-native plants provide some pollen, nectar, or shelter for local pollinator and animal populations, native plants typically support many more local species. As he describes in The Nature of Oaks, Douglas Tallamy counted 897 species of moth caterpillars supported by oak trees across various regions—511 of which live in his own Pennsylvania county. (In contrast to oaks, a non-native Callery pear supported a single caterpillar species.) Caterpillars, an essential source of nutrition for many birds, are at the epicenter of our food web. Plant an oak, feed the world. Choosing native over non-native plants at every level of the landscape ensures that you are a supporting a healthy, vibrant ecosystem where plants and pollinators don’t just coexist, but support and sustain one another.
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			Sourcing Native Plants

			Once you identify the native plants you’d like to add to your garden, how you source them is important. Native plant nurseries are sprouting all over the country, but it’s going to take a while before they are common and accessible to everyone. If you have a native plant nursery within reach, make it your first stop. The owners and staff are often passionate about the native plant movement, well informed, and invested in matching plants to place and making sure you go home with specimens that will thrive in your garden. They may grow plants on the premises, which is the best way to make sure you know where your native plants are coming from and under what conditions they’ve been cultivated. There’s a good chance you’ll leave a native plant nursery with lots of plants and invaluable knowledge.

			More traditional commercial growers and nurseries are getting in on the native plant business, too, after years of resistance to it—but it’s important to be an educated buyer when shopping with these retailers to make sure you are getting plants that will bring the biggest benefits to your

			
			
			
			
			
			How to Use the Guide
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					Plant type and growth habit.

					Ornamental features including bloom time and color, berries or fruit, and fall color.

					Requirements for sun (full sun: six or more hours per day; part shade: under five hours; or full shade: less than an hour); soil (dry: fast draining, potential for drought; moist: retaining some water but well drained; or wet: consistently wet, occasionally saturated); and special cultural characteristics.

					Workhorse or pollinator plants as designated by the Ecoregional Revegetation Application (ERA) tool of the US Environmental Protection Agency. A workhorse plant is one that is hardy, durable in a garden, and widely commercially available. Plants essential to certain pollinators or plants whose pollen is used by a high number of species are designated as high pollinator value (HPV) or very high pollinator value (VHPV). All the listings include categories of pollinators known to depend on each plant.

					Deer-resistant plants have low palatability to deer and other browsing mammals and are especially recommended for areas with high deer pressure or large populations of other browsing mammals. (Ideally, the balance in a native plant garden will allow it to tolerate some browsing. But with so many factors at play in an ecosystem, deer pressure may be so high in local areas that it’s important to understand which plants are most resilient to it.)
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