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The hostas are already yellow, the yews are brown-
topped, the hydrangeas are drooping and the red
maples are clearly not happy. 

You’ve spent hours at the end of a hose or running
your sprinkler system to keep the grass and plants alive
during one of Kansas City’s hottest and driest summers
on record.

Maybe it’s time for a change.
Instead of replacing traditional plantings with more

of the same next year, consider bringing some xeris-
cape principles to your yard. And no, it doesn’t mean a
landscape of sand, gravel
and spiny ornamentals, al-
though that thought may
have crossed your mind af-
ter endless days of
100-plus temperatures.

Xeriscaping (from the
Greek “xeros” or “dry”) in
the Midwest means choos-
ing plants that can grow
easily in an area’s natural
climate with little supple-
mental water, fertilizer or
pesticides. Other names
for this way of landscaping are eco-friendly, low-main-
tenance and low-water gardening.

“Basically it’s the old ‘right plant, right place’ ap-
proach,” says Dennis Patton, Johnson County Extension
horticulturist, who notes that the concept has been
slow to catch on in the Kansas City area. “Maybe the
definition of beauty needs to be different,” he says, ob-
serving that most people “go with what is considered
the status quo” by duplicating their neighbors’ land-
scapes.

“It’s a paradigm shift,” says Jill DeWitt, a retired re-
search chemist who lives in Kansas City’s Crestwood
neighborhood. “We’ve learned to love those magazine
covers with the bright green lawns, but we need to ap-
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A LOW-WATER WAY
Seven principles explain how to

xeriscape, using native plants that

can live with little rain.
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Coneflowers are an easy, low-maintenance perennial native to many areas in North America. Butterflies like the
flowers and songbirds are attracted to the seedheads.

While not a native, Russian sage tolerates dry soils and is usually left alone by deer. Its silvery gray, fragrant foliage is admired as much as its lavender-purple flowers.

Lamb’s ear is drought-tolerant thanks to silvery-gray
foliage that reflects light.

“Drought-tolerant
plants may still wilt
or go dormant
early, but wilting is
a survival
mechanism.” 

LEAH BERG, 
LANDSCAPE DESIGNER
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SOME FAVORITE LOW-WATER PLANTS

Dennis Patton, horticulturist: 

❚ Switchgrass (Panicum
virgatum) is a native prairie
grass that grows 3 feet tall
and does not overpower a
garden. The Shenandoah
variety has wonderful purple
hues during the summer and
outstanding fall color. 

❚ Bracken’s Brown Beauty
magnolia (Magnolia
grandiflora) is a nice
evergreen for the Kansas City
area. This variety is
cold-hardy and appears to be
drought tolerant with glossy
foliage and showy, fragrant
white flowers in early
summer. 

❚ Blue mist spirea
(Caryopteris x clandonensis)
is a small mounding shrub
with attractive foliage that
produces purple-blue flowers
during the dog days of
summer.

Jill DeWitt, landscape
consultant:

❚ Blue wild indigo (Baptisia
australis) is a bush that grows
3-5 feet tall with graceful,
deep blue blossoms that turn
into dark ornamental seed
pods in fall. 

❚ Bottlebrush blazing star
(Liatris mucronata), with
fabulous violet foliage and
flowers, doubles as a four-star
restaurant for butterflies.
Gorgeous in groupings with
coneflowers and native
grasses.

❚ Slender mountain mint
(Pycnanthemum tenuifolium),
a great butterfly plant and a
fragrant mint for iced tea,
belongs in every Midwestern
kitchen garden. Does not
spread like other mint
varieties.

Leah Berg, landscape
designer:

❚ Golden Alexanders (Zizia
aurea) is a swallowtail
butterfly host with yellow
flowers in April similar to
parsley and dill. Blends well
into traditional residential
neighborhoods.

❚ Little bluestem
(Schizachyrium scoparium)
is a blue-gray prairie grass
that complements
everything, and develops a
great reddish color in the fall.

❚ Helenium “Dakota Gold”
(Helenium amarum) is a
tough, self-seeding annual
known to survive even in
pavement cracks. Yellow
daisy-like flowers bloom
cheerfully against
fine-textured foliage.

preciate the plants that are
unique to our area.”

