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Wild Ones is a direct outgrowth of a natural 
landscaping workshop offered by the Schlitz
Audubon Center of Milwaukee, Wis., in 1977. 

A nucleus of nine people became intensely interested in
this new concept of native plants as an alternative to lawns. 
A camaraderie developed during the lectures, tours, and
digs, but it was two years later that an organization 
sprouted. Gini Lindow had a ‘wild’ idea that blossomed into
Wild Ones—Natural Landscapers, Ltd. Our resi-



NATURAL LANDSCAPING IS

…MORE BENEFICIAL—
choosing organic methods over poisonous ones

…MORE ENLIGHTENED—
reviving ecosystems rather than

planting indiscriminately

…MORE JOYOUS—
growing ever-changing plantscapes

instead of mow-me-every-week turf grass

…MORE ALIVE—
attracting a diversity of wildlife that have

few natural places left to call home.

Landscaping with Native Plants (formerly titled
Wild Ones Handbook) presents the current wisdom
regarding natural landscaping techniques. However,
native plant culture and propagation theories continue
to develop. You are encouraged to attend Wild Ones
chapter meetings where knowledgeable individuals will
keep you abreast of practices that work best in your
locale. If your area does not have a chapter, you may
form one. Request chapter information by writing to:
Wild Ones, P.O. Box 1274, Appleton, WI 54912-1274.

This special issue represents the work of many 
pioneers of the natural landscaping movement. The
views expressed are the opinions of the writers. The 
people whose names follow have earned our apprecia-
tion for putting on paper the why-for’s and how-to’s of
natural landscaping.

On behalf of our readers, thank you to:
Annette Alexander Pat Armstrong
Pat Brust Carol Chew
Elizabeth Czarpata Neil Diboll
Barb Glassel Darrel Morrison
Lorrie Otto Tom Patrick
Mandy Ploch Joyce Powers
Bret Rappaport Gloria Stupak
Craig Tufts Don Vorpahl
Alan Wade Wendy Walcott
E.O. Wilson

Fox Valley Area Chapter for originating
the idea for this book

and Wild Ones’ very special illustrator—
Lucy Schumann

—Joy Buslaff, editor
—Lorraine Johnson, editor of 
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The creation of biodiversity came slow and
hard: 3 billion years of evolution to start
the profusion of animals that occupy the

seas, another 350 million years to assemble the
rain forests in which half or more of the species
on Earth now live. Life had stalled on plateaus
along the way, and on five occasions it suffered
extinction spasms that took 10 million years to
repair. But the thrust was upward. Today the
diversity of life is greater than it was a 100 mil-
lion years ago—and far greater than 500 million
years before that.

The modern fauna and flora are composed of
survivors that somehow managed to dodge and
weave through all the radiations and extinctions
of geological history. All living species are
direct descendants of the organisms that
lived 3.8 billion years ago. They are living
genetic libraries which record evolutionary
events all across that immense span of time.

Scoop out a plant, shake the soil from the 
roots into the cupped hand, magnify it for close
examination. The black Earth is alive with a riot
of algae, fungi, nematodes, mites, springtails,
enchytraeid worms, thousands of species of 
bacteria. The handful may be only a tiny frag-
ment of one ecosystem, but because of the
genetic codes of its residents it holds more order
than can be found on the surfaces of all the other
planets of our solar system combined. It is a 
sample of the living force that runs the Earth—
and will continue to do so with or without us.

Now is the time to get on the great Linnean
enterprise and finish mapping the biosphere.
Species are disappearing at an accelerating rate
through human action, primarily habitat destruc-
tion, but also pollution and the introduction of
exotic species to residual natural environments.

Why should we care? Vast potential biological



As we begin a new century, it is essential our
landscapes take on a new meaning.
Designed and managed landscapes

need to demonstrate an environmental con-
sciousness and a shift in values. A part of the
beauty of a landscape in the 21st century will be
derived from its resource consciousness, its pro-
ductivity, its sustainability.

These thoughts are stimulated, in part, by a
February 1990 prediction by the Worldwatch
Institute. This Washington think-tank predicted
(optimistically, maybe) that the world will
become ‘self-sustainable’ by the year 2030; i.e.,
that society will see that basic human needs are
met without depleting or further polluting the
Earth’s resources. The Institute acknowledges
that in order for its prediction to become reality,
a new set of values will need to be adopted, with
one difficult component being a shift away from
materialism and conspicuous consumption.

In the Institute’s hopeful scenario, today’s
throw-away society will be replaced by one with
a comprehensive recycling ethic. In the sustain-
able world, people will rely much less on auto-
mobiles and will live closer to their work in
mixed-use neighborhoods, or work at home 
with the assistance of technology. This will be 
a world where neighborliness and sociability 
can be revived, with people walking or biking 
to schools, shops, and offices, perhaps along
streets where houses have front porches. Small
towns will experience their own revival. Historic
buildings will be preserved, restored and reused.

And what will a sustainable landscape be like
in the year 2030? The Worldwatch Institute 
doesn’t propose a scenario for this, so I will:

— Expansive, resource-consuming lawns 
will be unfashionable, obsolete symbols of over-
consumption and pretense.

— Where there is a need or an urge for large,
open lawn-like areas these will be pastures in
which cattle and sheep graze on native, drought-
tolerant grasses, returning nutrients to the soil.

