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Native Plants for Montana’s 
Home Gardens
By Abiya (Abi) Saeed, MSU Extension Horticulture Specialist; Andrea 
Berry, Big Horn County MSU Extension Agent; and Noelle Orloff, Schutter 
Diagnostic Lab Plant Identification Diagnostician

LANDSCAPING WITH MONTANA’S NATIVE PLANTS can have 
countless benefits. Native plants have cold and drought 
hardiness, provide food and habitat for beneficial insects, 
including pollinators, and are attractive additions to many 
different landscapes. With many options of native plant species 
available, it can be difficult to select those most likely to 
succeed in individual locations. This publication highlights 
options for native plants that are likely to thrive in a variety 
of Montana’s rural and urban home garden landscapes. 

There is growing interest for incorporating native plants 
in home gardens. Native plants are critical for supporting 
ecosystem biodiversity by providing food and habitat for 
wildlife. These plants are adapted to local climates, growing 
seasons, topography, and soils, making them especially tolerant 
of some of the most challenging issues of growing plants in 
Montana. Most ornamental and landscape plants grown in 
home gardens have been introduced from other continents 
(i.e., they are non-native). Native plants can provide the same 
beauty as non-native plants, with the addition of ecosystem 
services that non-native plants may not provide.

Native plants and pollinators
Native plants and native pollinators evolved together. Adding 
native plants to a yard or garden could help to support native 
pollinator populations. Although some non-native plants can 
be a good source of nectar and pollen for some pollinators, not 
all non-native plants meet the nutritional needs of the diverse 
array of pollinator species. Many pollinators need a varied 
diet. They may also specialize their diet on certain species 
or families of plants, making plant diversity an important 
feature of a pollinator-friendly habitat. Native plants have 
the added benefit of serving as important sources of food 
for diverse wildlife species. They function as larval hosts for 
native butterfly and moth species, and the caterpillars, in 
turn, are an important source of food for many birds. These 
interconnected food webs make native plants a key component 
of the ecosystems in which they are found, with benefits that 
can extend into home gardens.

Bumble bee collecting pollen from a Blanketflower (Gaillardia 
aristata). Photo: Abiya Saeed

Mason bee sipping nectar from a Penstemon flower. 
Montana is home to several native Penstemon species 
suitable for home gardens, such as the examples featured 
in the plant list (page 6). Photo: Casey Delphia
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Cultivars/nativars
Sometimes native plants are propagated in the nursery trade 
for their desirable characteristics. Cultivars of these plants 
(commonly referred to as nativars) can offer disease resistance, 
different colors, sizes, bloom times and other unique features 
that may not be found within the wild plant. This breeding 
process often makes nativars less genetically diverse than wild 
native plants and may alter their attractiveness to insects and 
other pollinators.

The suitability of nativars for supporting native wildlife 
species is a hotly debated topic and the subject of many studies. 
Research conducted on woody ornamental nativars and their 
equivalent wild varieties showed a significant reduction in 
herbivory (feeding by native insect species) in instances where 
the leaf color had been altered. Some nativars may be less 
useful to certain native insects than their wild counterparts. 
Additionally, certain nativars have sterile flowers and may 
not produce viable seed, making some nativars less useful as 
food for pollinators and other wildlife. Although the wild 
genetics of native plants are best for supporting native wildlife, 
incorporating nativars could provide benefits to wildlife, 
especially if wild varieties are unavailable or difficult to source. 

Soils
Most soils in residential areas have different characteristics than 
native soils. Whether their structure and microbial composition 
have been significantly disturbed and altered, or soils have 
been transported from different ecosystems altogether, it is 
not guaranteed that native plants will thrive in them. 

Obtaining a soil test and evaluating the soil characteristics, 
including texture (percentage of sand, silt and clay), pH, 
organic matter, and nutrients, should be a starting point for 
any gardening project involving plants. Adding amendments 
such as compost to improve soil organic matter while addressing 
issues, including compaction and drainage, may be necessary 
for supporting a thriving native plant garden. Information 
on soil testing locations and assistance with interpretation 
can be found through MSU Extension’s website as well as in 
local MSU Extension offices. 

