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Abstract: 

In our society many people are familiar with native plants; unfortunately, those native 

plants will be pictured in the context of either being used in native prairies and other wild 

restoration projects or simply as out of control weeds. Many of today’s landscapes are highly 

manicured and require large amounts of manpower, water, chemicals and fertilizers in order to 

maintain them. Through educational presentations to various groups, I want to make people 

aware of the possibilities of using native plants in the modern landscape. By being used in this 

manner, native plants can offer many benefits to the individual homeowner as well as for the 

environment’s stability and the Earth’s sustainability. 
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Introduction 

As you drive down the streets of many of the towns in the Midwest United States, you 

will see a re-occurring view. Most of the landscapes consist of mowed lawns and neatly trimmed 

shrubs alongside the house. Over the last couple of decades, this manicured scene, in the eyes of 

many homeowners, has become labeled as the ‘picture perfect landscape’. These landscapes with 

their highly maintained plant material require excessive amounts of inputs and thereby I would 

label as unsustainable over the long term. The inputs I refer to are: fossil fuels in the form of fuel 

burned in landscape equipment, or used in the production of synthetic fertilizer; the increased use 

of fungicides, herbicides and insecticides; and ground water used increasingly to maintain exotic 

landscape plants. With the selection of native plants to substitute for non-native or exotic plants, 

the modern home landscape can reduce many of the inputs needed. The use of native plants will 

still create the desired landscaped look that many property owners have come to expect. In 

addition, plants that are native to an area will increase the biodiversity and become a part of the 

inter-related ecosystem in a given area. As homeowners and gardeners become aware of the ease 

of switching plant choices, they can start to realize the bigger picture of the need for healing the 

Earth and working towards a sustainable future. 

This Integrative Project will incorporate Earth Literacy themes such as systems and 

systemic processes, sustainability, and creating a sensitivity of place, and my personal 

knowledge of plants to create a lecture that can be given to several groups in the community, 

from homeowners, to landscape professionals, to college students, and to grade school children. 

The project will be a lecture that is adaptable to various groups in the form of a Power Point slide 

show, a demonstration with live plant material, or a walking tour of landscape gardens, as the 

occasion dictates. The objective is to generate an end result of getting consumers to consciously 
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choose native plants where possible for use in their landscaping. I hope this will lead to a greater 

awareness of the environment around them and start the process of healing the Earth. 

Background 

My home place is a farmstead located in Edgar County on the edge of what was the tall 

grass Grand Prairie. This vast grassland covered thousands of acres across most of central 

Illinois. I have the honor of coming from a close family and having its history shared with me as 

I was growing up. My great-great grandfather moved his family back to Illinois and was able to 

save up the purchase price of the present homestead site in 1900 (Barkley). Representing the fifth 

generation now living on the home site gives me great personal bonding to the land and a 

personal interest in the native plants that would have inhabited the area. 

The Wisconsin glacier was the last glacier to visit our area approximately 17,000 years 

ago. The glacier’s leveling effect formed the Shelbyville end moraine about 10 to 15 miles to the 

south of our homestead (Hopkins , pg. 2). The land is generally flat with gently sloping hills 

running for miles and miles to the north and west. The terrain is gently rolling with less than 2% 

slope. 

The tall grass prairie originally contained a great diversity of plants beyond just a mix of 

tall grasses. This diversity includes flowers, shrubs, trees, animals, insects, and even down to the 

smallest fungus and bacteria. Today, there are usually two conditions where trees and other large 

woody plants can be seen. First, trees usually dictate a present or past homestead, as trees were 

planted by families to add to the landscape or as windbreaks for protection against wind and 

snow. Second, woody plants indicate an ecotone blend area of Riparian woodlands growing 

along waterways and streams. All of these varied members of the community are part of a 
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complex, interactive ecosystem. The prairies found today resemble very little of its original form. 

However, we can still find many of the individual plant species from those prairies available in 

the landscape supply distribution network. 

Native Definition 

The general definition of a native plant is a plant species that is indigenous to North 

America prior to European settlement. Unfortunately, it can be difficult or even confusing to 

determine if a plant species is native to a specific site location. Also, the proposed growing site 

may have been greatly altered from its original ‘native’ state, with topsoil removed, water 

drainage altered, competition with non-native plants, or pressure from imported pests. For 

example, the Yellow Coneflower, Echinacea paradoxa is related to the more common purple 

  coneflowers. Its native range is limited to the prairies of the 

Ozarks in Missouri. Can this plant be listed as a potential 

choice for landscaping as a native plant for a landscape in 

Illinois? It likes our growing climate but would not 

originally be found in this county. The debate is still argued       from differing viewpoints yet today as to its inclusion in 

native plant lists. A general statement was made at an industry symposium, “All native plants 

once grew in the wild, but many plants currently found in the wild may not be native”. After that, 

the native, exotic, naturalized, invasive, noxious labels for various plants become confused and 

almost personal. I state that it is an individual choice of which plants to use, trying to leave the 