— Other fields will be set aside with rows of
solar collection panels harvesting sunlight for
power. In the space between the solar collectors
will be soil-rebuilding grasses intermingled with
colorful drifts of native flowers.

— On the shoulders of roads, hiking and bik-
ing trails, and in small openings on residential
and industrial sites will be infrequently mown
short meadows.

— Food-producing landscapes will have a
resurgence, providing more food close to home
and reducing the need for long-haul transporta-
tion of fruits and vegetables, which will be
picked when ripe and eaten in season.

— In the same vein, beautiful vegetable and
herb gardens, as well as grape arbors and mini-
orchards of dwarf fruit trees will be integrated
into home grounds.

— Ornamental plantings will also include a
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Forests are old and wise; they evoke feel-
ings of reverence. Their air hangs heavy
with the misty incense of ancient conifers.
Their spires filter light through lacy leaves,
radiating celestial beams as through cathe-
dral stained glass windows.
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To appreciate prairie, one must experience
and understand the environment that 
created it. Drive across Interstate 80 in

August. Stop somewhere just west of Lincoln,
Neb., and get out of your car. Climb to the top 
of the roadway embankment and walk a short
distance into the fields. Sun will beat down on
you in fiery fury as 140°F heat waves writhe and
wriggle dizzily across the land. Desiccating
blasts of oven wind will parch your lips and ping
your skin with sharp dust arrows. Grass rising,
falling, tossing in ocean-like waves will churn
your stomach and sway your balance with sea-
sickness. Yet in this unbearably hot and dry 
environment several hundred beauteous plants
thrive and multiply.

Repeat your visit at the end of January. Now
howling gales and biting winds sting and numb
you with windchill factors of -70°F. There’s no
place to hide and nothing to block wind or even
hold snow as an insulating blanket over soil.

Where are the plants? Roots, rhizomes, bulbs,
and growing tips (which is over 60 percent of the
plant) are all safely protected in soil away from
temperature extremes. Stems and leaves which
are above ground make up the smaller, more
expendable part of the plant. This is the most
important adaptation of plants to a harsh, prairie
environment.

Four factors shaped the great American
prairie that stretched in a rough triangle from
Northern Mexico to southern Canada along the
eastern side of the Rocky Mountains, narrowing
eastward into the prairie peninsula of Illinois,
Indiana, and Ohio.

The first was a drier climate that occurred
over millions of years as continental plates 
collided causing the formation of mountain
ranges and the breaking away of land masses.
Ocean currents and rain patterns changed, the
Earth cooled, and inland oceans retreated. By 
25 million years ago, the climate in central North
America had become dry enough for the first
grasses to appear. Twenty million years ago,
prairies were well-established.

Prairie plants developed an alternative form of
photosynthesis, C4, which allows them to be
active at higher temperatures and require much
less water. Plants using this system use carbon
dioxide more efficiently and have smaller stom-



Loren Eiseley once said, “If there is
magic in this world, it is to be found in
water.” Water sparkles and ripples, gurgles
and splashes, trickles and thunders. It can
excite like drums in a marching band or
soothe like a mother’s heartbeat. It can
churn with fury or be as still as a mirror.

As long ago as 600 million years past, the 
Cambrian sea contained every animal
phyla except the vertebrates. Amphib-

ian mating choruses were the primeval voices
heard on our young Earth when animals crawled
out of Devonian swamps 325 million years ago.
Water makes our planet unique in the solar 
system and makes life, as we know it, possible.

When the glaciers covering most of North
America melted away some 10,000 to 20,000
years ago, they left a barren landscape. They
dropped their ice chunk pothole ponds and
superimposed their meltwater rivers on top of
this newborn land to let the waters find their own
way and create their own drainage patterns.
Thus, we were blessed with millions of wetlands:
ponds, lakes, rivers, creeks, intermittent streams,
sloughs, marshes, sedge meadows, shrub carrs,
swamps, floodplains, bogs, fens, springs.

All of these places teem with life. Walk around
any natural body of water. Blackbirds “conk-a-
ree” in the cattails, shorebirds footprint the 
mudflats with sanskrit, frogs squawk and leap 
in ahead of you, whirligig beetles spin in dizzy 
circles, their double eyes seeing both above and
below the water’s surface, a beaver disappears
with a slap of the tail, dragonflies patrol on gos-
samer wings, waterfowl carve Vs in the water.

Hidden under the surface, uncountable algae
and diatoms, plankton and copepods feed the
burgeoning billions of invertebrates. Insect larva
and naiads scuba dive, carrying water bubbles or
breathing through snorkels. Two-inch salaman-
der tadpoles with their scarf-like gills are caught
and sucked dry by the ice-tong jaws of one-inch
water tigers or dragonfly naiads. Two-inch water
bugs can suck a four-inch adult frog dry.

Boatmen and back swimmer beetles row
their long legs looking down or up to find their

prey. Water spiders build bubble nests to house
their young. Caddis fly larva construct their
cases from plant debris or grains of sand, and
some catch prey by casting sticky nets.

To be small and live in a pond is the most 
dangerous thing in the world. One must be very
quick and clever to live long enough to repro-
duce. And reproduction is a megabusiness in the
pond. A female American toad can lay 4,000 to
8,000 eggs in double strings; the bullfrog 10,000
to 20,000 in a mass that covers five square feet.
Bluegill females can lay up to 67,000 eggs.