Never remove native plants from their native 
ecosystems. Plant removal can disrupt these 

ecosystems and threaten populations of plants and 
animals in sensitive areas. Instead, source them 

from a reputable supplier.

Pasqueflower (Pulsatilla patens) is a source of nectar early in 
the growing season. Photo: Andrea Berry

Seeds vs. nursery-grown plants
Purchasing seeds is less expensive than purchasing nursery-
grown plants but seldom provides quick visual results. 
Transplanting nursery-grown plants can be more expensive 
but can increase the chance of successful establishment. A 
combination of seeds and container plants when starting 
native plants in the yard or garden can provide both instant 
gratification and greater species diversity in the long term. The 
material available (whether seeds or nursery-grown plants) will 
also greatly depend on the plant species. Some species readily 
establish from seed, while others may require nursery-grown 
plants for faster growth and establishment.

Seed mixes need to be carefully evaluated before planting 
in a home garden. Some seed mixes, especially those that are 
not created or sourced locally, may contain non-native species 
of plants (some of which could be invasive or poorly suited to 
the climate). Seed mixes may also contain a mix of annual and 
perennial seeds, which may result in a showy display during 
the first year of growth, with a lower diversity of species in 
subsequent years. There are several reputable sources for native 
plant seeds and nursery-grown transplants for Montana. The 
Montana Native Plant Society Source Guide in the resource 
list is a good place to begin. 

https://landresources.montana.edu/soilfertility/soil-sampling-methods.html
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Planting
Whether seeding or transplanting nursery-grown plants, 
timing can be an important consideration. For most native 
forbs and grasses, late fall is the optimal time to seed. Many 
native species require a cold period to encourage germination. 
This ‘cold stratification’ process helps break down inhibitors 
that prevent germination that are common in many native 
plant seeds. In exposed areas with little to no snow cover and 
high winds, fall seeding may not be the best option. Spring 
seeding can also work for native plants, though species that 
require cold stratification may not germinate until the following 
year. This is a common occurrence in nature. Spring seeding 
should take place after there is no snow cover, and seeds will 
need to be watered consistently for a few weeks to encourage 
germination (especially if conditions are dry). 

Transplanting nursery-grown plants works well in the 
spring before temperatures get too hot and soil dries, and in 
the fall after the heat of the summer has passed, while the soil 
is still warm. Bare root trees and shrubs should be planted 
when they are dormant in the early spring. Depending on 
species, there may be additional planting considerations, so 
do some research on specific plants before getting started. 

Watering
Although many native plants are evolutionarily adapted 
to Montana’s semi-arid climates, watering newly installed 
plants sufficiently can be a critical component of successful 
establishment. A common mistake when planting natives is 
failing to water young plants that are not yet established (i.e., 
rooted in the soil) because they are considered drought-tolerant. 
Plan to water newly planted native species until they are well 
established, which may take a growing season or longer in the 
case of trees and shrubs. Some species do not like excessive 
water, so water judiciously as plants require it.

Incorporating native plants into the  
home garden
Whether starting a new native garden, converting larger 
sections of the landscape to native plants, or incorporating 
some native plants into an existing garden, there are a variety 
of ways to accomplish these goals. Thoughtful planning is 
helpful for any garden project, and taking the time to plan a 
native garden can have countless benefits. Taking a survey of 
the garden landscape, mapping out sun and shade areas, and 
creating sketches of proposed landscaping ideas can help with 
selecting the appropriate locations for native plant projects. 
Visit locations with native plant gardens to get ideas for native 
landscaping projects. 

Native plants work well in perennial borders on their own or 
with existing ornamental plants. Photo: Casey Delphia

Narrowleaf Purple Coneflower (Echinacea angustifolia) blooms 
in mid-summer, providing nutrition to pollinators and birds. 
Photo: Andrea Berry

Using a combination of colors and textures to add variety 
and visual interest can increase biodiversity and add unique 
design features in the landscape. Photo: Sarah Eilers
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Native plants can be important sources of food for pollinators and other wildlife. Blanketflower (Gaillardia aristata) in the 
foreground and Blue Giant Hyssop (Agastache foeniculum) in the background, located at the Bee Haven Pollinator Garden at 
Fort Peck Interpretive Center. Photo: Shelley Mills