‘politics’ out of the presentation. I do not want to lose sight of the original topic, using native 

plants that need fewer inputs and that can become a part of the local ecosystem instead of 

manicured plant life that need high amounts of inputs in order to thrive in the landscape. 
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Location, Methods and Materials Used 

I have been in the horticulture industry for over twenty years and have gained lots of 

experience with plants and plant growth and hold a Bachelors degree in Ornamental Horticulture 

specializing in perennials, grasses and landscaping. As the owner of a garden center/nursery, I 

have propagated, grown, retailed and landscaped with both native and non-native plants. 

Additionally, I am a horticulture/agro-ecology instructor at a community college. The 

combination of the two positions provides me the opportunity to give over thirty lectures, 

presentations and tours throughout the course of a year. The audience members range greatly in 

scope and diversity from grade school children, to high school and college students, civic groups, 

garden clubs, master gardeners and industry professionals. A presentation on the importance and 

ease of using native plants in landscape gardening seem like a perfect fit for the combination of 

relevant topic for the community and my personal growth in the ELM program. The topic is 

timely from three different angles. People are readily looking for advice in landscaping to make 

their homes look better. Secondly, many are now taking a more active part in the current green 

movement. Lastly, a lecture on landscaping is a good method of incorporating some the Earth 

Literacy themes into a presentation for several groups that would not normally be open to such 

issues as environmentalism. 

In order to give a sense of credibility to my presentations beyond my academic 

credentials, I bring up the fact that I practice what I preach. In my own home place, the 

landscape consists of two acres of display gardens open the public. These gardens contain over a 

thousand different plant species, many of which would fit the description of native. I think it is 

critical to not be preachy to an audience, or the loss of their attention will happen rapidly. In my 

Dyke Barkley Using Native Plants in the Modern Landscape  



own gardens, I follow the suggestions covered in the presentation, such as not using chemical 

fertilizer, limited pest control, as well as no irrigation after establishment, to list a few. The 

phrase I use repeatedly; “We are not doing anything differently than you should do in your own 

landscape; only we are planting on a larger scale”. 

The presentation will be done in the form of a Microsoft Power Point slide presentation. 

The quotation “a picture is worth a thousand words” is very applicable. Many homeowners 

cannot envision what the plants and the landscape will have the potential to look like. The plants 

are generally small when purchased and hard to conceive how over time they will flush out and 

prosper. I have visited many landscapes containing native plant combinations to put together a 

collection of photographs that can be inserted into assorted programs as the differing 

professional level of the audience dictates. I have thousands of photographic examples of native 

plants and many of those plants being used in traditional landscape settings. In the winter 

months, nothing is more attention-grabbing than flowers and butterflies from the summer. To 

supplement, the presentation can be readily adapted to using live demonstration plants from the 

garden center or during walking tours. The benefit of being flexible is the increased opportunity 

to use the same basic presentation in a variety of occasions. I can use the display gardens for 

walking tours or bring live plant samples to a group. 
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Project Discussion 

Earth Literacy Themes and Course Work Integration 

The trends which would describe some of the typical Midwest American home 

landscapes started long ago. The phrase ‘a man’s home is his castle’ gives mental meaning when 

used to describe small homeowners on tiny tracts of land trying to copy the King’s gardens of the 

Palace of Versailles. To achieve this look normally would involve the use of green lawn carpets 

interspersed with green yews shaped into small “meatballs” uniformly spaced across the front of 

homes. (Note: In my presentation I make the disclaimer that I am only slightly opinionated and 

moderately biased.) Starting in the late 1700’s many Americans wanted to copy the look of the 

wealthier classes in England (Turgeon). That imitation and an inventor modifying a carpet cutter 

for the outdoors was the beginning of the mowed turf grass. The name of Kentucky Bluegrass 

may sound native, but in reality it is from the cooler climate of Eurasia. Over the next two 

centuries, many yards continued to develop and expand on the manicured look of clipped 

evergreen shrubs. The standard became the same uniform look, no matter what time of year and 

repeated year after year. In order for this to happen, plants must be fertilized, mowed, clipped 

and irrigated, eventually leading to dependencies of herbicides and pesticides to maintain the 

ideal landscape. Unfortunately more chemicals and fossil fuels are used per acre on home lawns 

than in the traditional agriculture industry, according to Paul Tukey of Safe Lawn in a 

presentation on organic methods of plant care. He stated that in America, lawns utilize 2% of the 

fossil fuel consumption or about 18 gallons per family for mowing, fertilizing and water use 

