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CREATING A POCKET PRAIRIE

By Ellen Reisinger, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners


You will find the special plants for a prairie garden like described here and everything else on your planting wish list at the Master Gardener Fall Plant Sale, this Saturday, September 27, 2008, 9 AM – 1 PM, Green Acres, 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport. Fall is a great time to plant.

The word “prairie” comes from the French word for meadow. What comes to mind when you hear the term “prairie”? Do you envision a gorgeous sea of grasses and wildflowers visited by birds and butterflies? Ever since a trip across the Midwest as a child, the sight of a native prairie has captivated me. Long ago approximately 1/5 of North America was covered with vast vistas of native grasses and wildflowers. Prior to European settlement and further development, this area once contained coastal prairies. Sadly, at the present time only a very small portion of these beautiful native prairies remain.  

A major trend in home landscaping is creating a home prairie garden. In the past, restorative efforts for prairies were typically aimed at sites such as ranches, nature centers and public gardens. However, it is possible to create a small “pocket prairie” in a home garden setting. The benefits of a prairie garden are numerous and include low water usage, very little necessity for fertilizer or pesticides and infrequent mowing. In addition, native prairies are major attractants for birds and butterflies. At a time when everyone is talking about “going green”, including a “pocket prairie” in your landscape is certainly a good choice!

Most home gardens today feature manicured lawns and neatly trimmed hedges and flowerbeds. When I decided to include a pocket prairie in my own home landscape, I wondered how this could be done esthetically. The secret to incorporating a pocket prairie into the existing home landscape is to make the pocket prairie look intentional. By that I mean creating the pocket prairie so that it looks like it was meant to be there with pathways around the perimeters consisting of turf borders, mow strips, gravel or mulch. A pocket prairie can also be installed as a small perennial border. In my own garden I choose to use paths consisting of mowing strips all around the pocket prairie for easy viewing. We love to walk around the pocket prairie and watch for birds and butterflies. 

Basically a prairie consists of two elements - wildflowers (also called forbs) and grasses. There is more than one kind of prairie. Prairies range from tall grass to short grass varieties. A large established native prairie may have as many as 300 species with a ration of 80-90% grasses and 10-20% wildflowers. In the home garden pocket prairie a more pleasing ratio would be 50% grasses and 50% wildflowers. This 50/50 ratio tends to make the garden showier and less wild looking. The big four native grasses in our area are little bluestem, big bluestem, Indian grass and switchgrass. A variety of wildflowers should be used along with the grasses. Native wildflowers in our area include: Indian Blanket (Gaillardia pulchella), Bush Sunflower (Simsia calva), Greenthread (Thelesperma filifolium), Gayfeather (Liatris mucronata), Mealy Blue Sage (Salvia farinaceae), Scarlet Sage (Salvia coccinea) and Horsemint (Monarda citriodora). It is important to remember when creating a pocket prairie to choose locally native plants or seeds that match the growing conditions of the site. Many of the seed packets found in commercial stores contain non-native and sometimes even invasive plants. 

In preparing the site for your pocket prairie it is important to remove all unwanted grasses and weeds before planting. This can be accomplished with a glyphosate type herbicide. After applying, make sure to follow the manufacturer’s directions regarding the wait time before you begin planting. Another alternative is to cover the area with newspaper (at least 10 sheets are recommended) and then 3-4 inches of mulch. This will take from a few weeks to a month to smother the existing vegetation. Once this is accomplished a small pocket prairie can be planted with seeds or plugs. For a large-scale pocket prairie seeding is more economical. In my own pocket prairie I used a combination of grass plugs and then I over seeded with grass and wildflower seeds. The best times to seed in the Coastal Bend are early spring or late fall. You should broadcast the seed and rake it in, making sure the seed has good soil contact. For ease in spreading the seed you can mix a filler of 4 parts vermiculite or sand to one part seed. The filler helps to identify where the seed was planted. Most seeds are very small and will not germinate if buried too deeply into the soil. You will need to water the seeded and plugged areas regularly. This may mean daily watering until the seedlings have sprouted. Once the seedlings are about 1” in height it is recommended that you give less frequent but deeper and lengthier watering to establish healthy root systems. 

Most of the literature I have read indicates that a prairie will take about three years to become well established. During this time, your pocket prairie will need to be maintained for the first few years. Hand weeding may be necessary to eliminate unwanted weeds. Reseeding is also recommended for any bare areas. In the third year and beyond, the grasses and wildflowers will shade out the weeds. The good news is that once the pocket prairie is established watering is not recommended except in times of severe drought. Over watering encourages weeds to grow.

Fire or grazing is the traditional way prairies are maintained. However in a home garden this is not practical or feasible. Mowing therefore is necessary to keep the prairie healthy by cutting back unwanted woody shrubs and trees. Mowing is only recommend once yearly at the end of the growing season (in our area this is in early spring ~February). During the winter mature grasses with seed heads and wildflowers provide food and habitat for birds and other wildlife. Mowing can be accomplished with a mulching mower or weed eater. It is recommended to leave about 6-8” of the plants standing and to remove the cut remains. This can then be shredded and composted.

In the first year I discovered that you have to be very patient as the pocket prairie is becoming established. Watering and weeding were regular chores. At first the pocket prairie appeared very barren. However, as the grasses and wildflowers began to grow and bloom, the pocket prairie began to take me back to that childhood memory. I can hardly wait for years two and three. I hope this inspires you to create something beautiful in your garden that is easy to maintain, good for the environment and that will attract many different kinds of wildlife. 

The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport, TX.

AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