Native plants work well in perennial borders on their 
own or with existing ornamental plants. Using a combination 
of colors and textures to add variety and visual interest can 
also increase biodiversity and add unique design features 
in the landscape. Add native perennial forbs and grasses 
around undisturbed areas surrounding existing trees and 
shrubs. As in any landscape, grouping plants with similar 
growing requirements and water needs can simplify garden 
maintenance. Whether it’s a profusion of spring and summer 
blooms, vibrant seed-heads in the fall, or a stunning display 
of textures and interesting bark in the winter, native plants 
can provide year-round beauty. If the thought of converting 
a whole landscape as a larger project is daunting, start small 
and transition to a native landscape over time. 

Species selection
Montana is a large state with a variety of climates, soil 
types, and growing conditions. It is important to keep local 
considerations in mind while selecting plants for landscaping 
projects. Consult local MSU Extension resources for additional 
information. 

The included list of species serves as a guide to make 
selections of native plants, grasses, shrubs and trees based on 
criteria including use type, Plant Hardiness Zone, drought 
resistance, and benefits to pollinators. These plants are also 
reasonably easy to establish and grow in the home garden and 
most are readily available through local suppliers. Some of the 
plants included in this list are native to the region (including 
adjacent states) and grow well in Montana, without being 
explicitly native to the state.

Upright Prairie Coneflower (Ratibida columnifera) is a good 
addition to a native plant garden for its beautiful floral 
display, high drought resistance, and benefit to pollinators. 
Photo: Noelle Orloff
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SCIENTIFIC NAME COMMON NAME ZONE
SEED/BULB/

DIVISION/ROOT/
NURSERY GROWN

ADDITIONAL DETAILS*

Perennial Forbs

Achillea millefolium Common Yarrow 4 to 8 S/NG

Agastache foeniculum Blue Giant Hyssop 3 to 8 S/D/NG

Allium cernuum Nodding Onion 4 to 8 S/B/NG

Anaphalis margaritacea Pearly Everlasting 3 to 8 S/D/NG

Anemone canadensis Canadian Anemone 3 to 8 S/R/NG

Antennaria rosea Rosy Pussytoes 3 to 9 NG

Aquilegia canadensis Red Columbine 3 to 8 S

Aquilegia coerulea Colorado Blue Columbine 3 to 8 S

Aquilegia flavescens Yellow Columbine 4 to 8 S

Arctostaphylos uva-ursi Kinnikinnick 2 to 6 S/R/NG

Artemisia frigida Fringed Sage 3 to 8 S/NG

Asarum caudatum Wild Ginger 4 to 8 S/D

Asclepias speciosa Showy Milkweed 3 to 8 S/NG

Asclepias tuberosa Butterfly Milkweed 3 to 9 S/NG

Callirhoe involucrata Purple Poppymallow 4 to 8 S/NG

Camassia quamash Common Camas 4 to 8 S/B

Campanula rotundifolia American Harebell 3 to 8 S/R/NG

Chamerion angustifolium Fireweed 2 to 7 S/NG

Claytonia lanceolata Western Spring Beauty 4 to 8 S/B

Clematis hirsutissima Sugarbowls 3 to 6 S/NG

Cornus canadensis Bunchberry Dogwood 2 to 6 S/D/R/NG

Dalea purpurea Purple Prairie Clover 3 to 8 S/NG

Echinacea angustifolia Narrowleaf Purple Coneflower 3 to 8 S/NG

Erigeron speciosus Aspen Fleabane 3 to 8 S/D

Eriogonum umbellatum Sulphur-Flower Buckwheat 4 to 8 S/NG

Eupatorium perfoliatum Common Boneset 4 to 8 S/D 

Eutrochium maculatum Spotted Joe Pye Weed 4 to 8 R/NG

Gaillardia aristata Blanketflower 3 to 10 S/NG

Geranium viscosissimum Sticky Purple Geranium 2 to 10 S/NG

* �Species not designated as Montana native are not considered native to Montana or their status is under review, but they are considered 
native in nearby states (USDA Plants Database, Montana Field Guide). Plants indicated as larval hosts support one or more butterfly or 
moth species.

