
In the photo above, Rainbow Leucothoe provides a subtle 
pink as leaves emerge, maturing to cream and green 
varigation, in this grouping in a front yard island. 

Clethra alnifolia ‘Ruby Spice’ provides color, 
fragrance – and makes this pollinator happy. 
All photos, Carol Hassell. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The series called Simply Native gives you ideas about the 
native plants you could select for your yard or garden that will 
offer value beyond mere attractiveness.  The Georgia 
Piedmont Land Trust and the Georgia Native Plant Society join 
to encourage the use of native plants because it provides an 
easy way to create habitat for birds, pollinators and other 
wildlife that they may not otherwise have available.  
 
For shade or sun, choose a native shrub 
 
With proper garden structure, you’ll have some 
overstory trees and a few smaller selections, as well.  
Now you need to add or replace shrubs.  What to 
choose?  There are many selections, but here are a 
couple worthy of your garden.  

 
Perhaps you have plenty of shade and 
may even prefer a species that will 
screen out a less-than-desirable view.    
For either instance, try Dog-hobble 

(Leucothoe axillaris), Drooping Leucothoe (L. 
fontanesiana), or Florida Leucothoe (Agarista 
populifolia).  These graceful, evergreen natives have a 
weeping habit, with glossy leaves arranged alternately 
along the arching branches (photo above).   
 
Small bell-like flowers appear in the leaf axils 
(intersection with the stem) in late spring, not showy, 
but adding an interesting touch of color.  Of the first 
two species, expect heights of 3’ – 6’; Florida Leucothoe 
can attain heights of 12’, although it can easily be 
pruned.  

They will sucker slowing, allowing you to expand a 
privacy screen, while not taking over your garden.    
 
On the other hand, perhaps you have a fairly sunny or 
sunny to part-shade area in which you’d like to site a 
shrub.  Again, there are plenty of native candidates 
from which to find a selection, but Clethra (Clethra 
alnifolia) could be a top contender.    Called 
Summersweet Clethra or Sweet Pepperbush, the shrub 
blooms in July and August, producing 2” – 6” flower 
clusters, or racemes, that provide a wonderful garden-
enhancing fragrance.  Pollinators love it, as well.  

 

This Clethra grows 3’ to 8’ high, and, left on its own, 
tends to sucker, providing a great screen over time.  
Says Michael A. Dirr in Dirr’s Hardy Trees and Shrubs, 
“Provide acid, moist, well drained soils, in full sun to 
relatively heavy shade.  An amazingly adaptable plant.  
Great choice in a shrub border, along streams and 
ponds, or in large masses by the edge of woodlands.”  
Beautiful shiny leaves fade to an appealing yellow or 
gold in the fall. 
 
As with any plant, both Leucothoe and Clethra need 
care and watering after planting, continuing through 
the first growing season at least.  Once established, they 
are remarkably carefree and drought tolerant.  
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During a Great Day of Service, volunteers removed hundreds 
of Mahonia plants from a single area at GPLT’s Kistner Center 
(photo left and above).  Since then, we have continued the 
effort, including spraying with Roundup (glyphosate). 

Other shrubs that offer appealing characteristics and 
make excellent additions to the landscape – while 
supporting wildlife – include native Viburnums, such as 
Mapleleaf Viburnum (V. acerifolium) whose leaves turn 
red in the fall, or members of the Blueberry family 
(Vaccinium spp.) with both berry and color appeal.  
Some native hollies are evergreen.  American 
Beautyberry (Callicarpa americana) puts on a fall show 
with “bracelets” of purple berries, irresistable to many 
species of birds, encircling each branch. The possibilities 
are plentiful.  
 
Consider this shrub a bad actor 
 
With so many appealing native shrub species available, 
providing whatever feature you’re looking for in your 
garden, it’s difficult to imagine why anyone would plant 
Mahonia, a native of China, Japan and Taiwan. This 
coarse-looking species, also known as Leatherleaf 
Mahonia (Mahonia bealei), has been widely planted 
since its introduction in the U.S. in 1845, according to 
the Field Guide for the Identification of Invasive Plants in 
Southern Forests.  Usually in March or April, the plant 
flowers, then yields bluish, egg-shaped berries in late 
spring or very early summer.   
 
Birds distribute the berries with seeds that readily 
germinate.  The plant also colonizes from sprouts 
around its base.   Once established in whatever 
inopportune location you find it, Mahonia is difficult to 
remove; bright yellow roots are exceedingly tough and 
the rigid spines on each leaf lobe make handling 
difficult. The Georgia Exotic Pest Plant Council ranks this 
as a Category 3 invasive – a good one to remove before 
it invades or takes over your landscape. 
 
The Georgia Piedmont Land Trust has been working on 
just such an eradication at its Mary Kistner Nature 
Center. 

 

Sometime in the late 1990s, according to our best 
information, about five Mahonia plants were installed 
along a woodland edge.  Since then, they have 

reproduced into hundreds, 
perhaps thousands, of sprouts, 
invading the woodlands behind 
them and sprouting, unwanted,  

elsewhere around the Nature Center.  GPLT already has 
devoted extensive volunteer time and efforts to getting 
this pest under control and more remains to be done. 
 
Why do we expend time and energy removing these 
invasives? Douglas Tallamy, Professor and Chair of the 
Department of Entomology and Wildlife Ecology at the 
University of Delaware sums it up: “… even modest 
increases in the native plant cover on suburban 
properties significantly increase the number and species 
of breeding birds, including birds of conservation 
concern. As gardeners and stewards of our land, we 
have never been so empowered to help save 
biodiversity from extinction, and the need to do so has 
never been so great. All we need to do is plant native 
plants!” 
 
We urge you to follow this advice.  Native plants are 
available at local nurseries such as Buck Jones Nursery 
in Grayson and Woodstock; Nearly Native Nursery in 
Fayetteville; and Randy’s in Lawrenceville, GA. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
         

         
      

       
 

         
        

         
        
        

          
      

 
         

       
        

          

ABOUT 
The Georgia Piedmont Land Trust and Georgia Native Plant 
Society have partnered to create an informational series to 
encourage Georgia gardeners to incorporate Georgia’s native 
plants into their landscapes and gardens. 
 
The Georgia Piedmont Land Trust (GPLT) is a nonprofit 
organization dedicated to the preservation of open and green 
space in the Piedmont region of Georgia. GPLT believes that 
protected natural and open spaces are essential for healthy 
communities, positive quality of life and the wildlife that 
depends upon this habitat. For more information visit our 
website at: www.gplt.org 
 
The Georgia Native Plant Society (GNPS) is a nonprofit 
organization dedicated to promoting the stewardship and 
conservation of Georgia’s native plants and their habitats. For 
more information visit our website at:   www.gnps.org 
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