Although water is a fairly stable growth 
medium (it is much slower to change tempera-
ture than air or soil), its size, depth and rate of
flow affect waves, currents, temperature gradi-
ents and light penetration. Different plants and
animals are adapted to life in fast or slow 
currents, deep or shallow water, rocky, sandy or
muddy bottoms, and various amounts of light,
oxygen or anaerobic conditions.

Some aquatic plants cast their pollen on the
surface to float to waiting flowers. Many have
swollen stems that trap air to help the under-
water parts ‘breathe.’ And most have large buoy-
ant tubers or seeds that float away to lodge else-
where and propagate the species.

Even the very muck on the bottom is mar-
velous, for in it dwell reducing bacteria so neces-
sary in the cycle of life. All living things (except
for a few kinds of bacteria and fungi) breathe
oxygen and use it to burn (oxidize) their food,
producing energy to live and grow, thus more
and more substances are changed to their 
oxidized form. The reducing bacteria in mud live
by changing all those oxidized substances back
into their reduced state.

As May T. Watts canoed from open water 
to a pond shore she described the sounds of her
paddle as drip, splatter, slide, rustle as it encoun-
tered dark water filled with microscopic plankton
graduating to a 10- to 5-foot-deep submergent
zone of flaccid water weeds, then to a 5- to 2-foot-
deep area of waxy-leaved, floating lily pads fol-
lowed by a 2-foot- to 6-inch-deep area of stiff,
emergent cattails and bull rushes.
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The mowed lawn aesthetic originated in
the late 18th century from aristocratic
France and England. Landscape architect

André LeNôtre designed small lawn areas for the
Palace of Versailles. This aesthetic was rapidly
adopted by the rich of England, because turf
grass grew easily in the English climate of 
moderate temperatures and frequent rains.

The U.S. colonists also adopted the lawn 
aesthetic in an attempt to transform the wildness
of the new country into the sophistication of the
old world. Landscape architects again were at
the forefront, and Lancelot Brown created thou-
sands of acres of magnificent parks using lawn
turf and trees.

Prior to the middle of the 19th century, U.S.
homes were either built fronting up to the street
or road, or else with a small fenced front yard
consisting of bare ground or garden plots. The
middle class did not copy the wealthy lawn aes-
thetic until after the Civil War, with the stimulus
of the new landscape architects leading the way.

In the late 19th and early 20th century, the
USDA, the U.S. Golf Association, and the Garden
Clubs of America jointly spread the front lawn
ethic throughout the U.S. [They] held competi-
tions for landscaping and shamed neighbors into
compliance by setting strong example. ❧

According to the National Coalition Against
the Misuse of Pesticides (NCAMP), if
you have your lawn chemically treated,

take these precautions: Do not walk barefoot on
it; do not breathe near it; confine children, pets
and toys inside; close windows.

Wildlife specialists, such as Diana Conger 
of Washington, D.C., call bird poisonings in 
residential areas 



In 1981, Darrel Morrison, a professor at the 
University of Georgia and member of the
American Society of Landscape Architects

(ASLA), defined three characteristics necessary
in natural landscape design:

1) regional identity (sense of place)
2) intricacy and details (biodiversity)
3) elements of change
Not surprisingly, the first professional and

amateur landscapers who attempted to realize
Morrison’s vision ran into public opposition. 
For several decades, natural landscapers from
Florida to Canada faced prosecution for violating
local weed laws. These laws, designed to 
protect the public from neglectful landowners,
promoted monoculture and the accompanying
notion that man and Nature are independent of
each other. Neighborhoods that opposed the
non-conformity of the natural landscape 
attempted to find valid objections for their
claims. They argued that natural landscapes
resulted in:

• rats and mice
• mosquitoes and pests
• fire hazards
• airborne pollens
• lower property values
Each argument is flawed.
Rats and vermin are products of civilization.

They do not live in natural landscapes, eating
plants and berries; they live in man-made 
structures, dining on garbage.

Mosquitoes breed in standing water.
Naturalistic landscapes tend to absorb more
water than traditional lawns, thus reducing,
rather than increasing, runoff and standing
water. By providing a habitat for birds, natural
landscapes may also increase the population of
mosquito predators.

Properly managed naturalistic landscapes do
not present any greater fire hazard than any
other landscape type. Not only does prairie 
grass burn quickly and at a low temperature, but
natural landscapes comprise mostly green, leafy
material that does not burn readily.

Allergens are primarily produced by exotic

grasses, oak trees, and ragweed. Most native
plants are insect-pollinated and do not produce
airborne allergens. Finally, property values are 
a function of public perception. As naturalistic
landscaping becomes more familiar and gains
acceptance, it will be viewed as an asset rather
than a liability. Furthermore, as suburban sprawl
continues to consume open space and natural
settings are lost, those rare elements of nature
that remain in a landscape will increase its value.
It has been and continues to be a long, tough
row to hoe for those who would rather “grow
than mow.” Confronted with out-dated and
ambiguous weed laws, a growing number of
environmentally concerned homeowners are
standing up to their neighbors and municipal
officials and reclaiming their right to landscape
naturally. And, they are winning.

For those who undertake natural landscaping
in their own front and backyards, five simple
steps may minimize potential conflicts and avoid
“weed wars.” They can be remembered by the
acronym BRASH.