Drought resistance:       High              Medium                 Low
MT Native

Pollinator-friendly

Larval host

Food for birds

KEY:
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SCIENTIFIC NAME COMMON NAME ZONE
SEED/BULB/

DIVISION/ROOT/
NURSERY GROWN

ADDITIONAL DETAILS*

Perennial Forbs (continued)

Geum triflorum Prairie Smoke 3 to 7 S/D/NG

Glycyrrhiza lepidota American Licorice 3 to 8 S

Helianthus maximiliani Maximilian Sunflower 3 to 9 S/D/NG

Heliomeris multiflora Showy Goldeneye 4 to 9 S

Heuchera richardsonii Richardson’s Alumroot 3 to 9 S/NG

Iris missouriensis Western Blue Iris 3 to 11 S/B

Lewisia rediviva Bitterroot 3 to 8 S/D/NG

Liatris ligulistylis Rocky Mountain Blazingstar 3 to 8 NG

Liatris punctata Dotted Blazingstar 3 to 9 S/B/T

Linum lewisii Lewis Flax 3 to 9 S

Lupinus argenteus Silvery Lupine 4 to 9 S/NG

Lupinus sericeus Silky Lupine 4 to 8 S/NG

Mimulus lewisii Purple Monkeyflower 4 to 8 S/D/NG

Monarda fistulosa Wild Bergamot 3 to 8 S/NG

Oenothera caespitosa Tufted Evening-Primrose 4 to 8 S/NG

Oligoneuron rigidum Stiff Goldenrod 3 to 9 S/D

Penstemon nitidus Waxleaf Penstemon 3 to 9 S/NG

Penstemon strictus Rocky Mountain Beardtongue 3 to 8 S/NG

Penstemon wilcoxii Wilcox’s Beardtongue 4 to 9 S/NG

Phacelia hastata Silverleaf Phacelia 3 to 8 S/NG

Phlox pilosa Downy Phlox 4 to 9 D/R/NG

Polemonium pulcherrimum Showy Jacob’s Ladder 4 to 8 S/D

Potentilla arguta Tall Cinquefoil 3 to 7 S/R 

Prunella vulgaris Common Selfheal 3 to 9 S/NG

Pulsatilla patens Pasqueflower 4 to 7 S/D/NG

Ratibida columnifera Upright Prairie Coneflower 3 to 8 S/NG

Ratibida pinnata Pinnate Prairie Coneflower 3 to 10 S/NG

Solidago canadensis Canada Goldenrod 3 to 9 S/NG

Solidago missouriensis Missouri Goldenrod 3 to 8 S/NG

Symphyotrichum laeve Smooth Blue Aster 3 to 8 S/NG

Thermopsis montana Mountain Goldenbanner 4 to 9 S/NG

Verbena hastata Swamp Verbena 3 to 9 S/NG

Vernonia fasciculata Prairie Ironweed 4 to 9 NG

Yucca glauca Soapweed Yucca 3 to 8 S/R/NG
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SCIENTIFIC NAME COMMON NAME ZONE
SEED/BULB/

DIVISION/ROOT/
NURSERY GROWN

ADDITIONAL DETAILS*

Annual, Biennial, and Short-Lived Perennial Forbs

Clarkia pulchella Largeflower Clarkia 3 to 10 S

Coreopsis tinctoria Plains Coreopsis 2 to 10 S/D

Erysimum capitatum Western Wallflower 3 to 7 S/NG

Helianthus annuus Common Sunflower 2 to 11 S

Ipomopsis aggregata Scarlet Gilia 4 to 8 S

Oenothera biennis Common Evening Primrose 3 to 9 S

Peritoma serrulata Rocky Mountain Bee Plant 2 to 10 S

Rudbeckia hirta Blackeyed Susan 3 to 9 S

Sphaeralcea coccinea Scarlet Globemallow 3 to 8 S/R/NG

Verbena stricta Hoary Verbena 4 to 7 S/NG

Viola pedatifida Prairie Violet 3 to 7 S/NG

Viola sororia Common Violet 3 to 7 S/R/NG

Graminoids (Grasses, Sedges, and Rushes)