(Tukey). Armed with this information, we as a society can no longer think of nature as 

something which must be controlled and dominated for personal human benefit only. 
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The trouble of many plants having words like ‘weed’, ‘wild’ and ‘common’ in their 

names sometimes leads to over sight by consumers. Native wildflowers like Butterfly Weed, 

Wild Columbine, Wild Nodding Onion, can be harder to sell than unusual names like 

Dutchman’s Breeches, Bloodroot or Rattlesnake Master to an inexperienced consumer. My 

favorite notation which I am now using in my own classroom plant presentations is that “earth- 

friendly” does not always mean “wild looking”. As I put forth ideas to try to develop strategies 

for change, they may need to be tempered slightly. I think it important to be careful in not 

pushing too hard with my message. In my rural community it is easy to get labeled as a radical 

and lose credibility in the eyes of fellow residents. Then again, as I get asked to give a lecture on 

‘flowers’, all of my presentations, after being involved with the Earth Literacy program, are now 

readily sprinkled with terms such as biodiversity, interconnectedness, systems, and web of life. 

The message can contain both beauty and ecology. Better yet, I have heard ecological terms 

repeated by attendees of my lectures. Showing a connection to the long-term sustainability of the 

planet and every member of society is crucial. Something as simple as changing the buying 

habits of consumers can perhaps start a new awareness. One of the next steps in the process of 

healing Earth is to make the ‘standard’ home landscape full of native plants with little or no 

additional inputs needed for maintenance. Each individual doing his part to help will add up. 

This is one step towards sustainability that individuals can make and actually be making a 

difference in the well-being of the Earth. 

A garden 1s part of the larger world; all the gardens add up to this place called Earth. It is 

important to get across the message of thinking of Earth as a living organism. Mankind is a 

member of the community in which he lives; we are of a part. In the last few years, on a positive 

note, with those gardeners with whom I am in contact, the lack of information, more than a 
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resistance to change, has been the prevalent attitude. Replacing even a part of the lawn with 

wildflowers will develop into a relationship with the natural world. The ecologist Aldo Leopold 

wrote about the need for a ‘land ethic’; a relationship with the land and the plants and animals. 

The concern for how land is used, based solely on personal financial gain, can have ominous 

results when it comes to the health and diversity of life (Leopold). 

Biodiversity and Ecosystem 

The home landscape must become more than a disparate collection of foliage and flowers 

in the minds of homeowners. We must come to understand that the world is a web of complex 

and integrated systems. These multi-faceted systems are made up of communities in which each 

individual member plays a critical part. My own landscape is more than strictly a collection of 

plants; it is its own micro-ecosystem. By selecting plants that naturally have adapted to 

environmental conditions such as climate, moisture, and pests, I greatly reduce the maintenance 

needed. Yes, I will explain to visitors, the praying mantis may snag a beautiful butterfly for a 

meal, but that is part of the circle of life, which is necessary to have a balanced system. In 

addition, it is important to remember if each typical landscaped yard is an identical version of 

every other landscaped yard in the community; we have lost the biodiversity of species. With 

increased biodiversity, a positive boost in the ecosystem productivity will become visible where 

each species, no matter how small, all have an important role to play. A homeowner can reduce 

the cause and severity of their own home’s imprint on the environment by replacing a least part 

of that lawn, which is useless to most wildlife, with native shade trees, shrubs, wildflowers, and 

grasses (Nowakowski , pg. 9). 
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In a given ecosystem there can be many interconnected food chains forming a complex 

food web (Wright , page 33). Below is a simple example of a typical food web for a prairie grass 

community in my backyard: 

Producer Primary consumer Secondary consumer 

Field mice = King snake | 
Prairie 

Dropseed 

Grass Rabbit Red-tailed Hawk 

  

  

  

  

(2™ & 3" level) 

| Fungus & bacteria* 14 / 

*Decomposers (feeding on dead organic material from all three categories above.) 

Sia 
» 

An example of a predator-prey relationship for that same backyard native plant mix listed 

above would be the Red-tailed Hawk as predator and the rabbit as prey. The interaction between 

the two should keep the populations of each in balance within the ecosystem. An example of 

symbiosis relationship is the relationship of specialized fungus living in conjunction with 

grasses, these relationships can be mutualistic, antagonistic or both (Meyer). 

