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GO 

NATIVE!

PLANT
FOR WILDLIFE IN YOUR BACKYARD
ABOVE: Cardinal Flower is a favorite of hummingbirds.
TOP RIGHT: Native spruce provides twigs, leaves and seeds for wildlife and nesting cover for birds.
LOWER RIGHT: Purple Phacelia attracts native bees.
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E
very spring my mailbox is brim-
ming with seed and plant cata-
logs. Brilliantly colored annuals 
and perennials, textured grasses 
and shapely succulents, dense 
shrubs and meandering vines, 
and generational evergreens 

and trees all want a place in my yard. 
So how do I choose? This year citi-

zen science will be my guide. I’ll select 
plants that are native to the local area 
because they will be the most success-
ful. And, there’s a terrific benefit—they 
create bug- and bird-friendly environ-
ments; healthy mini-ecosystems right in 
our own backyards.

TALKING TO THE EXPERTS
“For a homeowner to achieve satisfaction 
with native plants, they must become a 
student of the landscape,” says Richard 
Ledford, Certified American Tree Farmer 
and retired agriscience instructor. For the 
past 30 years, he’s operated his woodland 
tract under the best practices of a forestry 
plan. “Stewardship [even in suburban 
yards] protects and fosters wildlife while 
conserving water and soil resources.”

So prior to placing an order from the 
catalogs or running to the store, Tracie 

Making sure your new plants are 
indigenous to our region can help assure 

their beauty, and their role as hosts.

By ANGELA MINOR | photos by TRACIE JEFFRIES
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Green-
headed coneflower (Rudbeckia laciniata); 
female Northern Cardinal resting in Red Twig 
Dogwood (Cornus sericea); Butterfly on Sweet-
Scented Joe-Pye-Weed (Eutrochium purpureum); 
Fringe Tree (Chionanthus virginicus)

IMMEDIATELY ABOVE: Beebalm provides 
a nectar source for birds, bees and butterflies.

Jeffries (biology instructor at Catawba 
Valley Community College) says, “Plan! 
Plan! Plan! What is your USDA Hardiness 
Zone? (Simply enter your zip code on the 
USDA website.) What type of soil do you 
have? (Local agricultural extension offic-
es have information on soil testing kits.) 
Is the soil well-drained? Is your property 
sunny, heavily shaded, or a mix? What 
are the measurements of the area you’ll 
be planting?”

For yard preparation, Lori McAlister, 
co-owner and grower at Tennessee Natur-
escapes native plant nursery, says, “Try to 
eliminate the invasive species like Brad-
ford pear, privet, bush and vine non-na-
tive honeysuckle, and burning bush. The 
ones with berries are the worst since the 
seeds are readily spread.”

“Then, with a bit of research online, at 
the library, or at local botanical gardens, 
arboretums, and nurseries, you can de-
velop your native plant lists,” continues 
Jeffries. “When purchasing, try to avoid 
the large chain stores. Many of their ‘na-
tive’ plants are look-alikes, and might 
even be harmful to pollinators by carry-
ing parasites or blooming late (causing 
critical delays in lifecycle events, such as 
Monarch migration). Another example 
of why ‘native’ is superior is the popular 
and non-native Butterfly Bush (Buddleja 
davidii). It provides nectar for only a few 
species of insects and is not used as a host 
plant for native larvae. The native milk-
weed, however, supports over 400 differ-
ent insect species as a food source and/or 
host plant.”
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A bee enjoys a visit on butterfly milkweed. 

LET’S PLANT NATIVE
Blue Ridge hardiness zones are mostly 6a, 
6b, 7a, and 7b with some fives in the up-
per elevations. To begin the transforma-
tion of your backyard into a haven for 
birds, bees and butterflies, our local ex-
perts offer the following suggestions for 
these zones. For your specific property, 
visit the Native Plant Database at Audu-
bon.org for lists of plants, their attributes, 
ideal growing conditions, and the critters 
that love them.

ANNUALS
• Black-eyed Susan (Rudbeckia hirta). 
Blooms from June to October. Seeds for 
birds, nectar for insects.

• Purple Phacelia (Phacelia bipinnatifi-
da). Biennial. Blooms March to June. Spe-
cial value to native bees.

PERENNIALS
• Orange and Green-Head Coneflowers 
(Rudbeckia fulgida and Rudbeckia laciniata). 
Blooms throughout summer. Attractive to 
birds, butterflies, and caterpillars.

