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Planting for Life
What does your garden feed? What does it shelter? 
You don’t have to plant a prairie to play your part. 
By Carolyn Ulrich

When the women of the Little Garden Club of Wilmette 
toured the prairie in the village’s Centennial Park, 
they had such a fabulous time that they didn’t want 

the day to end. Some of them were seeing Midwestern native 
plants for the first time and the sight of so many bees, butterflies 
and other insects feeding on the plants was a revelation. They 
didn’t have such wonders in their own home gardens, but could 
they? For sure, they didn’t have space for true prairies, especially 
1½ acre ones like what they’d seen in the park. But would it be 
possible for each of them to do something similar, something 
that would attract the desirable pollinators and bring their 
sterile environments to life? 

 Not wanting to go home, they repaired to a nearby restau-
rant to relive the day’s marvels and dream about the future. 
They were already gardeners, members of the Little Garden 
Club of Wilmette, founded in 1957, but they realized they knew 
very little about our native plants, whether from the prairies or 
the woodlands. They were also stupefied as they considered the 
fact that the prairie they’d just visited had been started in 2010 
by Charlotte Adelman, local author and prairie plant specialist. 
“Look at what she’s done, just one person,” they marveled. 
“Why can’t more of us do something like this?” 

And so they pondered the barriers. “People don’t know 
about the plants,” they agreed. As member Edie Rowell put 

This prairie in Wilmette’s Centennial Park stands as an  
inspiration to home gardeners who wish to provide habitat 
for birds, bees and butterflies. But don’t be intimidated by 

its size. Adding native plants to even a segment of your 
yard can be beneficial to foraging pollinators.

it, “Natives to me, at that point, were geraniums [from South 
Africa] and hostas [from Japan].” Another impediment: “It isn’t 
easy to find them, even if you want to.” Native plant nurseries 
were niche operations at that time. 

Yet it seemed that each individual could do … something … 
to help build up the network of plants that beneficial insects, 
pollinators and birds need to survive. A butterfly superhighway 
of sorts. Even a cluster of native plants in a small garden plot, a 
4- by 6-foot rectangle, could be helpful. 

“A pocket prairie!” someone piped up. Today, no one  
quite remembers who, although some think the honors go to 
Edie Rowell.

Thus the concept was born: the club would start devoting its 
energy to developing small native gardens in some of Wilmette’s 
public spaces while also encouraging home gardeners to grow 
natives wherever possible. Which plants? The club members set 
to work answering this question as well and came up with sev-
eral helpful pieces of literature. 

Today they can provide you with a handy dandy shopping 
guide, a plant companion guide that includes photos, and a glossy 
brochure (see page 34). To make life easier, they identified four 
different garden types, plus containers, and compiled plant lists 
for each. “We have a garden for every scenario,” says member 
Barbara Bischoff. So there’s Sunnyside Up for full sun, Half & PH
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Half for part sun/part shade, Shady Lady 
for full shade, and Alley Cat for plants that 
will grow in restricted spots out in your 
alley. Neat.

Club members get the message out by 
speaking to community groups, and they 
are currently active in four public proj-
ects in the village. The first is at Gillson 
Park, Sheridan Road and Central Ave., 
where they maintain a ¼ acre native 
plant garden and lead garden walks every 
Sunday morning during May (See Garden 
Walks calendar on page 59 for details.) 
Overlooking Lake Michigan, the park is a 
lovely spot to visit any time of year. 

The club is also working to improve 
an area with a degraded ecosystem at 
Mallinckrodt Community Center. The 
plants growing here are a mixture of 
natives and exotics, but club members 
are introducing more natives to attract 
wildlife. “As it evolves we feel confident 
that people will find it satisfying – and 
thrilling – to have more bees, humming-
birds and other wildlife in the park and 
to know it’s alive,” says Adelman, co-
author of The Midwestern Native Garden. 

A third project is getting underway this 
year at Wilmette’s fire station #1 where a 
10- by 60-foot native plant garden has been 
designed by Adelman, with planting sched-
uled for this May. All of their efforts have 
been accomplished with help from the com-
munity, and for the fire station planting the 
club is particularly appreciative of the assis-
tance they’ve received from the Wilmette 
Park District and Fire Chief Mike McGreal. 

The plants that will go into the ground at 
the fire station will be 2-inch seedlings, so 
don’t expect a flamboyant prairie display 
this year. Those who get impatient for a 
flower fix can always visit the prairie in 
Centennial Park, where the club leads tours 
as its fourth public project. 

