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 UT Gardens Plant of the Month 
Perennial Milkweed Adds Beauty to the Garden and 
Feeds Pollinators 

Submitted by Janet Dowlen, Soil Conservationist, Natural Resources Conservation Service, Crossville, Tennessee 
 

Tennessee is fortunate to have 14 native species of 
milkweed (Asclepias sp.). Most are easily grown from 
seed and can do well in landscape plantings. All are 
excellent plants for feeding our native pollinator 
insects. Butterflies, bees, beetles, flies, moths, and a 
variety of wasp species obtain nectar from milkweed 
plants. 

Milkweeds have become synonymous with the 
monarch butterfly. Yet, the monarch is one of many 
insect species that depend on milkweed to complete 
their life cycle. Other insects use the plants as their sole 
food source. You will also see them on milkweed, and 
they should not necessarily be viewed as pests. 

Butterfly milkweed (Asclepias tuberosa), also 
known as butterfly weed, is the most identifiable 
milkweed species, featuring orange flowers that open 
in early June. It is also known as “chiggerweed” 
because it is often found in pastures and roadsides 
growing with other weeds that people associate with 
finding chiggers. Yet butterfly milkweed does not 

harbor the biting arthropods. This milkweed is one of the smaller, more tidy species you can grow in your garden, staying 
about 24 inches tall. However, it may struggle in overly fertile soils in the home landscape while thriving in a range of poor 
soils, including heavy clay. Full sun is a must, otherwise, the plant stretches to the sun and often flops over. 

Butterfly weed is best grown from seed in the location you want it to grow and needs to be left alone after planting. 
Over time it develops a tap root that is very large and woody, making it nearly impossible to dig up when the plant is 
mature. Also, the plants are very slow to break dormancy in spring before warm weather arrives, so it is difficult to find 
them well-grown in pots at early spring plant sales. 

 
Continued next page 

  

Butterfly milkweed adds bright pops of vivid orange color to Tennessee 
landscapes starting in early June. The native milkweed species, shown 
here growing at the University of Tennessee Gardens, Crossville, has a 
small, tidy habit that fits well in many garden beds. It performs best, 

however, when planted in poor soils, even heavy clay, rather than rich, 
fertile soils, and full sun is a must. Photo by J. Dowlen, courtesy UTIA. 
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UT Gardens Plant of the Month - Perennial Milkweed Adds Beauty to the Garden and Feeds Pollinators, continued 
 
Common milkweed (Asclepias syriaca) is also often seen in Tennessee pastures and roadsides. This prolific grower can 

mature up to 5 feet tall, and its suckering habit will lead to large colonies over time. Common milkweed has pinkish purple, 
ball-shaped clusters of flowers under its leaves. It is best grown in a wild setting where space is plentiful, otherwise, it can 
dominate a flower bed and tower over, and shade, smaller perennials. This species has wonderfully fragrant flowers, 
reminiscent of the scent of a rose, and pollinators love them, especially monarch butterflies. When the milkweed is in 
bloom, you can hear the insect activity simply by standing beside the plant. Common milkweed blooms early to mid-June, 
around the time when butterfly weed blooms. This is the milkweed that is often mowed by road crews. It rebounds quickly 
and provides fresh leaves for late summer monarchs.  

Swamp milkweed (Asclepias incarnata) is lesser known, but it is an easy species of milkweed to grow. Also known as 
red or rose milkweed, its native range is mostly in Middle and East Tennessee. It grows naturally in wet areas yet tolerates a 
wide range of soils. Unlike the root systems of common milkweed and butterfly weed, swamp milkweed has a fibrous root 
system and can easily be divided. It is also grown easily from seed. Swamp milkweed can get 4 feet tall, and its clear pink 
flowers appear in early July on the Cumberland Plateau (USDA Zone 6b) and earlier for warmer zones. Swamp milkweed is a 
great plant in the landscape but appreciates extra water in extremely dry periods. 

Other interesting milkweeds in Tennessee include poke milkweed (Asclepias exaltata), whorled milkweed (Asclepias 
verticillata), clasping milkweed (Asclepias amplexicaulis), and redring milkweed (Asclepias variegata). 

Researchers have found that habitat for the Eastern monarch butterfly can be improved by cutting back perennial 
milkweeds in early to mid-summer to encourage new young growth that is more attractive to egg-laying adults that are 
creating the final generation of the late season southern migration. The plants can be cut back to about 2 to 4 inches tall 
just when the plants are beginning to flower. To provide a floral display, try cutting back only half the patch to create 
caterpillar habitat. The University of Tennessee Gardens in Knoxville, Jackson, and Crossville grow native milkweed species. 
The UT Gardens, Crossville, has all three of the species described in this column in its Butterfly Garden. Go for a visit and 
check them out! 