Achnatherum hymenoides Rice Grass 3 to 9 S/NG

Andropogon gerardii Big Bluestem 3 to 8 S/NG

Anthoxanthum hirtum Sweet Grass 4 to 8 S/D/NG

Bouteloua curtipendula Side Oats Grama 3 to 9 S/NG

Bouteloua gracilis Blue Grama 3 to 10 S/NG

Carex duriuscula Needleleaf Sedge 3 to 7 S/NG

Carex filifolia Threadleaf Sedge 5 to 10 S/NG

Carex geyeri Geyer’s Sedge 5 to 10 D/NG

Danthonia spicata Poverty Oat Grass 3 to 8 S/D 

Festuca idahoensis Idaho Fescue 4 to 8 S/NG

Juncus ensifolius Swordleaf Rush 3 to 10 S/NG

Juncus torreyi Torrey’s Rush 3 to 9 S/NG

Koeleria macrantha Prairie Junegrass 3 to 9 S/D

Pseudoroegneria spicata Bluebunch Wheatgrass 3 to 7 S/NG

Poa secunda Sandberg Bluegrass 4 to 7 S

Schizachyrium scoparium Little Bluestem 4 to 10 S/NG

Sporobolus heterolepis Prairie Dropseed 3 to 8 S/NG

* �Species not designated as Montana native are not considered native to Montana or their status is under review, but they are 
considered native in nearby states (USDA Plants Database, Montana Field Guide). Plants indicated as larval hosts support one 
or more butterfly or moth species.

Drought resistance:       High              Medium                 Low
MT Native

Pollinator-friendly

Larval host

Food for birds

KEY:
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SCIENTIFIC NAME COMMON NAME ZONE
SEED/BULB/

DIVISION/ROOT/
NURSERY GROWN

ADDITIONAL DETAILS*

Shrubs

Amorpha fruticosa False Indigo Bush 4 to 8 S/NG

Amelanchier alnifolia Western Serviceberry 2 to 7 D/R/NG

Artemisia cana Silver Sagebrush 3 to 7 S/R/NG

Artemisia ludoviciana Prairie/White Sagebrush 4 to 9 S/D/NG

Artemisia tridentata Big Sagebrush 3 to 8 S/R/NG

Atriplex canescens Four Wing Saltbush 2 to 10 S/D/R/NG

Ceanothus sanguineas Redstem Ceanothus 4 to 8 S/D/R/NG

Cercocarpus ledifolius Curl-leaf Mountain Mahogany 3 to 8 S/R/NG

Chrysothamnus nauseosus Rubber Rabbitbrush 4 to 9 S/D/R/NG

Chrysothamnus viscidiflorus Yellow Rabbitbrush 3 to 8 S/D/R/NG

Cornus sericea Redosier Dogwood 3 to 8 S/D/R/NG

Dasiphora fruticosa Shrubby Cinquefoil 3 to 7 S/NG

Eleagnus commutata Silverberry 3 to 9 S/R/NG

Krascheninnikovia lanata Winterfat 3 to 8 S/D/R/NG

Mahonia repens Creeping Barberry 4 to 8 S/NG

Philadelphus lewisii Lewis’ Mock Orange 4 to 8 S/D/R/NG

Physocarpus malvaceus Mallow-Leaf Ninebark 2 to 8 S/R/NG

Physocarpus opulifolius Common Ninebark 2 to 8 S/D/R/NG

Prunus americana Wild Plum 3 to 8 S/R/NG

Prunus virginiana Chokecherry 2 to 7 S/D/R/NG

Purshia tridentata Bitterbrush 3 to 6 S

Rhus trilobata Skunkbush Sumac 3 to 8 S/R/NG

Ribes aureum Golden Currant 3 to 8 S/R/NG

Rosa woodsii Western Wild Rose 3 to 8 S/R/NG

Sambucus nigra Black Elderberry 4 to 7 S/R/NG

Shepherdia argentea Silver Buffaloberry 3 to 9 S/R/NG

Spiraea betulifolia White Spiraea 3 to 9 S/NG

Spiraea douglasii Rose Spiraea 5 to 8 D/NG

Symphoricarpos albus Common Snowberry 3 to 7 R/NG

* �Species not designated as Montana native are not considered native to Montana or their status is under review, but they are considered 
native in nearby states (USDA Plants Database, Montana Field Guide). Plants indicated as larval hosts support one or more butterfly or 
moth species.

