The FriYAY Podcast Series
Transcript for Episode 9: #PlantaPark: Native Gardening at Home with Ted White
(Introduction Music)
 It’s Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, Fri-Yay, FriYAY! (woo!)
(Fast guitar-picking music)
Narrator:
Welcome to the FriYAY Podcast Series from PPFL. Each week we interview interesting experts in a variety of disciplines from underwater basket-weaving to animal husbandry. This week we're talking to Ted White, Supervisory Park Ranger in the Division of Interpretation and Education at the National Mall and Memorial Parks, and a native plant garden enthusiast. Kristi Rugg conducted the interview.
-----
Kristi Rugg, Byline:
I'm really excited to talk to you. Today we're gonna be talking a little bit about native plants. What got you interested in native plants?
Ted White:
My dad when I was growing up was very interested in ecology and he was often teaching me plant identification as a kid. I lost my dad in 2014. You know some of those names of plants that are in my head they remain as a connection to my dad.
More recently I met a couple of biologists out in California named Brad and Amy Henderson and they had taken a property in suburban LA and restored that to all native plants. They were going around doing presentations showing slides of just how quickly the birds and insects and amphibians return to their property and it was really amazing. They-they made it look easy and fun.
When we moved to Washington DC a few years ago I happened to have the opportunity to see James Gagliardi, he's a horticulturalist at the Smithsonian Gardens, did a talk here in Silver Spring, Maryland about how he built the Smithsonian Pollinator Gardens. That really gave me some some concrete ideas of how to proceed with my own garden.
Kristi:
I think you kind of touched on this a little bit but why would you encourage someone to use native plants at their house.
Ted:
The main reason I would encourage someone to use native plants at their house is biodiversity. The real basis of the food web is our native insects because they're the food for all the small fish, birds, amphibians, reptiles, mammals, that then become food for larger carnivores. The thing is those bugs are really picky eaters. They, in many cases, have evolved these specialized relationships with the plants that they eat because the plants don't want to be eaten. So they employ a host of chemical defenses to make themselves either unpalatable or poisonous.
So you get these relationships like the monarch and the milkweed. It's so specialized that without milkweeds, no monarch. They can't just turn around and start eating crepe myrtles. They just won't do it. Most of our introduced plant species look no more like food to those insects than concrete or asphalt.
Kristi:
What are some of the benefits to having a native plant garden for you personally, especially right now?
Ted:
Yeah, personally my garden is a great source of joy right now. I'm so grateful that I have this yard. I used to live in an apartment and I'm very grateful that we were able to purchase a home. It's only a sixth of an acre but I've put a few years of work into it. And it's May now I go outside, it's green, everything is popping out of the ground and growing.
I see something different just about every day. It's really quite amazing, you know. Not only that, I have two kids. I have a son who's five and a daughter who's two and I just think that it's more important now more than ever for kids to get outside. Having this native garden, it's a way for kids to get outside and learn about science, learn about nature, have some green time instead of screen time as I like to say. 
The other day my son and I were - we went outside we were crouched down between some some native thistles and some bee balm plants that are quite tall. We were just watching as this wren, as a native house wren was engaged in this aerial dogfight with these invasive sparrows. And that mother wren, she was defending her nest box successfully against the sparrows. It was really every bit as exciting as watching some kind of action movie.
And my daughter she's-she's two and a half. She loves bunnies, so we had a mama bunny build a nest in some of those same plants. The plants are not only food, you know, food for bugs, they're also shelter for some of our smaller animals place to hide. So this mama bunny built her little nest and gave birth to five little baby bunnies and we go out and we see them running around the yard now. It's kind of like you know we talk about them like there are members of the family.
Kristi:
That's awesome what a great way to interact even when you're in a place that is more of what we would consider like a city environment not like out in the wild.
Ted:
Yeah I guess I would say you know one other benefit that I gained from native gardening is the community. Native plant gardeners are some of the nicest, most positive, most supportive people that you'll ever meet and I've built some great friendships through the native plant community.
And also just friendships with neighbors who maybe were not in that community but they see what's going on with our yard, that it's not just the sterile lawn. They see a lot of life there and they're curious and they stop by and they ask questions like “hey what is that that you're planting there.”
Kristi:
So how can others get started in creating their own native gardens? What kind of resources would you point them toward?
Ted:
I would say that the best way to get started is really just to start. It's like you're making a patchwork quilt. You start with just one patch of cloth and you start sewing those patches together and pretty soon you've got a bedspread. That's really how gardening works. It doesn't matter if you start small. You put in some wild flowers before you know it you're gonna see butterflies showing up. You're gonna see birds showing up. You put in some red bee balm, some coral honeysuckle vine, and you've got hummingbirds. It's a great way to get out get some exercise and really enjoy right away the fruit of your labors.
You know if you don't know anything about plants there's a lot of great resources out there. Every state has a Native Plant Society and those are some great, really super knowledgeable folks to reach out to. Find those native plant societies online also the National Wildlife Federation, Audubon Society, and the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center down in Austin, Texas have plant finder. You can generate- using those resources- generate lists of plants that would be appropriate to your ecoregion. 
Last but not least, another resource worth mentioning is the Pollinator Partnership. Its pollinator.org. You can go on their website and they've got 30 some different ecoregion-specific native plant guides with lists of things to plant. So there's just a lot of great stuff out there.
Most importantly, I just - I would urge people to get out there have fun you know get your daily dose of happiness out there in the garden. I really do believe in the restorative, you know kind of therapeutic powers of nature. And this is a great way to really connect directly with nature and be a steward.
You know my yard is this tiny little national park and I've just been hired as the Chief of Resources here [in my yard]. So how can I be a great steward. I am learning new things every day. You really get this deep connection. You're gonna be proud of your work after a while and you're gonna want to take some pictures; so I will invite anyone and everyone to use the hashtag “Plant a Park” if you're posting photos on Instagram and/or you want to see some ideas and see some examples of what I've done. #PlantAPark 
Kristi:
Well thank you so much for joining us today. It was wonderful and I'm excited to go out and plant my own garden.
Ted:
Alright thanks so much Kristi.
Narrator:
To learn more about the FriYAY Series visit the Common Learning Portal. 


