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Native Plants: Cold, Hard Facts

Scenes of winter in North America
include the spectacte of Symplocarpus
foetidus, or skunk cabbage, blooming
in ice and snow. The feat illustrates
the phenomenon of adaptation to the
environment. S. foetidus and other
plant species have developed com-
plex mechanisms for weathering
cold temperatures.

Skunk cabbage, a wetland wild-
flower which has a disagreeable odor
when bruised, grows in areas of
Canada southward to Georgia, Ten-
nessee, llinois and lowa. The plant
is able to tolerate cyanide internally
and releases the substance in cellular
respiration, melting surrounding
snow and ice. The spathe of the
plant works its way up through the
softened soil to bloom from February
to May. Henry David Thoreau
noticed that skunk cabbage plants
near his home in Concord, Mass.,’
were already beginning to form .
spathes in early autumn. Thoreau .
wrote about them in his journal: .-

"They see over the brow -
of Winter's hill.  ~
They see
another Summer ahead. "

Many plant species, such-as Cornus
stolonifera, or red-osier dogwood,
undergo the physiological process of

.- hardening off to prepare for freezing

- temperatures:- C. stolonifera starts
" hardening off in response to decreas-
_ing hours of daylight in fall: pigment
" production shifts from green to red;
the plant increases production of the
hormone, abscisic acid; and leaf drop
. occurs. The plant'goes into a state of

-  dor mancy by halting the process of

~ protect flower buds by forming a dry .
zone, which prevents water from en-

moving water through its tissue so
that minimal water remains to freeze
and rupture cell walls. Some species

tering the buds. Warm weather
signals this baxrier to dissolve. Buds
are then vulnerable to a late freeze.

A number of evergreens overwinter
by dropping their internal tempera-
tures below freezing and allowing
their tissue to freeze at a slow rate.
Ice crystals actually form between
cells, outside of the cell walls. But
because freezing occurs at a con--
trolled rate and not inside the cells,
cell walls are not damaged.

The roots of most plants are suscep-
tible to freezing because they rarely
experience it. Soil temperature

is higher than air temperature, so
roots have not needed protective
(Continued on page 4)
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Perusing seed catalogs offers some
solace to wildflower admirers over.
winter. However, as stranigeas it~ .
seems at first thought, winterisa -
wonderful time to botanize outdoors.

Many grasses fruit in the fall, and
their flowering stalks can be spec-
tacular in the winter. Grasses that
have been transtormed to ice forma-
¢ tions are a popular subject for
photography. Trees and shrubs, of
course, remain through the winter
and, with a guidebook, can be
identified by leaf scars, bark, and
shape. Many are bearing or have
remnants of fruit and seed.

Winter fruit and seed are an enor-

mously important food source for -

* resident birds. Seeds are often flashy
and brightly colored; red is especially
visible to birds. Many animals, in
fact, are heavily dependent on fruit -

-and seed for winter food: The de- "

" pendence is reciprocal, since anirals

-often carry seeds to new-sites: .-

This phenomenon is so important .
that diverse adaptations to dispersal
agents can be found in seeds. Some
seeds have barbs, spines, or sticky -
hairs adapted to adhere to animal
fur. Others have wings, tufts of hair,
or plumes, and are light enough te
be transported by wind. Cork-like
seed coatings or buoyant fibers allow
seeds to float on water. Winter is
one of the best times to observe
these adaptations.

John Averett, Ph.D.,
Research Director, .
National Wildflower Research Center
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This spring in the Houston metropoli-
tan area, wildflowers will bloom in an
experimental planting along a path-

Northington, Ph.D. - _ way in Bellaire’s Russ Pitman Park. If
Tditor:. Candace Kiene .. .~ - rainfall is adequate the planting will
Art Director: Patty Alvey . - demonstrate, as part of a project in- -
Copy Editors: Beth Anderson, P ' VOlViﬂg The Park People, IQC., of

Jim Hankins R Houston, and the National Wild- -

P T flower Research Center, that even in
. Wildflower, v. 6, no. 1 (ISSN 0898-8803). Houston's gumbo soil wildflowers :
Published bimonthly. $5 of $25 annual will function as borders in landscapes.

subscription to Wi wer, National - o
Wildflower Research Center, 2600 FM The planting is one of six that The

973 North Austln, TX 78725-420%, Ma- Park People’ a nonprofit group

terial may be reprinted with permission s -
of the edl)gor Sepcond class p(})jstaoe paid working to improve Houston's parks

membership dues {?’S for vour annual

at Austin, Texas. and open spaces, organized around a Magic Touch: "Wildflower Fairy” Eva S
planting seminar and demonstration’ Pressler adds the last fouch of fairy dust tora 2.
: Ff%g%?iff%;fgga?%iﬁzfﬁ;aae?ges presented by the Wildflower Center bluebonnet she has face painted on a visitor fo'* -
Research Center, 2600 FM 973 North, and The Park People fast October in the Wildflower Center, during November's . ~:.0"
Austin, Texas 78725-4201. Houston. Satellite plantings were also “Wildflower Days.” (Phote by Sant Luna} -7

(Continued on page 4)
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Less than 50 years after the United
States had become a nation, the
couniry’s first herbarium was estab-
Hshed: the herbarium of the
Academy of Natural Sciences in
Philadelphia, founded in 1812. The
academy also included a library and,
as the country’s most important early
botanical institution, was: where
naturalists sent plant specimens
during the early years of the
republic.

