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A SLOPE RESTORED

n the last issue of the Acorn, we published the photo below, which
shows us planting a very steep slope in Windmill Hill Park in the
City of Alexandria. That was back in March. We were working
with Rod Simmons, the City’s Plant Ecologist. Rod tells us that this
slope was once a bank along the tracks of the old Orange and Alexandria Railroad, around the 1840s. But like so many railroad cuts in our
region, the bank was eventually swallowed by invasive alien plants
— until Rod and his team adopted it, and after quite a lot of work,
vanquished the weeds.
That brings us back to last spring. Plans called for a native
managed meadow here — and something had to happen fairly soon,
before the bank’s meager soil began migrating onto the bike path
below. So we put in some 700 native, locally propagated plants from
our Wild Plant Nursery. As you can see from the photo above, taken in
August, the planting has prospered! The yellow flowers are partridge
pea (Chamaecrista fascicularis); the blue ones are upland ironweed
(Vernonia glauca). Another chapter opens in the history of this little
space. (Photo above is courtesy of Rod Simmons.)
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LISA SPEAKS MEADOW

f you garden and you’re interested in meadows, Lisa has encouraging things to tell you. As most readers of the Acorn probably
already know, Lisa Bright is the Sangha’s Executive Director. She
has 18 years of experience propagating our region’s native flora, and
planting for conservation. In September, she wrote a note on meadow
plantings for our email list. (If you would like to be on that list, just
email us at info@earthsangha.org.) I’m publishing the note here — in
a more durable medium than email — because it’s such a resonant
example of the Sangha’s close-to-the-earth conservation ethic. It’s also
an authentic example of Lisa’s own perspective and voice. That voice
is the product of all those years in forest and field. It’s also the product
of Lisa’s personal background as an immigrant to this country,
exploring a landscape she first encountered when she was 40.
Lisa grew up in rural South Korea, in the 1950s and ’60s. She was
in her twenties when she immigrated to Canada. That’s where I met
her. In 1992, our family moved from Montreal to northern Virginia.
Lisa and I founded the Sangha in 1997 and the Sangha’s Wild Plant
Nursery in 2001. Lisa’s note begins on page 2.
— Chris Bright, President
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e’ve been hearing quite a few encouraging stories from
people who want to make native-plant meadows out of old
fields on abandoned farmlands or even out of smaller
empty lots in suburban neighborhoods. The owners of these places
have beautiful visions: a mix of diverse, native wild-flowers with some
woody species in the background to attract native wildlife. They
would like to see lots of bird activities and butterflies and other
beneficial insects and possibly more amphibian populations. Some
people have inherited tens of acres in the countryside and some just
own small empty lots next to their suburban houses.
What these people have in common is they don’t really want to
engage landscaping companies to turn these spaces into thriving
meadows overnight. They like to do the work themselves and wonder
how to go about implementing their visions without using heavy
equipments or incurring high cost or, for that matter, a lot of time.
We appreciate this laid-back gardener’s approach. A lot, in fact!
For one thing, if you make a mistake, it’s likely to be small and easily
fixed. You can change your mind in the middle of your work without
incurring costly damages. The other benefit is that you are gaining a
huge amount of knowledge through your sweats and aching muscles
and through your inquisitive mind. You will become a useful resource
to others in the future.
There are ways to achieve your goals if you observe some basic
ecological principles. It will still involve a lot of diligent works but the
rewards will be worth it.
From Abandoned Farmland to Woody Old-Field
Most likely, these old fields were once cattle-grazed Eurasian “tall
fescue,” now let go. I have seen many fields like this, including fields
owned by government agencies. Many of them are managed only by
mowing once a year. Even after decades of this routine, fescue usually
still dominates the ground composition, but if you look carefully, you
can usually find other, native grasses in there, and flowering plants
and shrubs have taken roots. But on your land, you probably do not

want to wait decades to see a patch of new plants
finally appear!
In our region, woody old-fields were naturally
occurring by forest fires. When the fire made an
opening in a forest, there were a lot of dormant seeds
waiting to take full advantage of sunlight and the less
competitive ground space. A mosaic of forb, grass,
and woody seedlings would sprout almost as soon as
the ground had cooled.
The opening of forests gives a great opportunity
for early-succession natives like black-eyed Susan,
partridge pea, field thistle, various goldenrods, little
bluestem grass, broomsedge grass, and Indian grass,
along with woody species like eastern red cedar,
Virginia Pine, Carolina rose, black cherry, and various
sumac species.
You can create somewhat artificial woody oldfields in the dense growth of fescue. Let’s imagine
those massive fescue stands as forests. You don’t want
to remove the entire field of fescue. The fescue is so
massive and immovable that it protects your ground
from obnoxious invasive plants moving in. Instead,
remove several patches of fescue to create new garden
plots and consider these plots as your own woody
old-fields. Some plots might be located in such a way
as to grow woody plants for wind protection. Some
plots might be near the water, if you have any, for moisture-loving
grasses and forbs. Some plots might be for dry meadow species.
Once you have this patchwork of fescue-free plots, you’ll be ready
to sow or plant. It is likely that any new plants will experience a certain
amount of stress in a harsh condition like this, and we advise that you
choose the plant species mentioned above and put them closely
together to support each other. Let these hardy species take roots and
grow and spread first before adding more visually charismatic plants.
As you become more confident, you can expand the plots by removing
more fescue.
Suburban Plots for Meadow-Like Gardens:
A small suburban lot can be deceptively challenging. You won’t
necessarily know the history of how the ground was made up and
used. You may think you’ve removed
all the pesky brambles and invasive
vines, but their root system can
revive from broken pieces left
underground. In a year or so, they
roar back to life. Or you may want to
save some mature black locust trees
or maybe sweetgum or maple trees
growing on the edge of the lot, but
they drop tons of seed every year and
it seems every one of those seeds
sprouts in your carefully tended
garden plot, thereby engulfing your
native perennials. Or you realize that
just inches below the surface, the
ground has been compacted and
filled with construction debris. In
dry periods, that soil may be as hard
as a rock and after it rains, it doesn’t
drain well.