BORDERS can provide a sense of order and
purpose preferred by most homeowners. A
“wild” yard tends to conflict with that preference
and can disrupt equilibrium. A simple border—
a mowed edge or low stone wall—can keep
neighbors mollified, if not happy.

RECOGNIZE the rights of others. You have a
right to your coneflowers and bluestems, but
your neighbor has a right to his clipped lawn,
plastic sunflowers, and concrete lawn deer. Avoid
arrogance by remembering that you are trying
to win converts, not be a martyr willing to go
down in a flood of litigation and neighborhood
hostility.

ADVERTISE. Let your neighbors know what
you are doing—and why.
Tell them about your
project before you start
and continue to provide
updates as you progress.
You may want to con-
sider putting up a small
but readable sign that
announces that your
property is a special
place that saves water,
eschews toxic chemicals,
and provides sanctuary
for wildlife. Wild Ones

B e i n g  N e i g h b o r l y

How to Naturally Landscape without Aggravating

Neighbors And Village Officials

BY BRET RAPPAPORT, Attorney & Wild Ones Past Pres.

“I want us
as a culture

to depart
from the old 
tradition of
evaluating

land 
according to 
what can be
extracted as

a commodity
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provides such a sign, as does the National
Wildlife Backyard Federation. You may also 
simply make a sign of your own.

S



Throughout the design process, we need
to educate our eyes by observing Nature.
Notice how a forest canopy protects the

understory of smaller trees and shrubs. Note the
ground layer and forest litter providing nutrients
and protection for still more plants. Underneath
it all, the terrain tilts and rolls. Move out to the
forest edge where tall tree profiles are met by
shrub borders that grade down to the meadow.
Consider the spacing, groupings, lines. 

Now take these observational lessons to 
the drawing table to develop your master plan.
Your goal is to unify all elements into a natural
harmony. Once made, you can prioritize imple-
mentation of the plan according to your time 
and budget. 

THE BASE MAP
Determine the dimensions of your property

and choose a scale for your map. A map drawn 
at a scale where a four-foot distance equals one
inch on paper will allow you to jot in more 
details than one that is eight-feet-to-the-inch. 
Mark a north-pointing arrow and indicate the 
following items. 
Structures: Buildings (including door 
openings and window sill heights) decks,
fences, walls. 
Pavement: Driveways, sidewalks, patio. 

Services and utilities: Water faucets, A/C
units, utility meters, overhead and underground
utility lines, septic systems, easements. 
Plants to be retained. 
Changes in grade: High and low areas, either
those existing or those to be created for a 
natural look. 
Adjoining features: Buildings, trees, roads, etc.
Sightlines: Common views. 
Wet areas: Drainage swales, water elements,
sump pump discharge. 
Prevailing winds: Both summer and winter. 
Sun/shade patterns: Summer and winter. 
Snow areas: Drift and plow-dumping zones.

A WISH LIST
Prepare a list of needed and wanted elements.

Recreation: Lawn, sandbox, play structures. 
Entertainment: Dining area, wildlife viewing. 
Relaxation: Patio, pond, hammock. 
Privacy screening. 
Special gardens: Vegetable, herb, cutting. 
Focal points inside and outside dwelling,
including where winter interest will best be
enjoyed. 
Circulation: Paths, steps. 
Storage: Shed, compost, wood, trash, rain 
barrel. 
Pet considerations.

O b s e r v a t i o n a l  D e s i g n

BY BARB GLASSEL, MANDY PLOCH, GLORIA STUPAK, Landscape Designers

“Nature
is the 

ultimate
model 

for us to 
follow.

Everything
in Nature

has its
own 

carefully
selected
place.” 

—Colston
Burrell



BUBBLE
DIAGRAMS

Overlay
your base
map with 
tracing paper
or make
copies of the
base map on
which to enter
your ideas from the wish list. Make blobs of
space, not specific details. Draw many variations
to see which work best.

Draw bubbles around areas where you want
activities, such as children’s play, entertaining, or
wildlife viewing. Use symbols for features such
as a birdbath or bench. Draw arrows where you
want views, dotted lines for potential pathways,
and hatch marks in areas of steep slope. Note
general types of plants, such as conifers, low
shrubs, vines or a tall hedge. Note some of your
ideas, such as a low area for a pond—will you be
able to see it from a frequent viewing point?

DESIGN PRINCIPLES
Establish general lines in the garden before

selecting plant types. Plan gentle, flowing curves.
Backgrounds obscure objectionable views 

and emphasize nice ones. They should be plain
—just a backdrop. They may be fences, walls,
shrubs, trees or a combination of these. Keep in
ldbfences, walls,



from which you can make tea. And then there is
fragrance … the bouquet of individual flowers
or the sweet blend of a whole meadow in bloom. 

Provide sanctuaries and safe travel corridors
for sensitive wildlife. Disturbance to wildlife can
be lessened if areas with human activity are 
clustered and kept small.

Well-established trees are valuable. Avoid 
putting new features or structures where they
will damage trees. Roots extend far from the
trunk, and construction close to the roots may
harm the tree. Some species cannot tolerate soil
applied over their root zone; as little as one inch
can kill some oaks. 

Upright dead trees (snags), large logs and
stumps serve as sculpture and provide food and
shelter for many organisms.

