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Questions about Woodland Wildflowers

Our woodland wildflower collection presents one of our greatest growing challenges.  You may be disappointed to discover no root development in a potted plant in full leaf or even in full flower.  You may wonder why, later in the season, we have sold you a pot of soil that apparently has neither roots nor leaves, and at full price!  Customers frequently ask why our woodland plants do not come to them in the same condition as our other perennials.  We hope the following discussion, in Question and Answer format, will help explain the growing cycle of these plants and the special treatment they require.

Q: Why do woodland wildflowers “disappear” after the spring?

A: Woodland wildflowers, often called “ephemerals,” occupy a special niche in deciduous woods.  In early spring, the ephemerals emerge, flower, store energy and set seed, all before the dense tree canopy of summer shuts out all energy-giving sunlight to the forest floor.  Many ephemerals are actually bulbs, corms or rhizomes that use the stored energy to develop roots or multiply after the brief spring growing season.  Leaves brown and dry up and the plants go dormant in summer to conserve energy as the below-ground growth progresses.

Q: Why aren’t there any roots?
A: Typically, the original root section or bulb will be all that is found in the soil of potted ephemerals.  Pot culture is so uncongenial to woodland wildflowers that they may never develop roots in their containers.  In the garden, the fine feeder roots will not begin to develop until after the plant has gone dormant and then will be much shallower and less extensive than we find in a sun-loving perennial.  This rooting pattern is an adaptation to the loose, moist humusy soil in deciduous woods in which all the nutrients and life is to be found close to the surface.  Compare this to the rich, deep clay-loam topsoil of the prairie that is charged with nutrients throughout and encourages deep root penetration as an adaptation to periodic drought.

Q: Well then, can I buy wildflowers bare root and not in a pot?

A: Mail order companies will offer bare root wildflowers for a brief period in the spring.  However, these plants must be potted or planted within a few days or they will deteriorate, even in ideal refrigerated storage.  Offering them in pots is our nursery’s solution to holding these plants in a convenient form until you are ready to use them.  If the plants must be kept above ground after they become dormant, potting or refrigeration is the only way to keep them alive.

Q: How do I care for these plants, both in pots and in the landscape?

A: Ideally, these perennials should be planted immediately for the best chance of survival. Take care when planting: a typical error is to plant the perennial too deep because the soil falls away from the minimal roots, leaving a ball which is much smaller than the hole dug for it.  Water the wildflowers regularly, as you would all perennials during the spring season.  After dormancy occurs, watering should be greatly reduced.  Without leaves these perennials do not lose moisture readily and will rot if watered at the same rate in summer as they were in spring.  This is particularly true of plants in pots.  Even the most experienced waterer may misinterpret the browning foliage of approaching dormancy and increase watering in response.  Gradually reduce the frequency of watering.  Once the plant is dormant, never completely soak the soil.  Let the soil dry out to slightly moist and then try to maintain the level of moisture.  Try to place the pot in cool shade.

Q: Will the woodland ephemerals “come back” next year?
A: Maybe.  Woodland wildflowers suffer the highest loss of all perennials.  They do not grow well in pots and are extremely sensitive to transplant shock.  Furthermore, the moist, humusy, slightly acid woodland soil they require is hard to come by in a typical midwestern subdivision.  To add confusion to the issue, some plants such as Trillium may enter a dormancy that lasts through the next growing season.  This is a response to transplant shock and conserves energy until a root system can be developed.  It is possible that they may not reappear until the third growing season!  Mark the planting location and do not be too quick to replace a planting of woodland perennials if at first they do not appear to have survived.
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