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Include enough of each species so they are noticeable when in 
flower. Fifteen plants in an area 20 feet wide and 100 feet long 
will probably not provide the desired effect. For best results, 
space plants about 12 inches apart. 

Select a mixture of wildflowers and grasses that are well-adapted 
to your region. Grasses should make up about 60 to 90 percent of 
the mix, and wildflowers should make up about 10 to 40 percent 

o f  t h e  m i x .  I f  y o u  
hope to attract wild-
life, select a diversity 
of plants. 

H ow  to  do  t h i s  f o r  
yourself: To establish 
a backyard prairie in 
y o u r  o w n  y a r d ,  
r e m o v e  g r a s s  s o d  
before beginning cul-
tivation. If you cannot 
physically remove the 
sod, a 1 percent solu-
tion of Roundup will 
ki l l  the grass.  (Use 
caut ion and fol low 
label directions.) 

Cultivate with a gar-
d e n  t i l l e r  i n  e a r l y  
spring. Till ing will  
bring weed seeds to 
the surface. Let these 
weed seeds germinate 

in the spring, then pull the weeds or kill them with herbicide. 
Competition from weeds can reduce the vigor of or smother your 
prairie plants. 

Plant with seeds or transplants. Plants are much easier to work 
with than seed, and it takes longer to establish a prairie garden 
using seeds—typically about three years. However, using seeds 
usually provides better ground cover, which means fewer open 
areas of weed-prone bare soil. 

We have a small prairie garden, located next to the gazebo. We 
have placed the prairie garden so that it flows between the bird 
garden and the butterfly garden. Many of the plants used here 
work in all three gardens. See the next page for a discussion of a 
few of the prairie plants that you will find in our garden.

Source: http://www.thisland.uiuc.edu/57ways/57ways.html

They have been called “natural gardens”- patches of prairie scat-
tered along railroad tracks or in old cemeteries, echoes of pioneer 
days when an inland sea of waving grass and colorful wildflowers 
covered most of the central United States. If you would like to 
add a similar touch of the wild to your own backyard, try creating 
your own private wilderness. 

The key is using plants that are native to your area. Native plants 
are well  adapted to 
your region’s climate 
and they require less 
ma in t enance  a f t e r  
they are established. 
Native plants also pro-
vide good cover, nest-
ing sites, and food for 
certain desirable wild-
life.

In addition, the deep 
roots of native plants 
improve the infiltra-
tion of water into the 
soi l  and reduce the 
amoun t  o f  su r f ace  
water run-off. Native 
plants are attractive, 
unique alternatives to 
traditional landscape 
design.  

You can use  nat ive  
wildflowers to com-
plement your ornamental plants or rock garden, attract butterflies, 
or create a shady woodland garden. You can grow them in con-
tainers (if space is limited), or you can join the increasing number 
of people in the Midwest who are replacing their traditional lawns 
with a backyard prairie—a mixture of native grasses and wild-
flowers. 

To plan your own personal prairie, select a sunny site. Avoid 
rows, square plantings, or pointed corners. Instead, use curves, 
gentle turns, and irregular plantings—similar to those found in 
nature. If your site is large, consider putting a path through the 
prairie garden. Note that our prairie garden contains a small berm.

Keep in mind that you are planning for three prairies—spring, 
summer, and fall. Make sure that spring-, summer-, and fall-
blooming plants are well represented throughout your prairie gar-
den so there is continuous color throughout the year. 



Little Bluestem
Botanical Name: Schizachyrium scoparium

Type: Clump-forming grass

Leaves: Blue-green foliage, crimson in fall.

Flowers: Fluffy silver seedheads

Size: Grows two to three feet tall

Notes:  Excels in dry 
sandy and rocky 
soils. Not rec-
ommended for 
heavy clay or damp 
soils, Attracts Birds 

Exposure: Full sun

Hardiness: Hardy to 
Zone 4. 

Prairie Dropseed
Botanical Name: Sporobolus heterolepis  

Type: Clump-forming grass

Leaves: Emerald green leaves

Flowers: Faint but unmistakable fragrance,  resembling a com-
bination of fresh popcorn and cilantro. 