DeWitt, now a landscape
consultant with Urban Wilder-
ness Design Associates, re-
members seeing the prairies
for the first time after moving
here from California in the
1970s. She was fascinated by
the subtle colors of the native
grasses — purple, mauve, gold
— and the beautiful structure
of the wildflowers. She joined
the local chapter of the Audu-
bon Society and the Missouri
Prairie Foundation and began
studying biology. She also be-
gan changing her yard, and lat-
er, an adjacent pocket park
around her home, adding na-
tive grasses, flowers, shrubs
and ground covers. 

This year, as the local
drought level zoomed from se-
vere to extreme to exceptional,
she watered “maybe twice” in
June and July, increasing the
frequency only in August. Her
plants aren’t as showy as usual
— normally the end of summer
is a high point for rudbeckias,
asters, coneflowers, wild petu-
nias and various kinds of phlox
— but they’ll survive.

By contouring her yard,
which she accomplished grad-
ually with a hand shovel, De-
Witt accommodates a variety
of plants: those that like dry
soils live on slight berms, while
more moisture-loving plants
grow in scooped out low areas.
This practice illustrates the
first of seven xeriscape princi-
ples:

Planning and design
Group plants that need lots

of water together, close to the
house or another water source,
and place drought-resistant
ones in other areas to cut your
water bill. There’s no point in
treating everything the same.
There’s also no need to be a
purist; most people like the
look of blending natives with
popular ornamentals bred for
color and form. “The crepe
myrtle in my yard is doing
great, but it’s not a native,” says
Patton. 

When redesigning a yard,
however, expand your usual
plant palette. 

“Traditional home land-
scapes used to feature about 15
common plant species, but
that’s changing,” says Leah
Berg, a landscape designer
who teaches the subject at
Metropolitan Community Col-
lege-Longview. “Now there’s
more openness to conservation
techniques and more diverse
selections available in the last
10 years.” 

Appropriate plant
selection

Because native plants tend to
be drought-tolerant and able to
withstand Midwestern weath-
er, they definitely are favored
by low-water gardeners. Their
coping mechanisms include:

❚ Carrot-like taproots up to
15 feet long (baptisia, Missouri
primrose, purple poppy mal-
low)

❚ Fibrous roots (asters, native
grasses) 

❚ Silvery grey foliage that de-
flects light (artemisia, Russian
sage, lamb’s ear) 

❚ Fine-textured needle-like
leaves that conserve moisture
(coreopsis, liatris)

❚ Fleshy, succulent leaves
that store water (sedum)

“Drought-tolerant plants
may still wilt or go dormant
early,” Berg says, “but wilting is
a survival mechanism.” 

When shopping, avoid plants
tagged “prefers evenly moist
soil” and look for those labeled
“prefers well-drained soil” de-
pending on your site character-
istics, she says.

Soil improvement
Before you plant, it’s always

beneficial to add organic mat-
ter to the soil in the form of
compost, leaf mold or straw to
help retain moisture and loos-
en the dirt. 

Practical limited 
turf area

Grass is sometimes called
the nation’s largest irrigated
crop. It’s a handy plant for high
traffic or children’s play areas.
But instead of a wide, expan-
sive lawn, consider using it as
an accent point between beds
or as a broad, curving pathway.
Mary McClure, a master gar-
dener in Brookside, eliminated
it completely when she rede-
signed her yard five years ago. 

Instead of fescue or Ken-
tucky bluegrass, McClure
planted drought-tolerant na-
tive buffalo grass to avoid in-
stalling an irrigation system.
DeWitt keeps a few paths
planted with conventional
grass meandering through her
beds, but she also makes use of
ground covers. 

A favorite combination is an-
tennaria (pussytoes) alternat-
ing with rose verbena. She also
likes prairie dropseed, a long-
rooted ornamental grass that
reaches 18 inches tall. Other al-
ternative lawns might feature
liriope, vinca minor, short se-
dum and creeping thyme.

Mulch
When applied correctly

(don’t heap it volcano-style
against tree trunks), mulch
conserves moisture. Berg likes
to place shredded cedar bark
around most annuals and pe-
rennials, with pine straw for
plants that prefer more acidic
soil. She avoids dark, dyed
mulch that absorbs heat and ra-
diates it throughout the night.
DeWitt applies mulch “mainly
for appearance sake” and says
that many prairie plants grow
fine on bare ground.

