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June combines two of my favorite gardening topics 
–perennials and pollinators.  June is Perennial 
Gardening Month and it is also National Pollinators 
Month!  With pollinators on the decline, National 
Pollinators Month encourages the planting of 
native, non-invasive, pollen and nectar-producing 
plants.  You can celebrate Perennial Gardening 
Month by adding native perennials to your garden 
that help feed and shelter bees, birds, butterflies 
and other pollinators.  Many garden centers now 
carry a selection of native plants making it easier 
for gardeners who would like to grow more native 
plants. 
 
Not sure what plants are native to your area?  There is a website that will help you find the best native 
plants for your area based on your zip code.  It is still new and a work in progress, but it is a good place to 
start.  Search for Native Plant Finder at https://www.nwf.org/NativePlantFinder/.  Native plants support 
local ecosystems and food webs.  This website will help you find plants that will host the highest number of 
butterfly and moth caterpillars which in turn feed hungry birds and other wildlife in your backyard. 
 
Why should we grow native plants?  Don’t any flowering plants provide nectar and pollen?  It comes down 
to evolution – the insects and wildlife that are native here, evolved alongside the plants that they use for 
food, shelter, and a place to raise their young.  They depend on those plants for their very survival.  And 
some are very plant specific, like the monarch butterfly, which lays its eggs on milkweed plants.  No 
milkweed, no monarch caterpillars, no monarch butterflies.  Plants are the foundation of local food webs.  
When we introduce a large number of non-native plants to our landscapes we make it less habitable for 
our native animals.  If every garden grew plants native to their region, it could help sustain our particular 
ecosystems. 
 
To use the website, click “Find Native Plants” to get a list of the host plants for butterfly and moth 
caterpillars.  The plants are ranked by the number of caterpillar species they support, so if you plant these 
species you are more likely to attract a whole array of different butterfly and moth species.  The results are 
broken into two categories to help in your planning: flowers and grasses plus trees and shrubs. 
 
If you search by Batavia’s zip code the plant that comes up supporting the most species of butterflies and 
moths, at 138, is Goldenrod (Solidago).  Yes, I know – most gardeners consider it a weed and pull it out 
because it can take over the garden.  In all likelihood you are thinking about Canada Goldenrod (Solidago 
canadensis) which is a thug in a garden setting, but wonderful in a meadow area where it can do its thing.  
It is a great plant for migrating monarchs in the fall that will stop at it to refuel as they head south.  
Goldenrods get a bad rap too because they happen to bloom at the same time as ragweed, which is the 
cause of your hay fever, not the goldenrod. 
 
 

https://www.nwf.org/NativePlantFinder/


There are other species of goldenrod which are more suitable for the garden such as zigzag goldenrod 
(Solidago flexicaulis).  It spreads by its roots to form a nice patch.  This goldenrod can take sun or part 
shade.  The bright yellow flowers zig zag up the stem, hence the name.  It typically grows 2 to 3 feet tall 
and prefers well-drained soils.  If you need fall color for your shade garden, try zigzag goldenrod. 
 
Blue-stemmed or wreath goldenrod (Solidago caesia) is another great plant for the fall woodland garden.  
Growing 1.5 to 3 feet tall, the arching stems are covered with hundreds of tiny “shooting stars” in the late 
August.  As they age, the stems are tinged a purplish blue.  It is primarily a clump-forming plant and does 
not spread aggressively. 
 
Plants in the genus Helianthus (sunflower) are another group of powerhouse plants to add to your 
landscape, serving 70 different species of butterfly and moth caterpillars.  Native to North, South and 
Central America they may be annual or perennial.  Pale leaf woodland sunflower (Helianthus strumosus) 
might be hard to find in a garden center.  If you do find it, plant it in an area where its vigorous growth 
won’t take over a small garden.  It has yellow single blooms July to September and can grow up to 9 feet 
tall.  Definitely a back of the border plant. 
 
Violets (Viola) play host to 31 species of caterpillars in our area.  There are many species of wild violets.  
The alpine or Labrador violet (Viola labradorica) has small, heart-shaped, purple-tinged leaves and 
lavender-blue spring flowers.  It will take full sun to part shade and is useful as a ground cover.  It grows 
best in medium, well-drained soil.  As all violets are want to do, it will spread by seed and creeping stems.  
If you need a plant to fill in between pavers and stepping stones, consider this violet for the job.  You may 
already have the common blue violet (Viola sororia) or the small white violet (Viola macloskeyi) growing in 
your garden or lawn.  They are sometimes considered a lawn weed because of their adaptable nature and 
prolific seeding.  Since they bloom early in the spring they are a good source of nectar for bees and other 
pollinators.  If you don’t want them in your yard, move them to your pollinator garden. 
 
Other plants to consider include: milkweed, Geranium maculatum, aster, cinquefoil, meadow rue 
(Thalictrum), beebalm or wild bergamot (Monarda), red columbine (Aquilegia canadensis), white 
turtlehead (Chelone glabra) and mayapple (Podophyllum).  You can also add a number of ferns such as 
cinnamon fern (Osmunda cinnamomea var. cinnamomea), Eastern hayscented fern (Dennstaedtia 
punctilobula) and Christmas fern (Polystichum acrostichoides). 
 
There are some things to consider if you are starting a pollinator garden from scratch.  Grow a selection of 
plants that flower throughout the growing season as insects need nectar and pollen early in the spring to 
late in the fall.  Plant a swath of the same plant rather than a few here and there.  Gathering nectar takes 
energy and it is easier if there are many plants blooming in one spot.  Look for flowers in different colors 
and with different shaped flowers.  Hummingbirds love red, trumpet shaped flowers whereas butterflies 
want a flower they can land on.  Don’t use pesticides in your pollinator garden.  You are also planting host 
plants for hungry caterpillars that will turn into butterflies, so some of your plants will get chewed on. 
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