Drought resistance:       High              Medium                 Low
MT Native

Pollinator-friendly

Larval host

Food for birds

KEY:
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Drought resistance:       High              Medium                 Low

SCIENTIFIC NAME COMMON NAME ZONE
SEED/BULB/

DIVISION/ROOT/
NURSERY GROWN

ADDITIONAL DETAILS*

Trees**

Abies lasiocarpa Subalpine Fir 5 to 8 S/R/NG

Abies grandis Grand Fir 4 to 6 S/R/NG

Acer glabrum Rocky Mountain Maple 4 to 8 S/R/NG

Acer negundo Boxelder 3 to 8 S/R/NG

Betula papyrifera Paper Birch 2 to 6 S/R/NG

Betula occidentalis Water Birch 3 to 9 S/R/NG

Celtis occidentalis Common Hackberry 2 to 9 S/R/NG

Crataegus douglasii Black Hawthorn 4 to 8 S/R/NG

Juniperus scopulorum Rocky Mountain Juniper 3 to 7 S/R/NG

Larix occidentalis Western Larch 2 to 6 S/R/NG

Picea engelmannii Engelmann Spruce 3 to 8 S/R/NG

Picea glauca White Spruce 3 to 6 S/R/NG

Pinus albicaulis Whitebark Pine 4 to 8 S/R/NG

Pinus contorta Lodgepole Pine 3 to 8 S/R/NG

Pinus flexilis Limber Pine 4 to 7 S/R/NG

Pinus monticola Western White Pine 4 to 8 S/R/NG

Pinus ponderosa Ponderosa Pine 3 to 7 S/R/NG

Populus angustifolia Narrowleaf Cottonwood 3 to 9 S/R/NG

Populus balsamifera Black Cottonwood/Balsam Poplar 3 to 8 S/R/NG

Populus deltoides Eastern Cottonwood 3 to 9 S/R/NG

Populus tremuloides Quaking Aspen 2 to 8 S/R/NG

Pseudotsuga menziesii Douglas Fir 4 to 6 S/R/NG

Quercus macrocarpa Bur Oak 3 to 9 S/R/NG

Salix amygdaloides Peachleaf Willow 4 to 8 D/R/NG

Thuja plicata Western Red Cedar 5 to 9 S/R/NG

Tsuga mertensiana Mountain Hemlock 5 to 8 S/R/NG

** �Some tree species may not be suitable in an area, check with local Extension resources before incorporating trees and shrubs in the 
landscape.

MT Native

Pollinator-friendly

Larval host

Food for birds

KEY:

* �Species not designated as Montana native are not considered native to Montana or their status is under review, but they are considered 
native in nearby states (USDA Plants Database, Montana Field Guide). Plants indicated as larval hosts support one or more butterfly or 
moth species.
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Definitions
Annual: Plant that completes a life cycle in one year.

Biennial: Plant that completes a life cycle in two years, with 
vegetative growth during the first year and flowering occurring 
during the second year.

Cultivar: A cultivated variety of a plant, bred for specific 
characteristics by humans.

Forb: An herbaceous, broadleaf plant that is not a grass, often 
with larger and more distinct/showy flower displays.

Graminoid (Grasses, Sedges, and Rushes): Herbaceous 
plant with narrow leaves and subtle elongated flower spikes 
that are pollinated by wind, including grasses (Poaceae)  
and other grass-like plants such as sedges (Cyperaceae) and 
rushes (Juncaceae). 

Nativar: A cultivar created from a native plant species.

Native plant: Plant that has evolved and occurs naturally in 
a particular region, ecosystem, and habitat.

Perennial: Plant that persists year after year, growing and 
blooming during the spring and summer seasons, dying back 
in the fall and winter, and regrowing the following spring. 

Shrub: A woody plant, smaller than a tree, with several main 
stems arising at or near the ground.

Tree: A woody plant, usually with a single elongated stem or 
trunk, that can grow to considerable sizes.
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