 

For more on plants for pollinators and other native plants check out the 
uthort.com page 

Publications and articles on the UTHort.com page 
• Butterfly Gardening https://extension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/PB1636.pdf    
• Hummingbird Gardening in Tennessee https://extension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/W305.pdf 
• Landscaping for Wildlife with Native Plants https://content.ces.ncsu.edu/show_ep3_pdf/1514596628/23548/   
• Managing Wildlife Around your Home  https://extension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/PB1868.pdf 
• Sustainable Landscaping Planning & Plant Selection 

https://extension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/W868.pdf  

Also, check out the Tennessee Native Plant Society at https://www.tnps.org/  
 

Reminder 
Remember to enter your hours both volunteer time and Continuing Education 
Hours 
Volunteer Hours: 251.5 -- Total Hours Value: $7,532.43  
Total Project Miles: 1066 -- Total Miles Value: $666.25  
Total Value: $8,198.68 
Total CEU Hours: 79 -- Total Hours Value: $2,366.05 
Total value of program $10,564.73 

 
As of Monday, August 1, 2022  

https://www.uthort.com/butterfly-gardening/
https://extension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/PB1636.pdf
https://www.uthort.com/hummingbird-gardening-tennessee/
https://extension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/W305.pdf
https://www.uthort.com/landscaping-wildlife-native-plants/
https://content.ces.ncsu.edu/show_ep3_pdf/1514596628/23548/
https://www.uthort.com/managing-nuisance-animals-associated-damage-around-home/
https://extension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/PB1868.pdf
https://www.uthort.com/sustainable-landscaping-planning-plant-selection/
https://extension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/W868.pdf
https://www.tnps.org/
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Gardening Tips 
“Gardening requires lots of water - most of it in the form of perspiration.”   
Lou Erickson 
September Tips 
 

Here is your “to-do” list for the garden for the month. These tasks may not apply to everyone, but September is a good 
time to perform any of these tasks that will enhance your landscape.  
• Apply a pre-emergent herbicide on your lawn to control cool-season weeds such as chickweed, henbit, dead nettle, and 

annual bluegrass (Poa annua). 
• Fall is a pleasant time (if there is such a thing) to work with stone. 
• Keep an eye out for pests on your pumpkins, gourds, squash, and melons. Cucumber beetles and squash bugs can be 

controlled with Sevin. Harvest your pumpkins when their color deepens and skin yields very little to pressure. Wash the 
fruits in a weak bleach solution and store them in a cool, dry location until you are ready to display them. 

• To ensure proper maturity, hard-shelled gourds such as dipper, birdhouse, and swan should be left on the vine until the 
vine starts to die back. 

• Divide and re-pot any tropicals you have outdoors to prepare them for their winter home. Hose off or wash plants with 
soapy water and inspect them for insects. If needed, treat them with an appropriate insecticide. Imidacloprid, the 
active ingredient in many of the new insecticides, is a good systemic for insect control. It can be mixed with water and 
poured onto the soil and the plant will take it up. 

• Collect seed heads and pods on plants like okra, sumac, cotton, coneflower, rose hips, and other suitable materials for 
dried arrangements. Air-dry in a dark, well-ventilated, cool location. 

• If you have had a disease problem with any of the vegetables in your garden, remove and dispose of the plant materials 
properly. Do not add these to the compost pile. Many diseases will over-winter on infected leaves, stems, and fruit. 
This tip is especially important with tomatoes. 

• Allow plants to finish the summer growth cycle in a normal manner. Never encourage new growth with heavy 
applications of fertilizer or excessive pruning this late in the season. Plants will not properly harden off and new growth 
can be injured by an early freeze. 

• Avoid the temptation to plant seasonal pot mums in your landscape. Even if they establish themselves, they rarely live 
up to your expectations the following year. It is best to just toss them onto the compost pile after they fade. 
Chrysanthemum 'Clara Curtis' and 'Sheffield Pink' are good, reliable cultivars that will be around for years to come. 

• Order or purchase bulbs by October 1 for the availability of the best selections. Store them in a cool, dry location until 
you plant them. Colchicum and fall-blooming crocus should be planted as soon as they arrive. 

