Welcome to the Nantucket Conservation Foundation’s Native Plant Garden
Native plants are species that are indigenous to the island. Having grown and evolved here for thousands of
years, these species are well-adapted to living in Nantucket’s coastal habitats and have formed complex and
interdependent relationships with the island’s wildlife.
Rose Mallow

Why garden with native plants?

In flood prone areas,
native plants help prevent
erosion, take up excess
water, and survive saltwater inundation during
storms.

Once established, correctly selected native
plants require less water and fertilizer than
pampered exotics.
Seaside Goldenrod

(Solidago sempervirens)

Non-native plants can
become invasive weeds,
spreading throughout
natural communities and
becoming pest plants in
yards.

Red Bearberry

(Arctostaphylos uva-ursi)

(Hibiscus moscheutos)

Native plants help preserve a
sense of place, rather than
recreating a landscape from
somewhere else.

Native plants provide the best
food and habitat for native
insects, birds, and other
wildlife.
Pasture Thistle

(Cirsium pumilum)

Natives are adapted to
Nantucket’s local climate and
special conditions, including
our sandy acidic soils and wind
and salt spray.

Goat’s Rue

(Tephrosia virginiana)

Orange Milkweed

(Asclepias tuberosa)

Special thanks to the Nantucket Garden Club
for their generous donation to partially support
the establishment of this native plant garden.

Lowbush Blueberry
(Vaccinium angustifolium)
❖ An important low-growing colonial shrub
of Nantucket’s sandplain grasslands and
coastal heathlands.
❖ White or pale pink bell-shaped flowers
are especially attractive to native
bumblebees, who use their “buzz” to
free pollen and help pollinate this shrub.
❖ Blooms May-June; Fruits July-August. An
important food source for birds and
loved by humans.
❖ Foliage is a favorite food of the Chaindotted geometer (Cingilia catenaria), top
right, an inchworm common on
Nantucket that is listed as a “Species of
Special Concern” because it is much less
common elsewhere in Massachusetts.

Highbush Blueberry
(Vaccinium corymbosum)

❖ A tall shrub of wetland edges
and moist spots on Nantucket,
and well-suited to gardens.
❖ May-June blooming white or
pale pink bell-shaped flowers
are especially attractive to
native bumblebees, who use
their “buzz” to free pollen and
collect for food.
❖ Fruits (July-August) are a food
source for birds and loved by
humans. Fall foliage interest
with orange to red leaves.

Arrowwood
(Viburnum dentatum)
❖ Unusually common on Nantucket
in moist sites and sometimes in
drier sandplain grassland or
coastal heathland habitats.
❖ White flat-topped flowers are a
magnet for many species of
native flies and bees.
❖ Blooms May-June; Fruits JulyAugust. The vivid blue fruit are
devoured by birds preparing for
migration.
❖ Viburnums are threatened by the
non-native Viburnum beetle
(Pyrrhalta viburni), a European
species that devours the leaves.
The beetle has only recently
arrived on Nantucket.

Chokeberries
(Aronia melanocarpa, Aronia floribunda,
Aronia arbutifolia)

❖ Three species of chokeberries
are native to Nantucket: black,
purple, and red.
❖ They are all native shrubs with
beautiful spring/early summer
flowers.
❖ Adaptable to landscaping, they
are great for screening, hedges
and fall foliage.
❖ Flowers attracts bees,
butterflies, and a wide variety of
other pollinators.
❖ Fruits are a valuable food source
for birds.

Sweet Pepperbush
(Clethra alnifolia)
❖ Also known as “Summersweet”
this shrub is known for its very
fragrant white or pink flower
spikes in August, when it
becomes a late-season magnet
for bees and butterflies.
❖ Sweet pepperbush prefers moist
to wet soils in the wild and
some light shade but tolerates
medium conditions and full sun
in gardens.
❖ Grows 3-8’ tall, perfect for an
informal hedge or screening in
the garden. Shorter cultivars are
available, along with strongly
pink flowered varieties.
❖ The nectar of sweet pepperbush
is also attractive to
hummingbirds.