Locate patios and decks for wildlife viewing.
Also consider views from inside the house.

COMPLETING YOUR PLAN
Compare your preliminary plans and choose 

the one that best fits your needs. Now add 
the details of plant species and materials, and
exact locations and dimensions of these fea-
tures. If you want a pond, for example, you 
must determine how it will be lined, how it 
will be cleaned, and if you want recirculating
water. Details of grading and drainage must 
also be designed.

When all details are complete, draw your final
plan. Accuracy is important because this is the
blueprint that will guide your construction and
development over time.
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WILD ONES RECOMMENDS THAT YOU…
❧ Shop ‘close to home.’ Local suppliers will 
be more familiar with local conditions and will likely
carry species descended from local genetic material. 
❧ Patronize nurseries with knowledgeable staffs.
❧ Inquire of nurseries how any endangered or
threatened species were acquired. All plants offered
for sale should be ‘nursery propagated.’ 
❧ Learn botanical names to avoid confusion. 
❧ Collect native seed and plant catalogs which
make good reference books.

PLANT CHOICE
Alien grasses, flowers, vines, shrubs and trees

have come to dominate dwindling societies of native
species. And you will notice as you go on yard tours
that many Wild Ones members have chosen to 
eliminate all alien species from their properties. 
This does not mean that you must give up Aunt
Eva’s heirloom hollyhocks, your vintage asparagus
patch, or your teenager’s athletic turf. Indeed, good
landscaping takes into account such thoughtful 
considerations. Wild Ones decries only mindless and
environmentally irresponsible land practices. To that
end, we not only recommend you get to know the
beautiful native plants of America, but that you make
yourself familiar with some of the marauding bullies
of the vegetative world.

See page 23 for more information on invasive
alien species.

SOWING FARTHER AFIELD
Many Wild Ones members branch out with 

their natural landscaping, taking it to their house of
worship or place of business. Oftentimes teachers
and parents initiate native plantings at schools.
Contact Wild Ones for referrals to current recom-
mended planting and study guides.

SEEDS FOR EDUCATION
The Lorrie Otto Seeds for Education Fund 

of the Milwaukee Foundation through Wild Ones
awards grants to places of learning for projects
whose efforts best reflect our message of creating
natural landscapes using native plants and environ-
mentally sound practices, and appreciating
humankind’s proper place in the web of Nature.
Contact Wild Ones for further information and an
application.

FROM THE WILD
With property owner permission, you may collect

seeds and plants from the wild—with the under-
standing that Nature needs you to leave the greater
portion behind to rejuvenate herself.

You may also rescue great numbers of plants 
that would otherwise be lost to development and 
use them to stock your yard, donate to community
projects, and share with others at seed and plant
exchanges. [Stay alert for indications of impend-
ing bulldozer activity, such as real estate signs
or surveyor markers.]

Plant Rescue Procedures:
1) Seek out the private owner, developer or govern-
ment agency (in the case of roadway development)
for permission to trespass.
2) Survey the site for indigenous species or contact
your local Wild Ones chapter plant rescue team.
3) If there is no local Wild Ones chapter near you ,
follow these steps for conducting a plant rescue.
Explain to the landowner that …

… you have identified native American plants on
their site that you would like to rescue from
destruction.

… you will take responsibility for your own safety
and that of any assisting rescuers and that all
are willing to sign release waivers protecting the
property owner from any liability

… you are willing to dig during whatever hours are
convenient to the landowner

… in the case of a developer, they can generate
good publicity out of their generosity in helping to
preserve some native plants

4) Inform only those potential assisting rescuers
whom you trust to respect the landowner’s rights
and privacy about the exact location of the site,
its boundaries, growing conditions and types of
plant communities present, and any restrictions
imposed by the owner.

5) Dig and transplant, cutting back the top third of
each forb to reduce transplant shock.

6) Express your gratitude. (By maintaining an
upbeat, professional manner and honoring 
the owner’s restrictions, you may be treated 
to additional dig sites in the future!)
For more information about plant rescue 

procedures please go to the Wild Ones website 
at www.for-wild.org.

P o l i c i e s  &  O p p o r t u n i t i e s

“We need
natural
areas to
bring 
people 
and 
Nature
together. 
We need
a place
for youth
to be
wowed
by 10-
foot-tall
prairie
grasses.”
—
Marlin
Johnson
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Beware: If you take plants under any other circumstances, you risk criminal prosecution.
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Soils can be divided into three basic classifi-
cations: sands, loams, and clays. There is
great variation within these basic groups,

but these categories will suffice for the purpose
of describing where a given plant will grow.

Sandy soils, referred to as light soils, contain
large-sized soil particles that are loose and easy
to work. They allow water to drain readily, and
tend to be low in nutrients. Sandy soils tend to
be more acidic than the more fertile loams and
clays. If your soil’s pH is below 5, consider add-
ing lime or wood ashes to raise the pH to 6 or 7.

Clay soils are known as heavy soils



On small areas of a few thousand square 
feet or less, smothering is simple. Smoth-
ering involves covering the surface with

black plastic, old plywood, a thick layer of leaves,
or any creative resource available (old pool 
liners, carpeting, etc.). This should be left for a
full growing season to kill the plants beneath.