Sense of Place 

One of my personal goals is to create a form of sanctuary in my own yard and in turn 

inspire someone else to create a refuge of his own. My aspiration is to create the image of 

someone walking out into his garden on a Saturday morning with a cup of coffee, strolling the 

backyard and simply breathing in the fresh air, creating a sense of belonging. This kind of feeling 

can best be attached to the landscape that is in a more natural setting. If you don’t know where 

you are, says Wendell Berry, you don’t know who you are. He is talking about the kind of 

knowing that involves the senses, a remembrance of your past, and the history of your family. 
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(Stegner ,pg. 199). One can deepen the connection to the natural world through the experience of 

simply wandering throughout the garden. This connection can become even deeper through 

experiencing the landscape garden in all seasons; the heat of a summer afternoon, the cold a of 

winter wind, through the suffering of setbacks, and the investment of labor and personal 

investment, both mental and physical. 

During one of the residencies of the Earth Literacy Program, an art component was 

incorporated into the class work. I was greatly intimidated by trying to create something with a 

brush and paint and can remember trying to make a connection to the canvas. However, as the 

instructor encouraged me to use live plant material, natural stones and soil as a brush to paint a 

picture with the backyard as my canvas, my inner creativity came to life. The movement of 

ornamental grasses in the breeze is reminiscent of water rippling in waves, in addition the 

rhythmic sounds of birds singing, bugs chirping and water dripping continues to add deeper 

dimensions to the sanctuary the garden has become. One of the Earth Literacy Program’s goals is 

to experience and celebrate the beauty, mystery, and wonder inherent in the Universe. This 

connection cannot get easier than with a backyard landscape full of native plants and all of their 

attending biodiversity. This relationship with the natural world is both a source and strategy for 

healing Earth. 

Topics within the Presentation 

As a well-respected consultant to independent garden centers, Ian Baldwin started off the 

day at a professional symposium with a presentation on the changes to the perennial industry in 

the last twenty-five years. He started with the title “Who wants to buy a bunch of weeds”. This 

“weed” perception of perennials when they first gained popularity caused many landscapers to 
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call it a flash in the pan, predicting everyone would be right back to evergreen shrubs (Baldwin). 

As time has told us, this train of thought was off-track; evergreens are starting to take a back seat 

to the native plants in demand by the landscaping industry. Traditional thought in most 

communities has mistakenly labeled the plants in roadways and empty lots as native weeds. 

Other misconceptions, such that all oaks are slow-growing, or that native goldenrod causes hay 

fever, have had a negative impact on the inclusion of these and other native plants. I believe the 

use of native plants and wildflowers will continue to increase and become the ‘new’ standard. 

In addition to speaking about the merits of specific native wildflowers and plants there 

are other points of significance that I incorporate into my presentations. The goal is to educate 

consumers that there is more than selecting an individual flower; creating a balanced system of 

plants and animals for the backyard landscape is of greater importance. 

Customers repeatedly ask the question “What fertilizer do I need to feed my plants and 

what to use to kill the bugs?” As I start to shake my head, the customers then ask “What is the 

miracle you apply to your landscape gardens to make them look the way they do?” I answer by 

stating that we do as little as possible, by letting Mother Nature take her own course as much as 

possible. By creating a balanced mini-ecosystem in my landscape, the good bugs control most of 

the bad bugs without my interference. For example, in my display gardens there are good 

predatory mites, which control the bad mites by eating them. If infested plants are treated for a 

problem such as Red Two-spotted Spider Mites, the lack of all mites, both good and bad will 

seem a good solution in the short term, but the good mites reproduce much slower than the bad 

mites, so inevitably the bad mites reappear as a problem in the landscape. In most cases, the only 

time we need to interfere is when there is an imbalance of a non-native pest, such as Japanese 

Beetles, which have no natural predators in the Midwest. 
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Mulching and Composts 

Many of the traditional landscapes in the Midwest consist of manicured shrubs 

surrounded by fabric and a layer of rock. While I have nothing against rocks, I do not see them 

as a part of the natural prairie landscape. The use of organic mulch will stop the majority of 

problems before they even become problems. While the use of stone might seem to be a short 

term solution, in the long term, such use can create more problems as a landscape covering, such 

as not allowing plants to mature naturally. Organic mulches have the ability to break down over 

time, enriching the soil. Organic mulch is better at letting more moisture get to the plant roots 

and increasing the root mass of plants. 

I have a single slide that I use in the presentation that simply describes my thoughts on 

the use of chemical fertilizer in the perennial garden. 

  

Fertilizing 

Be Careful !!! 

If in doubt, don’t do it! 

Example: 

o Fertilize Black-eyed Susan every thirty years or so. 

Recommend worm castings and other organic composts       

The use of composts and mulches has been incorporated in gardening for years, but in the 

last decade there is a re-emergence of their use. We in the horticulture industry are continually 

seeing report after report on the benefits of composts, from loosening the soil, to adding 

nutrients, and to the increase of microbial action with the soil and plants. One of the best things 

that can be stressed to the gardener is the knowledge that preparing the site correctly will 
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alleviate many of the problems that can arise down the road. Below is one of the slides that I 

cover in presentations. 