The academy s herbarium nOW
contains more than a million speci- -
mens. Other herbaria that have -
developed across the country have
- greatly expanded knowledge of
North American flora. .

An herbarium is a plant library

which contains dried samples of
plants instead of books. Samples (of
whole plants if possible) are dried -

flat and mounted on acid-free paper:.

with a label stating the plant’s name, -

where it was found, the date it was - -
*"_botany at the University of California

collected and who collected it, and’

notes on soil and adjacent Vegetahon-* g

Botamsts use herbanum specxmens _'
to dlshngulsh and namie plant.
species. Once plants have been:

classified they can be inventoried,” '

and their presence or absence in
different regions can be recorded.

When researchers describe and name -
a new species, the range or distribu-_

tion information recorded often
comes directly from herbarium data.

If a uniform name is established for a
plant species, botanists and horticul-
turists worldwide can communicate -
about its range and potential useful-
ness. On how many continents is
Nicotiana glanca or tree tobacco

found? (At least three.) Does it have:

" Katy Kramer McKinney,
. Research Botanist,

value as a crop or landscape plant?
{In some areas.} Researchers can also
alert each other to the possible

extinction of a:species. Herbaria'can
aid in the reconstruction of plant
communities, as well. Many times a
species collected from a site years ago
has disappeared. By examining
location data from labels, researchers
can tell which species were once

there ~= although not in what propor—

" tions they originally occurred.

The National Wildflower Rescarch
Center has established an herbarium
to use both in identifying field mate-
rial and in cataloging native plants
with potential use in landscapes.
Many wildflower species grown for
the Center’s seedling identification
photography project have been

¢ . mounted in the seedling stage. This
. feature makes the Center’s small
" collectton unique: most herbarium

specimens are of adult plants only.

Small-scale herbaria have often devel-
oped into major resources. Dr. Willis

Linn Jepson (1867-1946), who was the
first student to obtain a Ph.D. in

at Berkeley, began a private herbar- -

¢ ium to study California hative plants =
o Jepson eventually collected some. .7
70,000 specimens and willed the .

collection to the university, with

funds for expansion. The Jepson Her- _'

barium : now contains over 85,000
specimens, and is the only herbarium
in California that works solely on
California native plants.

" Larger herbaria that maintain world-
. wide plant material include the
. National Herbarium at the Smith-
gonian in Washington, D.C., and the
" herbaria at the Missouri Botanical

Garden and the Field Museum of

- Natural History in Chicago.

National Wildflower Research Center
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‘Sheraton- Washington. Contact:
‘Transportation Research Board,:
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‘Contact:: RIWP; (401) 949- 0193_
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held at other Houston parks, arboreta, and
public places. Some 30 organizations and
businesses helped sponsor the series of
events.

Over 300 people from 27 Texas towns and
Louisiana attended the standing-room-
only serminar at the Harris County Exten-
sion Service Building. Wildflower Center
staff speaking at the seminar and follow-up
demonstration planting in Cullen Park
were David Northington, Hxecutive
Director; John Averett, Research Director;
Elinor Crank, Research Horticulturist; and
Katy McKinney, Researcn Botamst

"The Park People dida tremendous }ob of N

getiing a crowd out,” notes Dr. Averett.
"Most were managers of large-sized tracts,

from parks to flood control districts to con-

servation areas. [t was a large number of
people who will have a public impact,
& good combination.”

The Park People worked with several
Wildflower Center trustees and Houston
friends of Lady Bird Johnson, founder of
the Center, to organize the events as a
75th birthday gift to Mrs. Johnson.
Wildflower Center Trustee Terry
Hershey, chairpersor of The Park
People's advisory beard, chaired the
organization's steering committee for the
seminar and plantings.

i Carlton B. Lees, coauthor with Lady

Bird Johnson of Wildflowers Across

i America, has provided an errata sheet
- | for the book. For a copy of the sheet,

1 send a self-addressed, stamped enve-.

! lope tor Wildflowers Across Americn

¢ Errata, NWRC, 2600 FM 973 North,

© Austin, Texas 78725.

Winter Facts (cont. frompage 1)

mechanisms. Following are some steps to
take — now and next fall - to help plants
overwinter:

e In warm climates, if the winter is
unusually cold and dry, water the soil
around plant roots to insulate them from
freeze damage. In colder areas, snow
provides natural insulation, which many
plants rely on.

° In early fall, water and fertilize less to
facilitate the drying down process and
minimize new growth, which willbe . -
vulnerable to freezes. Mulch root bases
during the fall to insulate roots and keep
the soil temperature as high as possible.

Elinor Crank,
Research Hortictilturist,
National Wildflower Research Center - -
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