If you use herbicides, chose a low-toxicity,
non-persistent herbicide, read the label, and fol-
low the manufacturer’s instructions. The best is
a glyphosate (i.e., Roundup, Ranger or Kleenup).

If you prefer not to use herbicides, a variety of
equipment can prepare your soil by cultivation.

Lawns. The quickest way is to remove the 
top three inches of grass and soil using a rented
sod-cutter. This usually creates a nearly weed-
free site ready for seeds or transplants. Be aware
that the area will be lower than the surrounding
lawn after sod removal. If using herbicides, apply
in fall or spring, when lawn grasses are actively
growing. Cultivate after everything has turned
brown to prepare the seedbed for planting (usu-
ally about two weeks). To remove a lawn by culti-
vation, cultivate two to three times, about a week
apart. If rhizomatous perennial grasses such as
Quackgrass or Johnsongrass are present, a year-
long tilling program may be required.

Old Fields. An old field usually requires at
least one full growing season to prepare the site.
This may seem long, but a little patience at this
stage is essential for a successful planting.

To herbicide, mow in early spring. This will
encourage new growth. Apply a glyphosate
herbicide three times—once in mid-spring, again
in mid-summer, and finally in early fall—unless
no plant growth is visible one month after the
second spraying. This allows you to attack weeds
which have peak activities at different times.

Using cultivation only, cultivate every two to
three weeks from spring through fall at a depth
of five inches. Be religious about this. If you are
fighting rhizomatous, perennial weeds, waiting
longer than two or three weeks will allow these
weeds to recover. For some species, such as
Quackgrass, cultivating in intervals greater than
two weeks may actually increase its density.

Agricultural Fields. To prepare with herbi-
cides, spray once mid-spring for spring planting,
or after crop removal for fall planting.

The seedbed may be prepared without 
herbicides using cultivation as you would for 
any other crop. If rhizomatous perennials are

present, work up the soil all year, same as for old
fields. Once all vegetation is removed, the final
seedbed should be prepared by tilling or disking,
followed by dragging or raking.

Do not plant flowers in fields treated with
Atrazine within the last two years. A smother
crop of corn or sorghum will hold your soil and
control weeds while the Atrazine breaks down.

Erosion-Prone Sites. To avoid runoff and
soil loss, the site should not be left unvegetated
for any length of time. Cultivation should be min-
imal. Preparing your site solely by cultivation
may create erosion problems. The site should be
planted immediately following soil preparation.
Use a nurse crop of oats and a cover of mulch,
stabilized with netting. If you are unable to plant
immediately, the site may be stabilized by plant-
ing oats at a rate of four bushels (128 lbs.) per
acre. Till the oats under when ready for planting.

A Final Tip. After the existing perennial 
vegetation is eliminated, weed seeds still lurk in
the soil below. These seeds will germinate and
compete aggressively with your flowers and
grasses. Weed density can be greatly reduced 
by a final treatment of the surface soil just prior
to planting in late spring or early summer (this
will not work in late summer or fall). Start with 
a prepared seedbed. Allow weeds to germinate
and grow. Apply herbicide when the weeds are
two to three inches tall. Wait 10 days, and then
till the soil one inch deep. Tilling deeper will
bring up more weed seeds. Plant immediately.

If you prefer to avoid using herbicides, similar
results can be obtained using well-timed, careful
cultivation. Start with a prepared seedbed. Till
the soil one inch deep five to seven days after the
first good rain. This will kill weeds after they ger-
minate but before they come up, without bring-
ing up more weed seeds. On sandy soils, a drag
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Germination rates of plant species can
vary greatly. For instance, some seeds, 
including Buttercup, Pasque Flower,

Columbine, and Blue-eyed Grass, do best if 
planted fresh as soon as they’re collected. But
most seeds require some form of pre-treatment,
imitating Nature in order to change from a dry,
dormant embryo to a visible sprout. If, with
landowner permission, you collect seed, follow
these techniques to maximize your yields.

DRY STRATIFICATION
Start with proper winter storage in a cool, dry

place in a clean, dry airtight container. A garage
or unheated attic serves well. Remember to label!

MOIST STRATIFICATION
Four to eight weeks before germination is

desired (either inside or outside), moist stratifi-
cation is worth the effort since it will increase
germination success. Place seeds with equal
amounts of clean, moist (sandcastle consistency)
sand into clean plastic bags. Close and label 
with species’ name and date. Then place in the
refrigerator (not freezer) to mimic Nature’s cycle
of freeze-thaw of the soil surface which breaks
down chemical inhibitors of germination. Most
forb seeds benefit from this process.

SCARIFICATION
Legumes require additional techniques to

break their hard coats. One is scarification,
which involves making a small cut in the hard
seed coat enabling the seed to absorb water. 
As it does, the embryo expands which ruptures
the protective coat causing the seed to sprout.
Scarify by rubbing seeds against a wire screen
or sandpaper. Moist stratification should follow
scarification, but for a shorter time, usually 10 to
14 days.

INOCULATION
Inoculation is necessary for certain legumes,

such as Lupine. After scarification and stratifica-
tion, seeds of this group will germinate but need
nitrogen-producing soil bacteria for successful
growth. Your soil may contain these bacteria, 
but to be sure, purchase inoculum (from seed
suppliers) specific to the particular legume
species.