  

PROPER BED PREPERATION 

* Leads to: 

— Less plant stress 

— Fewer disease/insect problems 

— Increased winter survival 

Decreased transplant shock 

Bigger plants 

Better flowering 

Most importantly: 

Reduced Plant Maintenance       

As the value of homes can be directly related to the quality of the landscape, many 

homeowners are planting more trees on their home sites. Just being a native tree does not 

necessarily mean that they will prosper in the landscape. Tree growth is actually slowed down 

with the practice of intensive mowed turf. As the grass continues to re-grow after each mowing, 

it uses more nutrients and water from the surface layers of the soil, slowing down the growth of 

trees and other plants. Pulling back the turf and reducing its amount around trees can quickly 

make a difference to the homeowner. Mulch should be applied between 3 to 4 inches thick 

        around the base of the tree. (Watson , figure 1) In the 
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presentation, this figure is good at showing the comparison between the amount of tree root 

growth under both mowed turf grass and mulched areas. 

Native Plant Descriptions 

Edgar County is located in an area with seasonal weather, which to the human population 

may seem extreme in temperature fluctuations. However, on a global scale this weather is not 

considered extreme. It is listed as temperate and continental, with cool winters and warm humid 

summers without seasonal droughts, unaffected by ocean conditions (Turgeon , pg. 62). The 

climate of Edgar County favors tall prairie grasses and deciduous hardwood forests and would be 

listed either as a temperate deciduous forest biome or as a grassland biome on the higher end of 

the seasonal rainfall. This moisture and humidity also favors the decomposition of plants and 

animals, which provides humus to the soil. My home county has 185 growing days from the last 

spring frost to the first fall frost (Illinois State Climatologist Office). Our hardiness zone, as 

listed by the United States Department of Agriculture is 5b, representing a winter average low 

temperature of —10 to —15 degrees Fahrenheit (United States Department of Agriculture). We 

have 41” inches of rainfall per year on average (Illinois State Climatologist Office). This weather 

is considered some of the best conditions for growing the tall grasses which formed the massive 

swaths of prairies. 

Due to the great diversity of native plants; each project presentation can be different 

simply by choosing a differing list of plants to describe to the audience. I have selected a sample 

of five native plants, which I think are of noteworthy mention and have described them as would 

be done in the slide show lecture. 
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Switchgrass -Panicum virgatum 

The tall grasses of the prairie are adapted to the seasonal conditions of the Midwest and 

actually thrived because of those conditions. When settlers first came to this area they had to 

stand on their horse to see over the tall grasses (Jackson). Ornamental grasses are the most 

popular of all native plants in everyday landscapes. Grasses have some of the best qualities of 

native plants in that they need little care and have few insect and pest problems. I believe 

growing grasses have given everyday gardeners the confidence to use native plants. 

Switchgrass is an ever-popular grass that is known for its lush foliage and was one of the 

major components of the tall grass prairie ecosystem. This tough grower is native over a broad 

swath of North America, ranging from Nova Scotia and Manitoba to the north, Montana and 

Arizona in the south and west, and across to the West Indies. This long-lived, warm-seasoned 

grass needs full sun. Its stiff stems stand up over winter better than all the other grasses. At my 

nursery we are currently growing twelve distinctly different and useful versions of the native 

grass; they range at maturity from 3 feet tall to the largest, growing over 6 % feet tall each year. 

My personal favorite cultivars are the bright red ‘Shenandoah’ Red Switchgrass and the intense 

steel blue of the ‘Dallas Blues’ variety. Switchgrass has readily adapted to our weather extremes 

as it can take being under water for up to two days in the early spring, yet at the same time it will 

drive roots down to a depth of 20 feet looking for moisture that is needed for our yearly end-of- 

summer droughts. Be sure to make a note that this is the ‘go to’ plant for a food source if you 

choose to add American Bison (buffalo) to your list of must have pets. 
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‘Dallas Blues’ 
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‘Red Rays’ 
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Prairie Dropseed —Sporobolus heterolepis 

This beautiful, fine-textured prairie grass forms a magnificent fountain of bright emerald 

green foliage. It is often considered to be the most handsome of the prairie grasses and is always 

one of my favorite plants in my gardens. The plant will add a touch of elegance to any planting 

with its 2 to 3 feet long leaves that form upright, arching clumps. This outstanding grass 

develops slowly, but is worth the wait. This plant needs full sun for best results and often 

develops a glowing pumpkin-orange fall color. It makes a well-defined and very distinctive 

border when planted 18-24” apart. The lovely, light and airy, flowers appear in September. The 

seed head has a faint but unmistakable fragrance that not always smells the same to everyone. It 

has been described as a movie popcorn or burnt microwave popcorn smell, depending on the 

individual. The grass also has a historical use; Native Americans ground the seed to make a tasty 

flour. I have tried to collect the seeds from my own plants and can picture the amount of time it 

takes to make an actual silver-dollar-sized pancake. Even though highly nutritious, I have come 

to the conclusion I’ll leave the seed for the birds. 