There is such a great need for more 
native plants in our gardens because our 
wildlife needs to feed on Midwestern trees, 
shrubs and perennials to live and repro-
duce. In Bringing Nature Home by Douglas 
Tallamy, the University of Delaware 
professor points out that 80 percent of 
suburbia is landscaped with plants from 
Asia, particularly ironic in Illinois, which 

Further Information

Go Green Wilmette was founded in  
2006 to raise environmental aware-

ness in the community. Among its many  
activities it leads bird walks, hosts a  
native plant sale and holds an annual  
fair called Going Green Matters.  
gogreenwilmette.org.

For a brochure or further  
information contact the Little Garden 
Club on Facebook or email  
littlegardenclubwilmette@gmail.com.  

Available Brochures:
The Little Garden Club of Wilmette© 
(LGCW) Pocket Prairie(SM) (PP) Plant 
Shopping Guide
The Little Garden Club of Wilmette© Pocket 
PrairieSM Plant Companion Guide

BELOW: At Evanston’s Gillson Park, the Little Garden Club has planted a quarter-
acre garden devoted to native plants and lead a garden walk there every Sunday 
morning during May.
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Clear Winter Storm Debris, Summer 
Lawns and All Your Fall Leaves with 
Sitting-down Ease.
The Cyclone Rake vacuums and mulches tons of grass, leaves, pine 
needles or any lawn debris while you drive. It  will hitch to nearly any 
riding mower or ZTR and holds up to 415 gallons or 44 bushels. It’s 
powerful, easy to use and folds flat for storage. Great for year-round 
property care. 

Effortless Property Care 
Year-Round!

GET OUR NEW 2016 
FREE INFO KIT TODAY!

Folds Up Flat 
for Storage!

Effortless Property CareEffortless Property Care

Use Promo Code SBS-MW516 when you call, or enter it on our website for 
a special offer on any Cyclone Rake purchased by 12/30/2016.  

Try it 
Risk-Free 

for All 
of 2016!

1-800-550-0058 
CycloneRake.com 

CALL

VISIT

$4.99
March/April 2015

CHICAGOLANDGARDENING.COM

To order call toll free 
1.888.265.3600  

or visit us at 
chicagolandgardening.com

Just $19.95 for 6 issues! 

Whether for yourself or as 
a gift, you can save up to 
33% off cover price with 

a 1-year subscription.

Save MoreThe Case for Milkweed

The Little Garden Club’s “Companion Plant Guide” offers 
a comprehensive list of native flowering plants and 

the wildlife that they support. We learn, for example, that 
purple coneflower (Echinacea purpurea) is a host for the 
silvery checkerspot butterfly and its caterpillars can over-
winter at its base. 

The butterfly that is increasingly in the news, however, 
is the monarch, whose numbers are in serious decline due 
to loss of habitat (housing developments, new malls, new 
roads) and pesticide use on farms and in home gardens.  

In order to nourish monarch butterflies, you need milk-
weed, a Chicagoland native. Female monarchs only lay their 
eggs on milkweed leaves so that, when the tiny white eggs 
hatch, the caterpillars can immediately start chewing on the 
leaves and grow. Adult monarchs will get nectar from milk-
weed flowers and also prairie plants such as coneflowers and 
Joe Pye weed (Eutrochium purpureum). But the host plant for 
caterpillars must be milkweed. Ask for common milkweed 
(Asclepias syriacas), swamp milkweed (A. incarnata), butterfly 
weed (A. tuberosa) or Sullivant’s milkweed (A. sullivantii) when 
you go shopping. 

calls itself the “prairie state.” So when you plant a ginkgo, which 
hails from China, it isn’t going to benefit Midwestern wildlife. 
Native oak trees, on the other hand, can support 534 species of 
butterflies and moths, according to Tallamy. Willows support 455. 
Goldenrods support 115.

As members of the Little Garden Club reflect on what 
they’ve accomplished in just a few years, they are justly pleased 
and marvel at the power of grassroots activities to bring about 
change. “We’re just people who live here,” notes Adelman. “We 
have no budget, no outside experts, but through local action, an 
idea can become viable. And the friendships and camaraderie 
we’ve developed are amazing.” m
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Chicago Sun-Times 
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By growing native plants, 
we provide nourishment 
for butterflies such as 
the Eastern comma here 
seen floating above a 
white-flowering boneset 
(Eupatorium perfoliatum).
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