Black Huckleberry
(Gaylussacia baccata)
❖ A common shrub in
Nantucket’s sandplain
grasslands, coastal
heathlands, and pine forests.
❖ Thrives in dry, sandy acidic
soils but can tolerate moist
and shady spots.
❖ Bright red elongated bellshaped flowers bloom in
May-June, a welcome food
source for early-flying native
bees.
❖ The glossy black berries
resemble blueberries, but
are darker in color and have
larger seeds. They are
popular with birds in midlate summer.

Bearberry
(Arctostaphylos uva-ursi)
❖ This tough, trailing evergreen
creeping shrub with glossy
dark green leaves grows in
thick mats throughout
Nantucket’s coastal
heathlands and moors.
❖ Related to blueberries and
cranberries, bearberry is
visited by native bees in MayJune when in bloom. Birds
feed on the red berries late
summer-fall. It is the host
plant for Elfin and hairstreak
butterflies (Callophrys spp.)
❖ A good groundcover on
slopes and sandy dry soils
with full sun, bearberry
cannot tolerate moist rich
sites.

Flowering Dogwood
(Benthamidia florida)
❖ An understory tree native to mixed
deciduous forest on Nantucket, such
as Squam Swamp and Norwood
Farm.
❖ The showy white “flowers” are
actually bracts, large modified
leaves. The yellowish green centers
are a cluster of tiny flowers.
❖ Large reddish fruit are produced in
fall, providing a feast for birds and
other wildlife.
❖ Blooms in spring and early summer
and prefers moist rich soils and some
shelter from winds.

Inkberry Holly
(Ilex glabra)
❖ Inkberry is an evergreen holly
that grows near ponds and
wetlands in the wild but does
well in landscaped yards. It is
available in compact cultivars to
provide year-round green foliage
in smaller spaces.
❖ The white flowers provide early
season nectar for honeybees and
native insects. Late-ripening fruit
are inky black or dark purplish in
color.
❖ Male and female flowers occur on
the same plant, so all plants are
capable of producing fruit, unlike
winterberry holly and American
holly.

Tree Shadbush or
Serviceberry
(Amelanchier canadensis,
A. laevis, A. arborea)

❖ There are several upright growing “tree”
shadbush species native to Nantucket
that are useful in landscaping.
❖ Canada serviceberry, planted here, has
white flowers very early in the spring
before many trees and shrubs have
leaves. The reddish-purple fruits ripen in
June.
❖ Shadbush are a larval host plant for red
spotted purple admiral butterflies
(Limenitis arthemis), shown at top.
❖ Lower growing Nantucket shadbush
(Amelanchier nantucketensis) spreads
via creeping root systems and grows in
drier habitats like sandplain grasslands
and coastal heathlands.

Sweetfern
(Comptonia peregrina)

❖ Sweetfern is a drought-tolerant shrub
with fern-like foliage on slender
flexible woody stems. Like its cousin
bayberry, sweetfern has a sweet spicy
scent. Seeds are enclosed in green seaurchin like structures.
❖ Suitable to plant along driveways,
paths and woodland edges in dry soils
with partial sun.
❖ Sweetfern leaves feed caterpillars of
several species including the io moth
(Automeris io), pictured above, and
hummingbird or sphinx moths
(Sphingidae), center right.

Photo Courtesy C. Beaton

Scrub Oak
(Quercus ilicifolia)
❖ Scrub oak is a dominant
native shrubland species
on Nantucket, attaining up
to 12’ height. Scrub oak
re-sprouts vigorously
when cut or burned.
❖ It is a very important host
plant for several rare moth
species that call Nantucket
home, such as the barrens
buckmoth (Hemileuca
maia), at top right.
❖ Scrub oak tolerates wind
and salt spray and can be
included in your landscape
along with pitch pine and
red cedar for a low
maintenance windsculpted bonsai look.