Pictures of Prairie Dropseed Grasses 
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Prairie Dropseed used in botanical display gardens mixed with perennials and seasonal annuals. 
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‘The Blues’ Little Bluestem —Schizachyrium scoparium 

A true blue grass that 1s clump forming at 3 feet tall, it combines nicely with prairie 

flowers. It loves the heat and humidity of the Midwest. In the fall the glowing blue foliage 

becomes burgundy red and mingles throughout the entire clump. Soft seed heads appear late, 

adding a silvery winter effect. This plant prefers dry soil and low nutrition. It will flop in late 

summer if spoiled by excess water and fertility. A patch of Little Bluestem waving in the wind is 

truly a wondrous sight, resembling waves of the ocean on a bright and breezy fall day. 

‘The Blues’ Little Bluestem in the late summer. 
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Blazing Star or Gay Feather —Liatris species 

More than 40 species of blazing star occur in North America. Depending on the species 

or variety and environmental conditions, the flower spike will be 1 to 5 feet tall. It will generally 

stay very upright and needs no staking. The tall spikes of bright purple bottlebrushes appear 

above the tufts of green, grass-like leaves in late summer. Unlike most plants whose flowers 

  

open from the bottom upward as the spike develops, these 

interesting perennials open from the top to bottom on the spike 

adding an extra dimension to the already unusual flower shape. 

Butterflies, hummingbirds, and bees are attracted to this plant, 

which are great dried or fresh in flower arrangements, and finches 

relish the seeds late in the season. This plant will almost sell     itself; can you picture six Monarch butterflies whirling around a   

single stem in July? Liatris ligulistylis-Meadow Blazing Star 

Liatris borealis-Northern Blazing Star Liatris aspera —Rough Blazing Star 
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Arrowwood Viburnum —Viburnum dentatum 

Talk about a plant that has it all, that’s the Arrowwood Viburnum. This native plant is my 

go-to shrub for a hedge that will take all kinds of growing conditions. It will grow in full sun to 

part shade. Landscapers first started selling this amazing shrub in 1736 in America. Thanks to its 

native flexibility it is very adaptable to the local climate, growing to a height of ten feet. It has 

multiple seasons of interest from the creamy-white flower clusters in late spring, developing into 

showy clusters of dark blue fruits which the birds will make a note to eat as soon as possible, to 

crisp green foliage of summer that becomes the outstanding fall colors of red, purple, yellow and 

maroon. To top it all off, true to its common name Arrowwood, if you find yourself out in the 

yard without a handy arrow for your bow, trim out a branch and you are all set. 
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Are all property landscapes going to look the same by using native plants? The answer is 

no. With the massive amount of native plant choices available, every scenic view can be 

different. As individual property owners figure in microclimates, soil conditions, water 

availability and other environmental conditions the choice of the best growing plants will modify 

the list of potential plant choices. Teaching information about the culture and habits of native 

plants to make people comfortable enough to use them in home landscapes is my top goal. 

I do need to make a note about the choice of native plants to select in the landscape. Just 

because a plant is native does not make it the perfect plant to use. For example, even with its 

showy fall color and toughness, poison ivy vine as a native would not be the best choice for most 

homeowners. The world we live in has become global in nature and we have intermingled many 

plants, insects and diseases from different ecosystems. This pressure from exotic pests has made 

growing a struggle for many native plants which are original to an area. Examples would include 

the American Linden, which has been decimated by the introduced Japanese beetle population 

over the last ten years in Illinois and Indiana. The state tree of Illinois is the White Oak, a 

beautiful and stately tree that can live for hundreds of years; however it is very intolerant of soil 

compaction and topsoil removal. Most modern subdivisions that plant White Oak are left with a 

tree that grows poorly and usually dies within 25 years. A good substitution is the Swamp White 

Oak or the Burr Oak, but they lack the grade school notoriety of the state tree. We, as 

professionals, need to educate the public more. A third example of a native plant whose choice 

for use needs to be tempered is the Switchgrass described earlier. If plants are selected for 

installation from open-pollinated seed stock, they will grow very well in a native prairie plot 

where their aggressive spreading tendencies are kept in check by other native plants and animal 

competition. However, without a cultivar that is tempered to reduce its seeding ability, the 
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Switchgrass would quickly reseed in flower gardens that have mulch and compost added and 

become overly aggressive. I use the statement that they will “make dandelions look tame by 

comparison”. 
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General Overview and Project Outcome 

Customer Buying Habits 

Many native plants do not have to rely solely on their environmental attributes in order to 

be selected, but are quite beautiful in their own right. As more people learn about the 

characteristics of native wildflowers they come to my garden center nursery to purchase plants. 