COLD-WEATHER SOWING
Native seed can be sown outdoors during 

winter months and even into very early spring.
The combination of cold weather with ice and
snow provides natural stratification conditions
needed for germination which occurs during
warmer spring weather. Protective seed mecha-
nisms, such as thick coverings or germination-
inhibiting chemicals, ensure that young plants
won’t sprout during fall rains and freeze in 
winter. Cold weather and repeated exposure to
moisture softens seed coats and dissolves inhibit-
ing chemicals when conditions are optimum.

To do winter planting, find an area in your
yard that has bare, humus-rich soil and is free of
snow. (If you have special types of seeds you’d
have trouble replacing, reserve a portion to 
‘winter over’ in the refrigerator and plant later in
flats or use for reseeding, if needed.) Then seed
according to the general seeding instructions on
page 20. Since the ground will probably be
frozen or wet, it might not be possible to set
seeds by raking. Birds may relocate seeds to
new unplanned areas (which may add to your
pleasure) so some experts cover the planted site
with hardware cloth to keep out wildlife. Seeding
just before a snowfall will press seeds into the
soil and provide a protective blanket.

Native seeds vary in appearance, hardiness,
growth patterns, and germination rates. Keep in
mind biodiversity and try seeds in different spots
until you find the best places. ❧

H a n d l i n g  S e e d

BY PAT BRUST, LUCY SCHUMANN AND CAROL CHEW,
Native Plant Enthusiasts

“A seed 
is latent,

intelligent
energy

waiting for
the right
time and
place to
express

itself. 
A seed
knows
exactly
what it
has to 

do and
exactly
how to 
do it.”

—Jamie
Jobb

“All the flowers of all the tomorrows
are in the seeds of today.”—Unknown

“The plant reveals 
what is in the seed.”
—Ancient Egyptian Proverbs





Prairies require sunny, open sites with good
air circulation. A minimum of one-half day



MOWING
Mowing is the primary management tool used

to prevent weeds from shading prairie seedlings.
During the first growing season the planting may
need mowing a number of times. The cutting
height should be 4 to 5 inches (a home lawn-
mower set at the highest cutting position should
work well for small areas). Mow each time the
weed growth is 6 to 10 inches high and do not
allow weeds to set seed. Do not worry about 
cutting the tops off or crushing the seedlings. 
A flail-type mower is preferable for large areas
because it chops cuttings into small pieces which
will filter down and serve as mulch. If a sickle-
bar or rotary-type mower is used, mow more 
frequently so cuttings will not have become 
large enough to smother native seedlings. Try 
to time the last mowing so weeds can grow to
about 8 inches before winter. This will help 
protect young seedlings from heaving frosts.

During the second growing season one 
mowing may be helpful in late spring or early
summer if weeds are thick. This should be the
last mowing needed for weed control unless a
serious problem occurs. Raise cutting height to 
6 to 12 inches if mowing during second year.

HAND WEEDING
Hand weeding small plantings during the 

second and third growing seasons will make a
big difference in your plantJ
16mowi4unless a



In planning a water garden, first consider 
the safety of small children, check local 
regulations, and call the digger’s hotline to

locate buried utility lines. Do not disrupt exist-





Do you enjoy observing nature? Hearing
the song of a chickadee, watching hum-
mingbirds fill up on nectar from trumpet

vines, listening to the chattering of squirrels, 
seeing the beauty and grace of a monarch butter-
fly perched on milkweed, experiencing the antics
of a mockingbird, the cooing of mourning doves,
the swiftness of a cottontail, and the brilliance of
a cardinal or Baltimore oriole …

If you enjoy any of the activities mentioned
above, you’ll probably want to attract more
wildlife to your property.

The term “wildlife” means different things to
different people. To a livestock producer, it may
mean coyotes. To someone who feeds birds, it
may mean cardinals, nuthatches, and humming-
birds. To a birder, it may mean rare species. To a
gardener, it may mean butterflies.

To a wildlife biologist, the term wildlife means
all living organisms out of the direct control of
humans. Dr. Thomas Barnes, extension wildlife
specialist, University of Kentucky, suggests that
the definition should also include the habitat 
of the species. He says that it is impossible to
understand the ecology of a species without 
having a thorough knowledge of an animal’s 
diet and how this differs during the year, plus
how the species relates to its habitat (predators,
vegetation, soil, competitors, etc.).

Wildlife doesn’t just randomly appear in a
given area. It is there because of favorable 
habitat. To attract more wildlife, you need to
apply specific wildlife management practices. 
To reach your wildlife management goals, you
must manipulate the habitat, the animal popu-
lation, or manage the people (landowners).

ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS 
OF A WILDLIFE HABITAT

There are four essential elements needed for
survival in a wildlife habitat—food, water, cover,
and space for wildlife to raise their offspring. 
If you keep these needs in mind while creating

your wildlife habitat plan, your
chances for success are excel-
lent.

Food requirements vary 
for every species. It changes as

they age, and from one season to

another. For some species, the berries in your
garden are ideal. For others, it’s the nuts and
acorns, grasses, grain or seeds, or nectars in
flowers.

Water is as important as food and is critical to
survival. Adding a pond or bird bath will produce
results in a hurry. Perhaps letting your pond
overflow will produce wetlands.

