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Now is the time of year when many naturalists and wildflower fans take time from their busy lives to walk in the wilds to observe spring ephemerals.  These are the wildflowers that, by definition, bloom for short time in the spring.  Most people associate the term wildflowers with native plants that you might see on a hike through the woods or in a meadow.  In fact the term wildflower is used to describe a variety of native and naturalized non-native plants we see in our environment.  In addition, many wildflowers have been cultivated to produce varieties that are sold to home gardeners.  

Wildflowers can be found in a variety of locations, some of them very specific due the particular needs of each species.  Simply because they may be found in the wild does not mean they are easy to grow or that they can grow anywhere.  On the other hand some wildflowers are very invasive and may need to be managed lest they take over and kill off other desirable plants.
Take Only Memories
As a rule wildflowers should not be collected from the wild so others can enjoy them. There are occasions when collecting specimens is permitted such as when the area in question is about to be razed by construction. If this is the case it is important to get permission from the landowner before collecting. Collecting from government-owned land such as parks and roadsides is prohibited. 

Collecting plants from the wild may seem like an inexpensive method of obtaining plants, but attempting to transplant wildflowers in bloom often kills the plants. Most should not be disturbed when they are in flower but rather transplanted in the opposite season.  For seed collection the best time is often about a month after flowering.  Wildflowers can be started from seed, stem cutting, division, root cutting, or purchased from a nursery as bare-root or container-grown plants.  For the sake of conservation, please purchase plants that have been propagated from seeds, cuttings, or division instead of those collected from the wild.  

Location, Location, Location
Native woodland wildflowers have evolved a life cycle that coincides with available sunlight. Rapid growth and flowering occurs from late March through May before trees leaf out.  Wildflower growth and flowering is greatly reduced with increasing shade and some early spring species such as May apple become dormant by midsummer and will not reappear until the following spring. 

It is easier to grow wildflowers under some trees than others. Oaks, maples, beeches, and sweet gums have shallow roots and produce heavy shade; only the early spring flowers will do well near these trees. Wildflowers growing under pine trees are often quite different from those growing under deciduous trees. While the shade from pine is year round, it is a dappled shade. 

Shade-loving wildflowers have several basic needs: light shade, adequate moisture, soils high in organic matter, and leaf mulch that persists throughout the year. Most woodland wildflowers prefer an acidic soil that is rich in humus. In general, the soil should have adequate moisture but be well-drained. However, wildflowers differ in their moisture needs and tolerance of adverse moisture conditions. Some wildflowers actually need bog-like conditions (cardinal flower, jewelweed, and forget-me-not); others, such as May apple and foam flower, prefer uniform moisture.  Fertilizing wildflowers is usually not necessary and can be harmful. Mulching and adding compost is usually adequate. 

If your desire is to plant a meadow garden of wildflowers you may have seen the prepackaged wildflower meadow products in stores and catalogs.  Their effectiveness can vary depending on the contents of the package and the amount of preparation and maintenance involved.  Attempts at meadow gardening can produce a weed garden if there is inadequate site preparation or if the wildflowers planted are not suitable for the location.
For more information about landscape topics contact your local Virginia Cooperative Extension office. The local Virginia Cooperative Extension office numbers are Albemarle 872-4580, Fluvanna 591-1950, Greene 985-5236, Louisa 540-967-3422, and Nelson 263-4035.
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