At the retail garden center I have spent years experimenting with customer buying habits. With 

individual plants we create information signage about the specific plant, including a notation of 

whether it is native or not and also a list of needed growing conditions. However, I do not 

separate native plants into their own section within the greenhouses. A first time gardener may 

not go the native ‘weed’ area without some previous tutoring. Conversely, it is not hard to get a 

first time gardener to purchase a Liatris when it is surrounded by butterflies, even in the 

greenhouse. The consumer wants that plant regardless when viewing that attraction, and 

probably wouldn’t have taken the time to search out the native plant section. Eventually the 

gardener will now seek out native plants in the future. The native plant enthusiasts who already 

have some knowledge about using native plants will seek out plants no matter where they are 

located within the greenhouse. By the act of not separating out plants by the native category, I 

have actually increased the amount of native plants purchased at the garden center. 

Project presentations 

As of the completion of the project writing I have already given this presentation in 

differing forms to groups from the size of 10 attendees up to larger audiences of 100. The groups 

have ranged from grade school children, to high school students, to college students. I have met 

and given the presentation to garden clubs, ladies’ committees, and master gardener groups, as 
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well as presentations to landscape industry professionals. I would estimate I have had the 

privilege to get my message out to over 400 people since the presentation’s creation, and have 

more scheduled over the upcoming year. The reception for the presentations is outstanding. I 

thought there might be some resistance to some parts of the message, but have honestly felt none. 

The only slight stumbling block has been the question of what is native as discussed earlier, but 

not to the point of losing the importance of the message. The best gauge I have found to the 

message’s reception is the fact that in almost every case, I ran over the allotted time due to the 

audience asking many questions. 

On a personal note; while most would be apprehensive of giving presentations to their 

peers, I found that they have a genuine interest in the topic’s message and the presentation in 

most cases became a comfortable conversation. The most challenging presentation turned out to 

be the fourth grade class of students. The fourth graders had been studying the native prairie for 

days prior to my visit to the classroom. Actually each student had done a research poster and 

presentation on an individual wild prairie plant and had specific questions at the ready. The 

young students asked thoughtful questions that left me starting to sweat. Questions such as; 

“which has the greater number of individual fauna, the tall grass prairie or the short grass 

prairie?” Or the question of “the cultivar you mentioned is shorter, did you do that by mixing the 

DNA of the plant?” I usually can answer most questions with the answers tempered to the level 

of expertise of the audience; however I way underestimated those 4™ graders. 
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In conclusion, giving a presentation based on using native plants in modern landscaping 

has turned out to be a good topic for sending an important message out to the public. We need to 

make everyone more aware that everything they do will impact the Earth. We all need to be 

working towards a sustainable future. With something as simple as choosing native plants 

instead of high maintenance lawns, homeowners and gardeners can start to realize the bigger 

picture of the need for healing the Earth and working towards a sustainable future. The 

horticulture industry at the present time relies on too many inputs to create yards heavily 

dependent on fossil fuels, chemical fertilizers and pesticides. On a personal note, the work 

towards this integrated project, in addition to course projects for the Earth Literacy Masters 

program, has given me a positive method for creating change. By pulling together my ties as a 

professional and instructor in the horticulture industry and the tenets of the Earth Literacy 

program, a bridge can be built that will start the healing of the Earth, working towards a just and 

sustainable future. 
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Special Additional Projects 

From the original integretive project, natural spinoffs have occurred. I have looked for 

ways to get a similar idea across to a wider audience. I forsee the continued adaptation of this 

initial project in many forms in the future years. 

Special Project —Adopt a Native Plant 

Over the last two growing seasons, we have incorporated an Adopt a Native Plant Week. 

In this promotional program we invite kids between the ages of 5-12 to adopt a native grass. We 

encourage them to take a grass home, plant it, nuture it, watch it grow, name it, and even ‘pet’ 

their adopted grass. Each child signs an “adoption agreement”, adding a weight of responsibility 

to the project. Hopefully this will start the next generation on the path towards sustainability. 
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for a 

NATIVE PLANT 

This certifies that agrees to adopt a native plant. 

The owner will plant and provide water and care as needed. 
  