Photo Courtesy V. Laux

Bayberry
(Morella caroliniensis)
❖ Bayberry’s glossy green
leaves and silvery gray fruit
are a frequent sight in
Nantucket’s natural areas,
from dunes to pine forests.
❖ Adaptable and attractive in
the home garden, bayberry
can thrive in partial shade to
full sun and is deer resistant.
❖ Waxy bayberry fruits feed
flocking tree swallows
(Tachycineta bicolor), top
right, during fall migration.
Many other winter bird
residents feed on them into
the winter months.

Black Cherry
(Prunus serotina)
❖ Black cherry is a common tree of open
areas on Nantucket, flowering in May-June.
It provides food for nectar-feeding bees
and flies.
❖ Its foliage is particularly important to
feeding larvae of herbivorous insects,
including more than 450 species of
butterflies and moths!
❖ Like the beach plum, in some years, black
cherry is defoliated by eastern tent
caterpillars (Malacosoma americanum), on
bottom, but trees typically leaf out again
rapidly.
❖ The diverse insects found on black cherry
trees are an important protein source for
hungry breeding birds, and the abundant
small cherries are a vital food source for
birds later in summer.

Red Cedar
(Juniperus virginiana)
❖ A wind and salt-spray tolerant
evergreen, red cedar is abundant on
Nantucket. It grows to tree size and
shares habitat with native pitch pine on
our dry sandy soils.
❖ A juniper species rather than a true
cedar, it produces fleshy aromatic cones
that look like berries, ranging from
frosty white to dark blue in color. These
fruits are a favorite food for many
species of birds such as cedar waxwings
(Bombycilla cedrorum) in fall and early
winter.
❖ The dense foliage of cedars provides a
popular roosting place for northern
saw-whet owls (Aegolius acudicus).

Beach Plum
(Prunus maritima)
❖ A shrub of coastal areas and
dunes, beach plum thrives along
roadsides and excels in dry sunny
gardens on Nantucket.
❖ In May, bushes are covered in
tightly clustered white blossoms,
attracting native bees.
❖ August-September bring ripening
beach plums, ranging from
apricot or rose to deep purple.
❖ The foliage is a favorite of
eastern tent caterpillars
(Malacosoma americanum),
native insects that help feed the
food web. Hungry birds consume
the caterpillars and fruits.

Winterberry Holly
(Ilex verticillata)
❖ This deciduous native holly grows wild
in moist to wet areas around ponds and
wetlands, but also thrives in home
landscapes with moderate soil
moisture.
❖ Brilliant scarlet fruits ripen in October
and are available after the leaves fall,
feeding the birds long into winter.
❖ Flowers provide nectar for bees,
including native bee species that feed
only on holly blossoms. Foliage feeds
caterpillars of Henry’s elfin (Callophrys
henrici), a widespread butterfly species.
❖ Both male and female plants are
needed for fruit production; unless
there are wild plants close by, plant at
least one male.

Switchgrass
(Panicum virgatum)
❖ A tall native bunchgrass that
provides dramatic beauty in
the home landscape. A good
alternative to invasive nonnative ornamental grasses.
❖ Switchgrass is a larval host
plant for the Leonard’s skipper
(Hesperia leonardus), at right.
A variety of other types of
insects feed on the robust
foliage, such as grasshoppers,
leaf beetles, and leafminers.
❖ Seeds are popular with graineating birds in fall, and the
densely clumped plants
provide great hiding places for
smaller animals.

Little Bluestem
(Schizachyrium scoparium)
❖ Little bluestem is a dominant grass
in sandplain grasslands and coastal
heathlands, and grows well in
gardens and wildflower meadows
❖ This tough grass has deep taproots
to get it through droughts. Its
lovely beige-fawn color in fall with
fluffy seed displays makes it
beautiful in the off-season too.
❖ Little bluestem is a host plant for
skipper butterflies (Hesperis spp.).
Several leafhopper and
grasshopper species also graze on
its abundant foliage.
❖ Birds such as sparrows, juncos,
and other small songbirds feast on
the seeds into the winter and
enjoy the insects that bluestem
attracts in summer.

