Missouri Native Groundcover Display

If you’ve visited the Whitmire Wildflower Garden lately, you may have noticed patches of lawn covered in leaf compost near the Home Landscaping Shelter. This area will soon be planted with annuals, perennials, and shrubs to create a Missouri-native groundcover display garden.

The process began last spring when a small area was created around the newly installed drinking fountain, but this was only a tiny sample of what was to come. In the fall, large swaths of turf were sprayed with herbicide and then covered with leaf compost. This process is normally performed in the fall so that the turf and thatch layer have time to break down over the winter. Later this spring, potted material will be planted through the leaf compost and the decomposed grass into the soil below. A light layer of leaf mulch may be applied afterwards to help keep undesirable seeds from sprouting in the first year. This will be phase one of the groundcover display.
Phase two of the groundcover garden will begin this fall, with the plant material being installed next spring.
This garden will continue up the walking path and will join the existing beds around the Carriage House and the Bascom House.

Native Missouri groundcovers will be showcased in the gardens in order to give the home landscaper alternatives to the traditional non-native, and often invasive, groundcovers such as wintercreeper, English ivy, periwinkle, and pachysandra. Examples of native groundcovers included in the display are ground-hugging species such as Rose Verbena (Glandularia canadensis), which scrambles across the ground, rooting at its nodes and the native strawberry (Fragraria virginiana) that sends out underground runners, as well as False Rue Anemone (Isopyrum biternatum) and Wild Ginger (Asarum canadense), both of which can form large colonies in the right conditions. Native suckering sedges such as Carex emorii, Carex hystricina, and Carex praegracilis will also have an important place in the groundcover garden. Some taller species, not normally thought of as groundcovers, such as Solomon’s Seal (Polygonatum commutatum) and False Solomon’s Seal (Maianthemum racemosum) will be included, as well. They come in handy when trying to fill large expanses in between shrubs and shorter, edger plants. Also included will be species that are not aggressively spreading, but rather can act as a groundcover by planting en masse, such as Poverty Oats Grass (Danthonia spicata) and native Alumroot (Heuchera species). The largest of the groundcovers in the display beds are species that had already been planted – bamboo and a group of dogwood. Giant Cane (Arundinaria gigantea), our native bamboo, is an aggressive groundcover that spreads by underground stems. Swamp Dogwood (Cornus amomum var. obliqua), as well as many other suckering shrub species, can act as important grouncovers, especially when height is needed or when it is necessary to cover large areas.

The groundcover display gardens will constantly be evolving. Traditional native groundcovers will always be the mainstay, but little-known species will be used, as well. If plants are not vigorous enough to be a garden-worthy groundcover, they will be replaced with a different species. Conversely, if they are so aggressive, to the point of being problematic to the home gardener, they will also be replaced. The goal is to provide examples of how native plants can be used for different situation – situations in which non-natives are normally used. Hopefully, you will stop by often to see how the area transforms and, just maybe, come up with some ideas of your own.

