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Plants named in this article can be viewed at the Extension Master Gardener Demonstration Gardens at Freedom Park (FP) or 
Independence Park (IP) in Mecklenburg County, NC.   
 

s summer comes to the garden, the emphasis shifts to blooming 
plants that can take the heat, and the natives in our 
Demonstration Gardens certainly fill that role.  In addition to 

providing color, many natives attract movement in the form of bees, 
butterflies and hummingbirds—all pollinators whose work in the garden 
brings to us the promise of next year!    
 
For a spot of bright orange in your garden, try Asclepias tuberosa, also 
called Milk Weed or Butterfly Weed because it attracts butterflies as well 
as bees and birds.  The flower heads rise above dark green leaves and 
remain there all summer long.  This perennial is drought tolerant as well 
as deer resistant and self-seeds freely, although it can be deadheaded to 
keep it controlled (FP).   
 
If whites and pinks are more your style, the spicy-sweet flowers of 
Summersweet, Clethra alnifolia will please your eye as the plant attracts 
bees, butterflies and hummingbirds to the garden.  This slow-growing deciduous shrub is multi-stemmed and suckering, 
could eventually get to 8 feet high and 6 feet wide, and is described as “hardy and carefree” by Erv Evans at North 
Carolina State University.  The cultivar at our Freedom Park Demo Garden is 'Ruby Spice', which is known for red buds 
that open to pink.   
 

The dwarf Joe Pye Weed, Eupatorium dubium, called „Little Joe‟ 
is really a show stopper in the Freedom Park Demo Garden, 
especially as it competes for space with Black and Blue Salvia.  
Even though it‟s shorter than traditional Joe Pye, coming in 
between 3 and 4 feet, it will be covered with purple-pink 
flower heads during the summer, and those flowers will be 
covered with butterflies, including Monarchs.     
 
Picture: Joe Pye Weed, Eupatorium dubium ‘Little Joe’ with bee, 
Debbie Moore Clark, 8/7/10.  Used with permission.   

 
Another lovely butterfly magnet is Virginia Sweetspire, Itea 
virginica.  This deciduous shrub boasts 3-6 inch racemes of 
lightly fragrant white flowers, which emerge from last year‟s 
growth.  The specimen in the Freedom Park Demo Garden 
can be hard to find: a dwarf form called „Shirley‟s Compact‟.  

It is currently hiding beneath one of the Loropetalums.  The leaves are small and the flowers are even smaller, but if you 
can‟t find space for its larger, somewhat spreading, cousin, it might be just the right plant for your garden.   
 
Spigelia marilandica or Indian Pink actually has tubular crimson flowers with yellow throats, but I‟m certainly not 
complaining about that little bit of confusion.  This lovely perennial is favored by hummingbirds and butterflies and will 
be happiest in shade to part sun.  It‟s a late sleeper, coming up late in the spring, so you might want to put up a marker 
to remind you of its location.  Once established, it has a long lifespan and you‟ll be charmed by it over and over again 
(FP).   
 

A 
Planting a variety of lovely 
natives will ensure you can 
enjoy a riot of color, 
whether you brave the heat 
with a walk in the garden or 
simply look out the window 
during the hottest months 
of the year.   



Sometimes it seems every visit to a favorite nursery reveals a new 
cultivar of heuchera.  Although the plant has a flower stalk in the late 
spring, it‟s the foliage colors that seem to attract the most attention.  
In the past few years, I‟ve seen leaves that range from lime green to 
tan with shocking pink undersides to a purple that‟s almost black.  
The leaves can be mottled or have curled edges and the names are 
enough to make you think you‟ve been dropped into a bakery: „Key 
Lime Pie‟, „Peach Melba‟, „Caramel‟ and „Southern Comfort‟, to name 
a few.   
 
The confusing thing about heucheras is that some cultivars live and 
thrive in our summer heat, while others don‟t make it through the 
first year.  That‟s because the plant has such a broad range: it can be 
found in the cool wet Pacific Northwest, the desert Southwest, and 
along the East Coast.  To improve your chances of success, select 
cultivars based on either Heuchera villosa or H. americana, which both 
grow well in the east.  Once you‟ve chosen your heuchera, you need 
to give it a shady location in order to make it happy; too much sun 
and you‟ll have a crispy critter.  If it is happy, however, you‟ll be glad 
you chose this colorful addition to your shade bed (FP/many 
cultivars).   
 

The USDA distribution map for Rudbeckia, commonly called 
coneflower or black-eyed Susan, stretches all the way from Alaska to 
Florida, covers most of Canada, and only skips Nevada and Arizona 
in the continental US.  That fact might cause you to call it 
“common,” but it is the uncommon beauty of the plant that makes it 
a star in the Independence Park Demo Garden.  Being heat tolerant 
and drought tolerant doesn‟t hurt either.  You can choose from 
bright yellow petals to shades of orange; both come with dark 
centers and would harmonize with many other summer blooming 
plants.  Depending on the variety, plants could be short or tall, but 
all will attract butterflies and birds.    
 

To get a touch of purple that will offset all the reds, pinks and 
oranges, try Virginia Spiderwort, Tradescantia virginiana.  If you draw a 
straight line from north to south that includes Minnesota and 
Louisiana, you‟ll find Tradescantia everywhere east of that line, with 
the exception of Michigan.  This shade-loving plant is clump 
forming, with grass-like leaves, and can self-seed.  Clumps can be 
divided after a few years.  The flowers close up at mid-day and only 
last for a day, but a clump will contain many buds.  After the 
flowering period, the foliage can become unsightly; just cut it back to 
the ground and the plant might re-bloom in the fall.  If you want 
even more purple color, you could use Purpleheart, Tradescantia 
pallida; it has showy purple leaves and pink flowers.  The USDA 
shows this plant as native in Florida and Louisiana, but it certainly 
can be found growing happily here.  Both species are available in the 
Independence Park Demo Garden for your viewing pleasure.   
 
Planting a variety of lovely natives will ensure you can enjoy a riot of 
color, whether you brave the heat with a walk in the garden or 
simply look out the window during the hottest months of the year.  
DB   
_______________ 
Debbie Blystone, an Extension Master Gardener for Mecklenburg County, NC, since 
2007, volunteers extensively in the two Extension Master Gardener Demonstration 
Gardens.   

Want to Visit the 
Demonstration Gardens? 

 
The Freedom Park 
Demonstration Garden 
is located near the Mahlon Adams 
Pavilion at Cumberland and Lilac 
Avenues and features shade and sun 
garden beds with wide grassy 
paths near the main sidewalks and 
under the trees in Charlotte's busiest 
central park.  Tags identify plant 
names and growing information, 
making your tour an informative 
one.  The gardens make good use of 
undulating berms, providing 
structure and distinctly different 
planting strategies with sun or shade 
exposures.  Visitors easily view 
the sunny borders, pollinator‟s 
paradise, and shady gardens filled 
with native shrubs and perennials, 
vibrant color schemes and a multi-
seasonal display.   
 
The Independence Park 
Demonstration Garden is 
located at the Cooperative Extension 
offices near Central Piedmont 
Community College at 1418 Armory 
Drive, Charlotte, NC.  The Entry 
Garden, planted in 2010, provides a 
dramatic plantscape design lending 
visual interest and color to a 1940s-
era cinder block building.  The 
Sunny Side Garden shows how little 
space is needed to grow vegetables, 
which provide seasonal harvests.  
Surrounded by Independence Park, 
which features large fields, a 
playground and tennis courts, the 
Demonstration Garden provides a 
fitting example of how well 
sustainable design can serve 
commercial buildings.     
 

 

 


