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than non-native plants.

The restored prairies
and forests at the UW-
Arboretum are great
places to visit and see
the beauty of native
Wisconsin plants!
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LITTLE BLUESTEM

Ornamental grasses have become very popular over the last several
years. Little bluestem, Schizachyrium scoparium, is a North American
prairie native found throughout the 48 contiguous states, except for the
far western, coastal areas. As its name suggests, this perennial has
silvery-blue stems (particularly at the base) and leaves, making it an
attractive addition to the landscape. This warm-season, clumping grass
performs well in most areas of the country, in zones 2 or 3-10.

Once established it is a drought-resistant, easy-care addition to the
home landscape. This plant, like many other prairie grasses, has an
extensive, deep root system, allowing it to do well on poor sites, such
as the dry, upland sites and along hillsides and ridges where it is typi-
cally found growing naturally. It is also useful for erosion control and
provides food and wildlife habitat for songbirds, upland gamebirds, and
small mammals. However, it is also readily grazed by deer.

Little bluestem clumps grow 1-2 feet high, until late summer when the stems elongate into flowering
stems which may reach 5 feet. It has coarse stems and basal leaves. It is
slow to emerge in the spring but continues to grow through the summer
until the first killing frost. The new shoots are very flat and bluish. The
leaves are soft-looking, narrow, and smooth, except at the base next to
the sheath where they are often covered with hair. The foliage can be
various shades of blue and green, and even with pinkish purple striations,
depending on the selection or cultivar. The plants have an upright form,
but with their open to spreading habit and fine texture, they are suscepti-
ble to lodging (falling over at the base).

The stems are eventually topped in late summer or early fall by 3" long,
fluffy inflorescences that range in color from blue to silvery gold or white.
The flowers are scattered in a single cluster, with long hairs creating a
white, feathery appearance to the seedheads. Frost turns the plants a
reddish or coppery color that remains through the winter. If the plants are
allowed to remain standing through the winter, they provide shape, tex-
ture, and color into the winter months.

Use little bluestem as an accent in the border, or in drifts in natural settings, prairies, or wildscapes
that blend into the surrounding woods, pasture or other natural areas at the edge of the home land-
scape. Pair it with a dark-leaved Heuchera, such as 'Purple Petticoats', for contrast in both color and
texture, or play up the purple highlights in the fall by placing it with a clump of autumn crocus
(Colchicum) or pink -flowering chrysanthemum or aster. Combine it with perennials including tall se-
dums like 'Autumn Joy', yarrow, rudbeckias, purple or yellow coneflower (Echinacea purpurea and E.
paradoxa, respectively), goldenrod and other prairie natives or wildflowers. It makes stunning dis-
plays when massed on a large scale, undulating in the breeze. And it is a great transition plant be-
tween the garden and a natural field or meadow.

This grass grows best in full sun. The plant will be taller (and therefore more prone to flopping late in
the season) on rich soils and shorter on dry, infertile sites. Do not fertilize heavily, and not at all on
richer soils. Although it is not recommended for heavy clay, it will grow on clay soils. Watering and
overfertilization will promote lodging. Cut the old leaves back to 2-4" in late winter or early spring.

- Susan Mahr, University of Wisconsin - Madison
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FALL IS FOR PLANTING

Most people think about planting spring-f | ower i ng bul bs i n
think of planting the rest of the garden. Early fall is a great time to put plants in
the garden. Air temperatures are cooler, reducing the stress on the plants, while
soil temperatures are still warm, promoting root growth. The plant has plenty of
time to build a healthy root system without having to also grow new leaves and
flowers. Roots will continue growing until the ground is completely frozen. You
just have to sure to plant in time to give those roots enough time to really get
established before the ground freezes. Rainfall may be more abundant at this
time of year and generally there are fewer insect and disease problems.

BULBS

Spring-flowering bulbs must be planted in the fall because they need a period of chilling in order to
bloom. Tulips, daffodils, hyacinths and crocus are popular and commonly available, but don't forget
some of the "minor" bulbs such as Chionodoxa (glory of the snow), Galanthus (snowdrops), Muscari
(grape hyacinth), and Scilla (including Siberian squill and wood hyacinths). [See Bulb.com for more
information on planting and much more.] Fall is also the time to fertilize and divide bulbs.

PERENNIALS

The fall is an ideal time to plant new perennials, as well as divide and trans-
plant those that are overgrown or need to be moved. Many plants actually
perform better when planted in the fall, especially spring blooming perenni-
als. Peonies, all of the true lilies, like Asiatic and Oriental hybrids, garden
phlox, coral bells (Heuchera) and poppies should be divided in the fall.

LAWNS

Fall is the best time to reseed cool-season lawns in our area. Lawns sown in the fall do better be-
cause as they grow quickly in the warm soil and cool air, but they don't have to compete with the
coarse annual weed grasses which only germinate in spring and summer. The perennial grasses in
a high-quality turf seed mix have a chance to really get established. In the spring the thick growth
will shade weeds seeds enough to reduce or prevent germination.

TREES & SHRUBS

Most deciduous trees and shrubs can be planted in the fall. (There are a few excep-
tions: birch, willow and swamp red maple trees are not good candidates for fall plant-
ing because they do not produce any root growth this time of year.) As these woody
plants begin to go dormant, their roots are still growing vigorously and plants can
quickly get established under the ideal growing conditions of fall. Plant before mid-
October, however, to allow roots time to re-establish before cold weather.

Fall planting of evergreens is more of a risk because they lose moisture from the leaves and nee-
dles they hold through the winter. You may want to delay the planting of evergreens until spring.

Add three to four inches of mulch over the roots to help keep the soil from drying out and to prevent
large changes in temperature. Watering fall-planted trees and shrubs during dry periods will greatly
increase winter survival.

T Susan Mabhr, University of Wisconsin

Autumn Tigsas been compiled from material that can be found on the Wisconsin Master Gardener website
http://www.hort.wisc.edu/mastergardener/
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WISCONSIN GARDEN JOURNAL

The fifteenth edition of the Wisconsin Garden Journal,
written and published by the Madison Area Master
'GAM)E Gardeners Association (MAMGA), is available for sale

.M:JOURNAL?O o now!

: FIF;FEENﬁJ EDITION/% This 6"x 9", spiral bound journal is designed not only as
- ‘ A a desk calendar, but also as a reference tool to help

¥ you plan, organize, and maintain your garden. ltis
written, designed, edited and published by MAMGA
members and sold around the state and Midwest.
Proceeds of the Garden Journal go to area garden

grantsd invest in the local community!

The fifteenth editionbds them
It is an invaluable resource for new property owners,
landscapers and gardenersd of every skill level. The
information contained focuses for USDA Hardiness

Zones 3-5.

The richness | achieve is from Nature,
the source Of my inspiration.

- Claude Monet

The Madison Area Master Gardeners Association (MAMGA) is a Contact us

501(c)(3) non-profit professional organization whose members are Madison Area Master Gardeners Association, Inc.
currently enrolled in or are alumni of UW -Extension Master Gardener PO Box 259318 Madison, W1 537259318
training. MAMGA was founded in 1986 as a forum for Master Gar- Phone 608-224-3721

dener Volunteers in south-central Wisconsin to continue professional E-mail mamgaMembers@yahoo.com
improvement and service to the community. www.madison.com/communities/mamga

Dedicated gardeners promoting responsible gardening through education, volunteer service and fellowship.