• Virginia Mountain-Mint (Pycnan-
themum virginianum). Blooms July and 
August. Especially valuable to butterflies 
and bees.

• Sweet William (Phlox divaricata). 
Blooms early summer. Nectar for butter-
flies and hummingbirds.

• Sweet-Scented Joe-Pye-Weed (Eutro-
chium purpureum). Vanilla-scented blooms 
mid-summer through fall with winter 
seed heads. Beneficial for butterflies, cater-
pillars, and birds.

• Cardinal Flower (Lobelia cardinalis). 
Blooms bright red mid-summer to early 
fall. Hummingbird favorite.

• Anise-Scented Goldenrod (Solidago 
odora). Blooms mid-summer to early fall. 
Of particular value to native honey bees.

• Butterfly Milkweed (Asclepias tu-
berosa). Blooms May to September. Nec-
tar for butterflies and hummingbirds; 
larval host for several species including 
Monarchs.

• Beebalm (Monarda fistulosa). Blooms 
May to September. Nectar source for birds, 
bees and butterflies.

• Jerusalem Artichoke (Helianthus tu-
berosus). Blooms late summer into fall. 
Seed heads for birds; special value to bees; 
cover foliage.

EVERGREENS
• Eastern Red-Cedar (Juniperus virginiana). 
Reaches 30-40 feet tall, up to 90 feet; ex-
treme drought, heat, and cold resistant. 
Dense foliage, fruit, and seeds for birds, 
butterflies, and caterpillars.

• Eastern Hemlock (Tsuga canaden-
sis). Grows 40-70 feet tall with 25-35 feet 
spread. Seeds for birds; beneficial for but-
terflies, caterpillars; larval host for Colum-
bia silkmoth.

• Eastern White and Virginia Pines 
(Pinus strobus and Pinus virginiana). Stately 
canopy pine and scrubby pine respective-
ly. Both attract birds for food and shelter.

• American Holly (Ilex opaca). Need 
both male and female plants for berry 
production. Attractive to birds, butterflies; 
provides cover and nesting; larval plant 
for Henry’s Elfin butterfly.

• Spruce (Picea rubens). Only Southern 
spruce in eastern mountains; 60-100 feet 
tall. Twigs, leaves, and seeds are wildlife 
food; valuable nesting cover.

GRASSES
• Little False Bluestem (Schizachyrium 
scoparium). Dense mounds of slender-
stemmed bunchgrass. Highly beneficial 
for nesting; seeds for birds; larval host for 
several butterfly species.

• Indiangrass (Sorghastrum nutans). 
Tall, easy-to-grow sod-former. Attractive 
to birds and butterflies for food and cover.

• River Oats (Chasmanthium latifolium). 
Grows 2-4 feet in clumps with drooping 
flower spikelets. Seeds attract birds; stems 
and leaves used as nesting materials; larval 
host for butterflies.
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• Bottlebrush Grass (Elymus hystrix). 
Grows 3 feet tall in preferred shade 
with upright flowers. Attracts birds and 
butterflies.

SUCCULENTS
• Woodland Stonecrop (Sedum ternatum). 
Rock-loving ground cover; blooms April-
June. Attractive to butterflies and bees.

• Smooth and Drummond’s Prickly 
Pears (Opuntia humifusa and Opuntia pu-
silla). Only widespread cacti in the eastern 
US; blooms May-July and April-May, re-
spectively. Of special value to native bees.

TREES
• Tulip Poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera). 
Grows 60-90 feet tall. Favorite nesting 
tree for birds; attractive to butterflies and 
bees for nectar.

• American Witch-Hazel (Hamamelis 
virginiana). Reaches 15-20 feet; blooms 
September-December. Seeds and fruits 
attract birds.

• Allegheny Service-Berry (Amelanchier 
laevis). Easy to grow at 15-25 feet. Food for 
birds; special value to native bees.

• Sassafras (Sassafras albidum). Har-
dy tree that grows 35-50 feet; aromatic 
blooms from March-May. Attracts birds, 
butterflies, and bees; acts as larval host to 
several species of butterfly.

• Sourwood (Oxydendrum arboreum). 
Grows 30-70 feet in rural areas with rows 
of hanging flowers in July. Special value to 
honey bees.

• Persimmon (Diospyros virginiana). De-
ciduous fruit tree that grows 15 to 100 feet 
tall. Fruits attract birds; special benefit to 
honey bees.

