
 

 

 

 

 

 
Our series called Simply Native offers information about the 
value and reasons to select native plants for your home 
landscape or garden and about certain other species which 
have become invasive.  This issue highlights ground covers.  
The Georgia Piedmont Land Trust and the Georgia Native 
Plant Society encourage the use of native plants because it’s 
the smart thing to do for many reasons. 
 
The finishing touch for a garden 
 
After working hard to get just the right trees and shrubs 
installed in your garden, you step back to view the big 
picture.  Hmmmm.  Something missing here.  There are 
no ground covers. 
 
Installing plants that can become ground covers in a 
home garden or landscape offers a number of benefits: 
They add a pleasing base of color – perhaps including a 
splash of flower color -- but maybe just providing the 
visual appeal of a carpet of green.  They frequently offer 
an interesting textural element.  They add extra variety 
in the garden, sometimes offering a sense of vitality 
during seasons when other plants are dormant or 
drooping. They can help suppress weeds, and hold soil 
and moisture.  Many are low maintenance and drought 
tolerant, once established. 
 
Yet, gardeners wonder what varieties of ground cover 
are suitable for residential landscapes in the Georgia 
Piedmont where shady conditions often are the rule. 
 
A number of excellent 
native plant options are 
available, including 
Allegheny Spurge 
(Pachysandra procumbens, 
photo, right), growing in 
shade to partial or dappled 
shade.  Growing in clumps 
to a height of around 6 to 
12 inches, and semi-
evergreen in our area, it 
spreads by stolons (below 

ground stems), carpeting an area with grayish-green 
leaves that have a mottled appearance.  It prefers a 
slightly acidic, loose and well-drained setting in the 
woodland garden. Allegheny spurge has pinkish-tinged 
white flowers with a musky scent on flower spikes in 
the spring. Don’t confuse this pretty plant with the 
invasive Japanese Spurge (P. terminalis). 
 

For shiny green mottled leaves, the native Shuttleworth 
ginger (Hexastylis shuttleworthii) or heartleaf may be 
just the ticket (photo, above). The plant prefers an 
acidic, moist environment, although it does well in rich, 
well drained sites. Its diminutive, brown flower, held at 
ground level and normally hidden in the leaf litter, leads 
to another common name: Little brown jug.     
 
Other plants – those with with delicate fern-like leaves 
and true ferns – provide a different sort of native 
ground cover.  The list includes evergreen Christmas 
fern (Polystichum acrostichoides), Southern lady fern 
(Athyrium asplenioides, photo above), Broad beech fern 
(Thelypteris hexagonoptera), New York fern (Thelypteris 
noveboracensis), Sensitive fern (Onoclea sensibilis), 
Southern wood fern (Dryopteris ludoviciana) and 
Marginal wood fern (Dryopteris marginalis).   
 
While all these ferns except the Christmas fern die back 
at the end of the growing season, they are durable 
plants that create graceful beauty in an array of shady 
conditions.  Other than Sensitive fern, most in this list 
do well in relatively dry sites, once established.   
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If you like interesting stories, consider adding 
Yellowroot (Xanthorhiza simplicissima) to your garden.  
Reportedly, it was used by herbalists to adulterate 
preparations of the more medicinally valuable 
goldenseal (Hydrastis canadensis).  The yellow wood of 
stems and roots give Yellowroot its name. Delicate, 
feathery leaves grow on grayish stalks to 1-2’ tall; the 
plant gradually forms colonies via stolons.  Lavender or 
darker maroon flower clusters or racemes droop below 
the leaves, followed by a small pod. Place in moist, but 
well-drained areas in partial shade.  It’s easy to grow. 
 
Ground covers to avoid 
 
Allegheny spurge, Shuttleworth ginger, native ferns and 
many other native plants will fulfill the functions of 
ground cover, yet will remain well mannered.  Not so 
with the species some gardeners choose as ground 
cover: the Vincas (Vinca minor and V. major), also 
known as Common periwinkle and Bigleaf periwinkle; 
and nonnative ivies, including English ivy (Hedera helix). 

 
Concerning Vinca, A 
Field Guide for the 
Identification of 
Invasive Plants in 
Southern Forests, a 
publication of the 
Forest Service 
Southern Research 
Station, says they 

“Forms mats and extensive infestations, even under 
forest canopies, by vines rooting at 
nodes.” The plant is difficult to 
remove since the stems on both 
varieties become “somewhat 
woody (tough to break).” The 
picture above demonstrates clearly 
how Common periwinkle can 
overrun an area with a mat of vines 
and leaves, creating a monoculture 
by outcompeting and crowding out 
other plants in the garden.   The photo above shows 
Vinca major in bloom – and spreading. 
 
Another group of bad actors is the nonnative ivies, with 
English ivy at the head of the class.  The Field Guide 
characterizes growth habit and environmental 
preferences: These ivies “thrive in moist open forests, 
but (are) adaptable to a range of moisture and soil 
conditions.” They are shade tolerant, allowing them to 
establish under dense stands, then adapt to higher light 
levels as they mature.  Once established, Ivy grows very 

aggressively (photo, left). The 
trees upon which it climbs are 
overwhelmed and slowly decline.  
Finally, English ivy serves as a 
reservoir for bacterial leaf scorch 
that infects oaks, elms and 
maples, according to the Guide. 
 

At the Georgia Piedmont Land Trust’s Mary Kistner 
Nature Center, a beautiful woodland garden has been 
overrun by Vinca, spreading extensively beyond its 
original placement.  We are about to begin an 
eradication program to bring these undesirable vines 
under control. English ivy had begun a similar aggressive 
spread, but control efforts are having an effect. 
 
However, the better choice is not to place them in the 
landscape to begin with. 
 
Because the wildlife we love to watch and welcome into 
our yards and upon whom we depend for pollination 
and other services also suffer in the monocultures 
created by these invasives, it’s worth reviewing the 
challenge provided by Douglas Tallamy, Professor and 
Chair of the Department of Entomology and Wildlife 
Ecology at the University of Delaware: “For the first 
time in its history, gardening has taken on a role that 
transcends the needs of the gardener: Like it or not, 
gardeners have become important players in the 
management of our nation’s wildlife.” 
 
Native plants available at local nurseries such as Buck 
Jones Nursery in Grayson and Woodstock, Nearly Native 
Nursery in Fayetteville and Randy’s in Lawrenceville. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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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