
Oklahoma: No Country for Fussy Plants 
 
Roots. Deep roots. Gardeners in Oklahoma know the importance of deep roots. We must if our 
gardens are to thrive in the melting heat and oppressive humidity of our long summers. When 
the spring rains end and the soil dries and the hot, south winds blow, water becomes a crucial 
element. Long hours of blistering sunlight become a crucial element.  
 
This is no country for fussy plants. You know, those plants that whine and wilt when the going 
gets tough. Sure, you can keep even fussy plants alive with constant watering, as long as the roots 
can absorb it faster than the heat bakes it out of the leaves. But plants need oxygen in the soil. 
Too much water removes all the oxygen, drowns their roots. Sun? Yes, plants need sun. The tags 
on many plants show even full sun is needed. But full sun in milder parts of the country is not the 
same as full sun in Oklahoma where even late afternoon sun can be brutal. 
 
Few gardeners want fussy, high maintenance plants in the peak of summer. But you can still have 
a beautiful Oklahoma summer garden. From trees and shrubs to flowers and ground covers, there 
are plants that actually thrive in Oklahoma summers. If you use them, your neighbors will envy 

your summer gardens. 
 
There are the stalwarts of the summer garden, native sun lovers both 
rugged and delightful: Coneflowers (Echinacea), Black-Eyed Susans 
(Rudbeckias), Tickseed (Coreopsis), Blanket Flower (Gaillardia). These 
not only brighten the garden with their yellows, oranges and softer 
pinks, they feed pollinators as well: butterflies and native bees, 
especially. 
 

 
Add some unusual shapes with the colorful rockets of Mexican Hat (Ratibida columnifera) or 
twirling skirts of Purple Prairie Clover (Dalea purpurea), both Oklahoma natives. Plant them in 
bunches throughout your garden. Dancing with the south winds, they will dance their way into 
your heart. And native bumble bees and leaf-cutter bees will two-step with them as well.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Need something for shade?  Something other than finicky hostas? The drought tolerant 
Columbine (Aquilegia ssp) adds uniquely shaped, colorful blooms that rise above a mound of 
fern-like foliage. Columbine reseeds joyfully and exuberantly. Seedlings will fill your soul with 
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song like a cheerful children’s choir. Indian Pink (Spigelia marilandica), an Oklahoma Proven 
selection that attracts both butterflies and hummingbirds, will thrive in either sun or shade, even 
DEEP shade. Bold red tubular flowers with yellow throats will light up your garden. For a different 
texture, introduce Christmas Fern (Polystichum acrostichoides), a native evergreen fern that can 
thrive even in dry shade. New fronds emerge upright, arching gracefully as they mature. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now imagine graceful grasses swaying among the blooms. Mexican Feathergrass (Nassella 
tenuissima), another Oklahoma Proven selection, will provide a softening touch and hide the 
sometimes-gangly stems of taller garden neighbors. Or, maybe you need a taller grass that 
frames colorful blooms. Use Switchgrasses. From a foamy blue waltz to a sultry burgundy tango, 
there is a subtle color to match the rhythm of your garden. 

 
Need a tough ground cover that laughs at the sun? You can 
use Creeping Thyme (Thymus ssp.), of course. But for 
something unique and deep rooted, try the native Frogfruit 
(Phyla nodiflora). Delicate blooms from April to September 
not only attract butterflies and small native bees, but it is a 
larval host plant for three butterflies: Common Buckeye, 
White Peacock and Phaon Crescent. 
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https://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/Portals/0/PlantFinder/low/A710-1014030.jpg


 
Ready to walk on the wild(flower) side? Let 
Passiflora incarnata, the native 
Maypop, the Passion Flower tempt you. It 
is an expressive vine. A Gypsy among tamer 
inhabitants. Heady fragrance and 
captivating blooms of 3-D purple. Its 
nectar draws bumblebees and the smaller 
native bees.  Even hummingbirds are 
drawn to its sweetness.  And, some say if 
you stand still its vines will hypnotize you and 
wrap around you, mummify you . . . okay, that’s not true but it makes a good story to tell the 
grandkids as they watch its twining growth. Watch your garden closely, though. It will pop up in 
the least expected places. Be prepared to tame its wilder side a bit. 
 
Once you start looking for plants that are Oklahoma Tough, you’ll find so many options that fit 
so many different situations. Don’t settle for fussy, high maintenance plants. Take some time and 
look through the offerings in the attached links.  You’ll be entranced by the variety, the beauty 
and the ease of care they offer. 
 
Oklahoma State University--Oklahoma Proven Selections 
 
Native Plants for Native Pollinators in Oklahoma--The Kerr Center for Sustainable Agriculture 
 
Ladybird Johnson Wildflower Center--University of Texas at Austin 
 
Native Plant Database--Missouri Prairie Foundation 

Passion Flower (Passiflora incarnata) 

http://www.oklahomaproven.org/plant-profiles-by-category/collector-choice/welcome
https://tulsazoo.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Pollinator-Guide.pdf
https://www.wildflower.org/
http://grownative.org/native-plant-info/plant-picker/