• Keep deadheading plants such as zinnia and cosmos to ensure that they continue to flower. Continue collecting annual 
and perennial seeds that you wish to sow next year. Freshly collected seed is best stored in a paper bag or envelope 
until thoroughly dried. 

• Begin planting cabbage, kale, and pansies in the latter part of the month. 
 

Classes in the Gardens, Crossville 
Check out the list of upcoming classes at the UT Gardens in Crossville at 

https://utgardens.tennessee.edu/locations/crossville/classes-in-the-gardens/  
• Invasive Plants on the Plateau @ Community Complex Monday, August 8 from 9:00 am to 11:00 am  
• Cool Season Turf Saturday, August 13 at 9:00 am to 11:00 am  
• Butterflies and Caterpillars of the Tennessee Garden Saturday, August 27 at 9:00 am to 11:00 am  

  

https://utgardens.tennessee.edu/locations/crossville/classes-in-the-gardens/
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2022 Dates 
• Friday, August 26, 2022 Steak and Potatoes Field Day at the Plateau AgResearch and Education Center in Crossville, 

Tennessee. Sessions to include Beef Production, Fruit and Vegetable Production, and Information for Landowners. 
o Registration 8:00 a.m. 
o Program 8:30-11:30 a.m. 
o Sponsored Lunch at 11:30 a.m. 
o All times Central Daylight Time 
o To request an accommodation for accessibility or more information, call 931-484-0034. 

https://plateau.tennessee.edu 
o To register, please use this link: https://forms.gle/X1DxsUxKPDbxZWo18 

• August 30,  8:00 am central - Fall Gardeners’ Festival Plateau at AgResearch and Education Center  
plateau.tennessee.edu to learn more about the center’s work and field day events. Online registration for the event is 
encouraged but not required. Plateau AgResearch and Education Center 320 Experiment Station Road, Crossville, TN 
38571-2133  

• September 24, 2022, SVMG Family Picnic. 4:00 PM Central Coke Ovens Park  
o Bring a covered dish and the family and enjoy an afternoon of fun  

• November 5, 2022, Quarterly Meeting – Pikeville 

Sequatchie County Fair 
The dates for the 2022 Sequatchie County Fair will be September 10-17, 2022. 
 

Master Gardeners of Hamilton County Third Saturday 
Classes 

https://mghc.org/public-classes/  

NOTE: Due to the pandemic classes are currently being held via Zoom and Facebook. You can register for the upcoming 
classes using the registration link. Each month you will get a reminder about the upcoming class. Zoom Registration Link  

Past presentations may be viewed on the  MGHC Facebook page or the MGHC Youtube channel.  
 

Publications of Interest 
Planting for Pollinators in East Tennessee 
https://extension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/W1095.pdf?fbclid=IwAR0u5Njz22mfIHjnT4e4FLNqRQR27VC
H-R6MSsmDase5Og1lX84zFDri5C8 
 
  
 

The Extension Master Gardener Program is a program of the University of Tennessee Extension 

Sheldon Barker 
County Director & Extension Agent 

Sequatchie Co. 
170 Church St 

Dunlap, TN 37327 
423-949-2611 

UT Extension Sequatchie County web page 
Sequatchie County Facebook 

 

J. C. Rains 
 County Director & Extension Agent 

Bledsoe Co.  
PO Box 289 

Pikeville, TN 37367 
423-447-2451 

UT-TSU Extension Bledsoe County Webpage 
Bledsoe County Facebook 

 

 

 

https://plateau.tennessee.edu/
https://forms.gle/X1DxsUxKPDbxZWo18
https://plateau.tennessee.edu/field-days/
https://forms.gle/mXHHfu8dDg5Cwccy5
https://mghc.org/public-classes/
https://tennessee.zoom.us/meeting/register/tJEudeqrrD0sGdZIzlhlNUFYryL-30QGhAe5
https://www.facebook.com/mghctn/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCJWvz8jiQNdC8E67XqTMtnA/featured
https://extension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/W1095.pdf?fbclid=IwAR0u5Njz22mfIHjnT4e4FLNqRQR27VCH-R6MSsmDase5Og1lX84zFDri5C8
https://extension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/W1095.pdf?fbclid=IwAR0u5Njz22mfIHjnT4e4FLNqRQR27VCH-R6MSsmDase5Og1lX84zFDri5C8
https://extension.tennessee.edu/sequatchie/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.facebook.com/UTExtension.Sequatchie
https://extension.tennessee.edu/Bledsoe/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.facebook.com/utbledsoecounty
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