Efficient irrigation
Drip irrigation conserves

more water than spray irriga-

tion, as much as 40 percent, ex-
perts say. And watering deeply
two or three times a week is
better than a daily shallow
spray. For trees, place the end
of a hose midway between the
drip line and the trunk and wa-
ter with a trickle for 20 to 30
minutes before moving to a
new spot. Plants and bushes
need the equivalent of about
five gallons at each watering.

Appropriate
maintenance

Like all plants, drought-toler-
ant varieties need time to get
established and require more
frequent watering and weeding
during the first year. Fertilizers
usually are not necessary.

Native grasses and some
flowers and shrubs should be
cut back in March to encourage
new spring growth.

So what’s the best way to
start turning your high-mainte-
nance yard into a more
drought-tolerant landscape? 

There’s no cookie-cutter rec-
ipe, DeWitt says, but for a grad-
ual approach, begin by making
beds around trees and bushes
or by replacing a struggling ex-
otic with a native plant.

If you want professional ad-
vice, most landscape designers
can suggest low-water speci-
mens.

Meanwhile, take a wait-and-
see attitude toward your cur-
rent plants. 

“Don’t prune, don’t fertilize,
just let them cope,” Patton says.
He is especially worried about
evergreens. “We won’t see the
full effects for six months to a
year, but they’re going to be our
biggest casualty if we have a
dry winter.” 

The best evergreens for our
area are junipers (also known
as red cedars), which range in
height from 6 inches to 30 feet.
Good varieties include Blue
Rug, a short, spreading ground-
cover; Taylor, a slender “stove-
pipe” tree that reaches 15 feet
tall; and canaerti, a pyramid-
shaped tree that can top more
than 20 feet. 

“These are all kissing cousins
of what’s growing wild in our
pastures and along roadsides,
but they’ve been bred as culti-
vars to have nicer characteris-
tics,” Patton says. 

There is a somewhat wild or
rangy look to many low-water
plants, he admits. Does this
make xeriscaping an acquired
taste? 

“I think it’s more of an ac-
quired philosophy as much as
anything,” he says. DeWitt says
she has come to appreciate the
changing character of low-wa-
ter plants and the ephemeral
beauty of local wildflowers.
“You learn to look at nature
more closely,” she says. 

“Pick out a few native plants
and give them a try. I think
you’ll be trying more the next
year.”
Jill Draper is a freelance writer
in Kansas City.

XERISCAPE: Bright green lawns aren’t the only way to go

RESOURCES
❚ Grow Native: grownative.org 

❚ University of
Missouri-Extension:
extension.missouri
.edu/p/g6912

❚ Kansas State University
Horticulture report:
ksre.ksu.edu/library/
hort2/mf2067.pdf

❚ Missouri Botanical Garden:
missouribotanicalgarden.org

❚ Mid-America Regional
Council:
marc.org/environment/
water/native_plants_list.htm

LOW-WATER LANDSCAPES
❚ The Sprint campus in Overland Park is landscaped with native prairie grasses and wildflowers.

❚ The green roof of the parking garage at the Kauffman Center for the Performing Arts uses
fescue mixed with a low-water hybrid grass called Reveille as well as taller switchgrass.

❚ The Anita Gorman Discovery Center in Kansas City has native landscaping.

❚ Overland Park Arboretum has a xeriscape garden.

❚ Powell Gardens showcases many low-water plants, especially in the Island Garden and
Perennial Garden.
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The Anita Gorman Discovery Center is landscaped with native wildflowers and grasses.
The dark seed pods of blue wild indigo (center) often are used in floral arrangements. 

FROM JILL DEWITT

A group of anemones turned completely brown last July when DeWitt was away. She
watered them out of curiosity, and one week later a leaf popped up from each plant.

FROM JILL DEWITT

Grass is reduced to a meandering pathway in this late May photo of Jill DeWitt’s front yard
in Kansas City’s Crestwood neighborhood. 

BOOKS
❚ “The Undaunted Garden”
by Lauren Springer 

❚ “Waterwise Plants for
Sustainable Gardens” by
Lauren Springer Ogden

❚ “Right Plant, Right Place”
by Nicola Ferguson

❚ “Native Landscaping for
Wildlife and People” by
Dave Tylka

❚ “Beautiful No-Mow Yards”
by Evelyn J. Hadden

❚ “The Landscaping
Revolution” by Andy
Wasowski

Switchgrass Blue wild indigo Golden alexander
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