• Eastern Cottonwood (Populus deltoi-
des). Canopied, deciduous tree that grows 
to 100 feet or more with wind-borne cot-
tony seeds. Valuable for seeds and nesting 
materials; hosts the larvae of several but-
terfly species.

• American Beech (Fagus grandifolia). 
Sturdy shade tree that grows 50-80 feet. 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: American 
Goldfinch on Purple Coneflower (Echinacea 
purpurea); Sassafras (Sassafras albidum); 
Spicebush Swallowtail on Spicebush (Lindera 
benzoin); Trumpet Creeper (Campsis radicans); 
Coral Honeysuckle (Lonicera sempervirens).
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HELPFUL TIPS FOR PLANTING NATIVE
• Cluster plants in groups of three to look natural and aid in foraging.

• Choose a large plant variety to provide resources throughout all four seasons.

• Select host plants for insects. Native pollinators need flowering plants for feeding and 
food for their larvae, which in turn provide food for birds.

• Don’t use herbicides or pesticides. Native species will have little need for these.

• Grow plants for shelter, protection, and nesting.

• Freeform and casual are the perfect landscaping styles for native environments.

(Provided by Tracie Jeffries, Catawba Valley Community College)

Fruit, cover, and nesting for birds, most fa-
mously the extinct Passenger Pigeon.

• Black Cherry (Prunus serotine). Reach-
es 60-100 feet with white spring flowers 
and black summer fruit. Food for 33 spe-
cies of birds; attractive to butterflies as well 
as hosting larvae of several species; special 
value to native bees, bumble bees, and 
honey bees.

• Black Walnut (Juglans nigra). Scarce 
native hardwood tree that grows 75-100 
feet. Attractive to birds, caterpillars, and 
butterflies; preferred host of Luna and re-
gal moths.

SHRUBS
• Hazelnut (Corylus americana).  Eight to 
16-foot thicket shrub with edible nuts. 
Food and cover for birds.

• Common Buttonbush (Cephalanthus 
occidentalis). Perennial that twists 6-12 feet 
tall with flowers and fruits. Important nec-
tar for many pollinators; food for birds.

• Silky Dogwood (Cornus amomum). 
Grows 6-12 feet with silky hairs on twigs 
and undersides of leaves; late spring 
blooms. Attracts birds, butterflies, and 
caterpillars.

• Maple-leaf Viburnum (Viburnum ac-
erifolium). Dense 4-6 feet tall by 3-4 feet 
wide with white flowers from April-Au-
gust, then blue-black berries. Birds drawn 
to the fruit; all pollinators come for the 
nectar.

• Red Elderberry (Sambucus racemosa). 
Tree-like shrub of 8-20 feet with fruit clus-
ters. Particularly attractive to humming-

birds; nectar and fruit draws pollinators.
• Fringe Tree (Chionanthus virginicus). 

Grows 15-30 feet with drooping clusters of 
fragrant flowers in April and May. Larval 
host for Rustic sphinx moth; birds browse 
berries, twigs, and foliage.

• Spicebush (Lindera benzoin). Aromatic 
foliage shrub that reaches 6-12 feet; early 
spring flowers and red fruit. Hosts butter-
fly larvae; attractive to birds.

• American Beauty-Berry (Callicarpa 
americana). Grows 3-5 feet with pink flow-
ers and glossy purple fruit clusters. Nectar 
and food for pollinators and birds.

VINES
• Crossvine (Bignonia capreolata). Woody 
vine that reaches 50 feet; large trumpet 
flowers from March-May and semi-ever-
green leaves. Nectar for butterflies; hum-
mingbird favorite.

• Trumpet Creeper (Campsis radicans). 
Climbs up to 35 feet in full sun. Butterflies, 

caterpillars, and hummingbird favorite.
• Coral Honeysuckle (Lonicera semper-

virens). Good climber with twining native 
vine of 3-20 feet. Favorite of humming-
birds, butterflies, and bees; attractive fruit 
for other birds.

“Native plants are adapted to our local 
climate and soils. Our birds and insects 
have co-evolved with our native plants, 
and are better adapted to using indig-
enous plants for food and shelter,” Jeffries 
summarizes.

To finalize your plans for native plants 
in the backyard, check the following on-
line resources:

• Audubon.org/native-plants
• North Carolina Native Plant Society: 

NCWildflower.org
• Pollinator Conservation Resources: 

Xerces.org
• Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Cen-

ter: Wildflower.org 

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: Tulip Poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera); Hazelnut (Corylus americana); Crossvine (Bignonia capreolata).
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