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This may be the first week of spring, but the season is proving quite the coquet this year. We’ve enjoyed some daytime temperatures in the 50s and 60s, but our overnight lows have remained below freezing.

While this can be a tortuous time for gardeners and landscapers, it’s a good time to consider growing native.

If you regularly read this column, you have an interest in our cultural and natural heritage. Have you considered the extent to which that heritage may be harmed by your own yard?

Where did the flowers in your plots originate? What about those shrubs out front? And that tree you planted for its spring blossoms? Are they native to Pennsylvania, or have you introduced alien species or – much worse – invasive alien species into the local ecosystem?
More than a century ago, homeowners started planting a new ornamental imported from the Far East. With clusters of single stalks, growing 10 feet tall over a season, sprouting large spade-shaped leaves and slender strands of tiny white flowers, the plant had a lush, tropical look. Railroads used it to revegetate rights-of-way.

Today Japanese knotweed is one of the most aggressive invasive-plants in the eastern United States. Here in our region it covers stream banks and waste areas, crowding out all other plants and providing very little in the way of erosion control or value for wildlife.
Of the 3,400 known plant species in Pennsylvania, more than one-third are non-natives. And dozens of them are invasive alien plants that – freed from the natural controls of their home environment – grow rampantly.

English ivy, pampas grass, burning bush and oriental bittersweet are invasives commonly found in people’s yards, according to Kristin Sewak, director of Natural Biodiversity, based in Johnstown.

“People don’t realize that they’re going to cause any problem,” said Kristin, observing that oriental bittersweet, for example, is a beautiful vine, but on a forest edge it can grow wild, killing shrubs and even trees.
One of my clients, Natural Biodiversity is a federally funded program fighting the spread of Japanese knotweed and other invasive-aliens such as multiflora rose and kudzu. Another part of its mission is to encourage the growth of plant species native to the Alleghenies – a mission field as near as your property.
Now I’m not suggesting you should tear up your yard or uproot any plant of questionable heritage. Simply keep an eye on the aliens and consider adding natives to your landscape.
Here’s a sampling of plants capable of growing everywhere in our region, suggested by the Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources:

Showy flowers: wild columbine, Jack-in-the-pulpit, wild ginger, turtlehead, wood geranium, monkey-flower, sundrop, black-eyed Susan, and false Solomon’s seal. Grasses: lurid sedge and Virginia wild-rye.

Ferns: maidenhair, evergreen shield and Christmas.

Trees: red maple, sugar maple, American beech, eastern white pine, red oak, basswood and Canadian hemlock.

Small trees and shrubs: alternate-leafed dogwood, witch-hazel, silky willow, elderberry and maple-leafed viburnum.

Just don’t go digging them up in the wild. That reduces the native population there. Plus, the plants may not survive transplantation.

Instead, buy nursery-propagated native plants or seeds through catalogs. Not only are most native species readily available, but there often are “cultivars” offering characteristics favorable for landscaping.

Why plant natives? Because they are suited for the local environment and will flourish with less work on your part; they also offer animal habitat, help protect the native-plant population and provide an educational experience.
Then there’s the reason I cite so often in this space: They are yet-another way to experience the joy of our special place.
*
*
*

For more information on native plants and where to obtain them, go to www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry or call (717) 787-3444. To learn more about the fight against invasive species, go to www.naturalbiodiversity.org or call (814) 532-5049.
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