Size: Grows two to four feet high 

Notes: Plant on any 
well-drained soil, 
does particularly 
well on dry sand. 
Attracts Birds

Exposure: Full sun

Hardiness: Hardy to 
Zone 3. 

Prairie Blazingstar
Botanical Name: Liatris pycnostachya

Type: Perennial

Leaves: Tightly bunched grassy 
leaves

Flowers: Purple/pink flowers

Notes: Makes an excellent cut 
flower and holds its color well 
when dried. Requires a rich, 
medium or moist soil. Attracts 
Birds, butterflies and humming-
birds. 

Size: Grows three to five feet tall. 

Exposure: Full sun

Hardiness: Hardy to Zone 4. 

Sweet Black Eyed Susan
Botanical Name: Rudbeckia subtomentos

Type: Perennial

Flowers: Butter-yellow blooms with reddish-brown centers. 

Leaves: Luxuriant deep green foliage

Size: Growing four to six feet tall

Notes: Adapts well to any reasonably rich soil, including loam, 
clay and rich sand. 
Attracts Butterflies. 
Blooms from August 
through October 

Exposure: Full sun

Hardiness: Hardy to 
Zone 4. 

Blue False Indigo Seed 
Botanical Name:Baptisia australis

Type: Perennial

Flowers: Clusters of deep blue 
flowers covering the plant in June 
and July.

Leaves: The lush, blue-green foli-
age 

Notes: Deep rooted, slow grow-
ing, and long-lived

Size: Five feet at maturity. 
Requires rich,welldrained soil

Exposure: Full sun or light shade

Hardiness: Hardy to Zone 4.

Northern Sea Oats
Botanical Name: Chasmanthium latifolium

Type: Clump-forming grass

Flowers: Flat, wheat-like seeds 
catch sunlight in a most flattering 
way.

Size: Grows three to four feet tall

Notes: Excellent for planting 
under the light shade of oaks and 
hickories. 

Exposure: Full sun to moderate 
shade.

Hardiness: Hardy to Zone 4



Websites and Resources 
http://www.thisland.uiuc.edu/57ways/57ways_7.html

http://www.inhs.uiuc.edu/~kenr/prairieplants.html
http://www.museum.state.il.us/ismdepts/botany/herbarium/Illinois_prairie_plants.html

http://www.museum.state.il.us/muslink/prairie/
http://www.inhs.uiuc.edu/chf/pub/virtualbird/teacher/lespl2.html

http://www.prairienursery.com/
http://www.prairiepages.com/

Please feel free to contact either Cathy or Linda with your garden questions and comments. We encourage you to 
use the garden as the valuable educational resource that it can be.

Cathy Bandeko, Master Gardener home:383-4802 cell:208-6518 e-mail:cbandeko@multiad.com
Linda Simpson, Teacher home:699-0280 cell:696-9587 e-mail:tlsimpson@mchsi.com

Grade School Teachers’ ABC Garden: 
The purples, pinks and whites of the spring show are gone and the show is over for a while in our ABC garden and 
many people have commented on how much they’ve enjoyed it.  Even first graders have said “I remember when we 
planted those flowers (bulbs) with that garden lady.”   We will need to loosen the soil around the perennials, add a lit-
tle compost as we do so, weed, add some Preen, replace a butterfly bush that was lost to the hard frost, add a little 
mulch and that should take it through the summer.  

To complete the alphabet, 

V
 is for viburnum.  We have a Korean Spice Vibernum with very fragrant blooms.  These were cut short in 
our long cold spell in April.We are still searching for “W”, “X”, “Y” and “Z”.  There are many hostas 
beginning with these letters, so, if we wait long enough for our little tree to provide a bit more shade, 
we’ll be able to finish out the alphabet!  

Teachers: 

Here’s a great idea!

Have your kids draw a picture of 
their idea of a prairie. I love this lit-
tle girl’s interpretation!

Photo: A six-year-old’s view of the 
prairie
by Alison Koenig from Ohio