Cover is important for weather protection 
as well as protection from predators. It’s also
important for nesting and resting. Cover can be
provided by shrubs, grasses, trees (including
dead trees), rock and brush piles, nesting boxes,
and abandoned buildings.

Space is needed for wildlife to raise their
young. Most species establish territory and
defend it. For example, bluebird nesting houses
must be 300 feet apart or the bluebirds will fight
each other. Wood ducks and purple martins do
not defend territories. Loons prefer 100 acres of
lake or wetlands, and ruffed grouse need 10
acres.

BASIC CONCEPTS OF A HABITAT
Before fully evaluating a wildlife habitat, some

basic concepts about habitat and relationship of
habitat to different wildlife species needs to be
understood.

A term that you will often hear in reference 
to wildlife habitat is niche. This refers to the 
concept that each individual species in a commu-
nity has its own role within that community. For
instance, it is the occupation of woodpeckers to
eat insects under tree bark and to excavate holes
in tree trunks, while beavers can be expected to
cut down trees and create dams. These are
examples of species that are fairly specialized.

Other creatures could be called generalists,
and they tend to be in competition with one
another. For example, raccoons, foxes, and other
medium-size omnivores all seek the same fruits
and small mammals for food, but the variety of
their food sources lets them compete success-
fully.

Each species performs a specific role in the
ecosystem that directly benefits other living
things, including people. A good example is that
squirrels help forests continue to grow. Squirrels
bury acorns for food, but fail to dig up all of
them, so acorns sprout and produce new oak
trees.

Other birds and animals scatter seeds

L a n d s c a p i n g  f o r  W i l d l i f e

“If nothing
moves in

your 
landscape

but a 
lawnmower,

it’s time to
think of

designing 
a natural
yard.”—
Rochelle

Whiteman
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TOM PATRICK, President, Windstar Wildlife Institute



“Good
neighbors
come 
in all
species.”
—Sally
Wasowski

Illustration courtesy of
Naturescape British Columbia
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throughout the landscape. Blue jays, for exam-
ple, are especially important in the long-distance
dispersal of acorns and beechnuts. They carry
them to distant locations and bury the nuts in
soft earth or under leaves. A Virginia study
showed that 50 blue jays transported 150,000
acorns in one month. Some of the acorns were
retrieved by the jays and eaten later in the year,
but many were left to regenerate the forest.

Within a forest ecosystem, plants grow in 
different vertical layers. This is important
because some wildlife species may use the
ground layer (herbaceous plants) for food, but
they also need the tallest layer (tree canopy) for
shelter. The middle layer is composed of shrubs.
If you follow nature’s lead by planting in layers,
this will allow for the different feeding and nest-
ing habits of many species.

While it is not necessary to give up entirely on
having a lawn, limiting its size will not only bene-
fit wildlife, it will also save you time and money.
Mowing, chemical treatments, weeding, and
watering are all costly—both in terms of what
you pay for them and the number of hours that
you spend doing them.



THE IMPORTANCE OF LOCAL ECOTYPE:
GUIDELINES ON THE SELECTION 
OF NATIVE PLANTS

The following guidelines are intended to
assist Wild Ones members and others in
their natural landscaping efforts. They

were developed by a committee of national board
members and others who read widely in the 
scientific literature and consulted with experts.
While there is ongoing debate within the restora-
tion community concerning the issues below, we
offer the following guidelines with the hope that
they will help make our natural landscapes places
of health, diversity, and ecological integrity.

Wild Ones Natural Landscapers advo-
cates the seelction of plants and seeds
derived, insofar as is possible, from local 
or regional sources at sites having the same
or similar environmental conditions as the
site of planting. Such plant materials is
often termed the local ecotype.

Environmental Conditions:  These include



WHERE TO BUY
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SOME BOOKS TO HELP YOU 
WITH YOUR LANDSCAPE
(See additional book list on page 19)

GUIDES
The Book of Field and Roadside, by John Eastman
The Book of Forest and Thicket, by John Eastman
The Book of Swamp and Bog, by John Eastman
A Classification of North American Biotic Communities, by D. Brown, F.
Reichenbacher, S. Franson
Freshwater Wetlands: Guide to Common Indicator Plants of Northeast, by
Dennis Magee
A Great Lakes Wetland Flora, by Steve Chadde
Hortus Third V1&2 Dictionary of plants cultivated in the U.S. and Canada,
by L.L.H. Bailey Hortatorium, Cornell University
The Illustrated Companion to Gleason and Cronquist, by Noel Holmgren
Invasive Plants of the Upper Midwest: An Illustrated Guide to Their
Identification and Control, by Elizabeth J. Czarapata
Newcomb’s Wildflower Guide, by L Newcomb
Plant Identification and Terminology: Illustrated glossary, by J.G. Harris,
M.W. Harris
Weeds of the Northern U.S. and Canada, by France Royer, Richard
Dickinson

PLANT SELECTION & LANDSCAPE DESIGN
American Plants for American Gardens, by E.A. Roberts, E. Rehmann
100 Easy-to-Grow Native Plants for American Gardens in Temperate Zones,
by Lorraine Johnson
Grow Wild! Low Maintenance, Sure-Success, Distinctive Gardening with
Native Plants, by Lorraine Johnson
The Native Plant Primer, by Carole Ottesen
Native Gardens For Dry Climates, by Andy and Sally Wasowski
The Natural Habitat Garden, by Ken Druse
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