  
(Plant's name) 

Blue Switch Grass 
{Common name) 

3 Panicum virgatum ‘Dallas Blues’ 
~ (Botanical name) 2 < & AS 

BARKLEY 
- FARMS 
NUR SER IES Votiraed : (Signature) 

(Date) 

      —     
  

Special Project —-Work with area youth groups 

In conjunction with my high school and college interns at the nursery we have worked 

with area youth groups to increase the awareness of working with nature. 
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The students above were sent on a scavenger hunt to collect pictures of certain plants 

including native flowers at the Missouri Botanical Garden in St. Louis, Missouri. It is times like 

this I remember why I enjoy working with the next generation of plant producers. 
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Two students find a frog in our gardens. 
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Special Project —Top Ten Poster 

At the nursery we have adapted a poster based on the popularity of a television show by 

featuring a “Top Ten List’. This is part of a display to attract consumers to the importance of 

choosing natives plants for their garden. * Modified from Northwind Perennial Farms (Diblik). 

FOE rN 

REASONS TO 

PLANT NATIVES: 
10. Native plants Like it here! 

Drought tolerant, once established. 

Natives integrate with other plants. 

You look and sound tntelligent! 

Sustainable, green ~Local~ 

They don't mind Your soil. 

Native plants don't complain. 

Natives support local insects § wildlife. 

These little plants will surprise You next 

Spring. 

Barkley Farms’ Grew Them!!! 

9. 
2. 
a 
23 
5. 
4. 
=. 

2, 
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Special Project Worm Castings and Biological Teas 

As we look to the future for the next step to take in order to work towards a more 

sustainable future, my nursery is looking at worms. We have established a worm production area 

in the greenhouses. We use the leaves and other plant parts along with recycled newspaper in the 

feeding of worms. We hope to have a predictable production of worm castings. The use of worm 

castings has been around for a long time, but locally the interest seems to be building. At the 

nursery we are going to experiment with converting the worm castings into a biological tea to 

use on the production of plants and for maintaining plant health in the display gardens. This 

project is still in the beginning stages and as of yet, we do not have all of the necessary details 

worked out or even much experience, but the amount of interest this has created from customers 

and school kids visiting this spring is overwhelming. I intend to introduce this topic into the next 

program presentation for lectures in the future. I think it has great potential to incorporate and 

reinforce some of the ideas of Earth first and sustainability already presented. 
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Special Project — Butterflies and Birds 

As stated previously, it is important to create a diverse biological mix for your garden. 

Attracting butterflies and birds are a natural extension to gardening. Butterflies have been 

described as living jewels. On all plant material at the garden center we are designating what 

they attract or feed. I think that working with gardeners to create habitat for animal life in the 

garden is another opportunity to get people to take an active part in rebuilding the environment. 

This spring the nursery became a certified Monarch Waystation and created a specific area in the 

garden to attract Monarch butterflies as well as to educate the public about these interesting 

creatures. This display, although not mature as of yet, is already creating interest and over the 

summer we have had visiting school teachers who want to set up field trips or get information 

about creating their own butterfly gardens. 
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Selected Slides from Power Point Presentation 

My home place, showing both the nursery and farm operation. 
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My display gardens 
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My display gardens 
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My gardens, ornamental grass display 
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At the nursery, Blumen Gardens, the boulevard (the strips between sidewalk and street) 

was filled with lots of native plants to give customers ideas they could use at home. 

p32 Bi % 

Examples of native grasses used as background to the intensive display gardens at Ball 

Seed Trial Gardens in West Chicago. On the right picture, the landscaping incorporated three 

types of native switch grasses. 
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Surrounding the corporate headquarters of Ball Seed International in Chicago, Illinois are 

wetland reclamation sites. The areas, which could not be used for building or production because 

of their sighting under power lines or in low water ways, were cleaned out and replanted in 

native wildflowers of the region. 
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Examples of the No-Mow Sedge Grass lawns which are only mowed about three times per year 

and which need no fertilizer and little water. 

Three native plants used together: Black-eyed Susan in foreground, Northern Sea Oats a 

woodland native grass in background, with Staghorn Sumac, a shrub with interesting leaves, in 

the center. 
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The pictures below are of landscaping plantings which contain at least 50% to 100% native 

plants. Native plants do not have to look like boring weeds. 
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Dyke Barkley 

  

  

Favorite images of 

natives in the 

landscape. 
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All three pictures show a great tall plant 

called Joe-Pye Weed mixed with other 

natives.       

Kenntucky Coffee Tree 

Dyke Barkley Using Native Plants in the Modern Landscape  



Th 8 ove of gardening is a seed 

FF that once sown never dies... 

Gertrude Jekyll (1843-1932) 
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