The first order of the process is to observe what is happening on
the ground and in the surrounding area. Learn how the water behaves
when it rains, and what happens when big storms hit the area. How do
people use the areas nearby? You need a long-term management plan.
Figure out how much time you want to spend on this project, and
how the neighborhood will likely perceive it.
Once you’ve done your homework, you should start with a small
and manageable plot that has clear boundaries, so that everyone can
see that it’s a garden. You can get rid of the weeds by placing dark
plastic sheets or tarps over the mowed plots for a few weeks in
summer — I know: there aren’t any perfect ways of killing weeds
without doing some damage to other creatures. Or you could put
down heavy cardboard or layers of newspapers laden with wood
mulch on top for a few weeks in summer.
Don’t sow your plot with a commercial seed mix. It’s better to buy
individual plants and experiment a little, to see what will grow and
what will not. You might like to look at our Wild Garden Manual for
more ideas and advice. (We can send you one. Just ask!) There are lots
of techniques you can learn to manage your garden, but the important
thing is just to make a start and learn as you go.
But no matter how good a job you did initially, you will need to
weed the garden — always! That need will never go away. And
especially, you will need a serious plan for controlling invasive plants.
Invasive plants are so permeated throughout the region, that they will
come to your plot in all manners and forms. If it is just half an acre or
even an acre, you could set aside one hour a week to control the
invasives. On my own property, where the front yard is now a native
pollinator garden and the backyard is like a woody old field, I spend
an hour a month pulling invasive weeds. It’s not perfect, but it’s
sufficient. You decide what works for you and how much work you
want to invest, and do not bite off more than you could chew. The rest
of the plot can be mowed occasionally. If you choose the right native
plants, they will spill over into the other areas, as the soil gradually
improves through deep-rooting native grasses.
— Lisa Bright, Executive Director
Photos: At left, Lisa braves the rain at our Wild Plant Nursery Open
House in September. Below and also in September, sophomores from
the Stone Ridge School of the Sacred Heart celebrate their Japanese
stiltgrass take-down at the Marie Butler Leven Preserve.

pulling & planting @ MBLP
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ne of the few benefits — actually, maybe the only benefit —
of our soggy summer was the delayed seed-set in Japanese
stiltgrass (Microstegium vimineum). Japanese stiltgrass is one
of the main invasives that Matt and I are trying to control at the Marie
Butler Leven Preserve. Each plant can produce up to 1,000 seeds and
those seeds can stay viable in the soil for up to seven years. Stiltgrass
thrives in a broad range of growing conditions. Moist to dry. Full
shade to full sun. Disturbed and undisturbed sites. Stiltgrass is your
full service invasive. Fortunately, it’s an annual, meaning that each
plant (roots and all!) dies at the end of the season; if you’re able to
stop new plants from growing, then you can eventually suppress the
infestation.
Thanks to the delay in seed-set, we had time to remove large
swaths of stiltgrass from both the forest edges of the park, and the
forest interior — including a whole hillside we’ve never had time to
pull before! A big thanks to our “pull-a-thon” participants: our regular
volunteers, and students from Georgetown University. From mid-July
through August, almost 50 volunteers spent over 140 hours pulling
stiltgrass with us. Some evenings Matt and I would also go out after
work to pull for an hour or two. When it got to the point that we were
both dreaming of pulling stiltgrass, we knew it was time for a break.
To help suppress resprouting, we’re replanting cleared areas
densely, with natives from our Wild Plant Nursery. On last year’s sites,
there is already much more biodiversity and much less stiltgrass
regrowth on sites that were both pulled and planted, versus sites that
were only pulled.
At the beginning of fall, we jump-started our “plant-tathalon” with
a three-day planting of 1,500 herbaceous plants — thanks to students
from the Stone Ridge School of the Sacred Heart (see the photo
below), and our regular volunteers. We focused on extending our
erosion-control plantings of a wooded slope. The deep-rooting grasses
and forbs will help hold the slope and allow more water to soak into
the soil instead of just running off.
With all the area cleared during the pull-a-thon, we still have a lot
of planting to do this fall. By the end of November, we hope to put in
another 2,500 plants — forbs, grasses, shrubs, and trees. Check out
our Field Schedule (earthsangha.org/volunteer) for upcoming events!
— Katherine Isaacson, Outreach and Development Coordinator

1,500 PINO CRIOLLO
conservation in practice
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e’re re-establishing this endangered species. These are
seedlings of Hispaniolan pine (Pinus occidentalis), being
sorted at our main Tree Bank nursery. Our Tree Bank
Hispaniola program works with farmers along a section of the
Dominican Republic – Haiti border, to conserve forest and increase
small-holder incomes. “Pino criollo” (“native pine”), as the locals call
this species, has been red-listed by the IUCN as endangered, meaning
that it’s officially recognized as at risk of extinction.
Many endangered species are rare, hard to spot, and occur only in
unusual habitats. Hispaniolan pine is not like that. It’s big, widespread,
and once dominated hundreds of square miles of the island’s rugged
Cordillera Central, creating habitat for dozens of other species, both
plants and animals. You can still see it almost everywhere in its range,
but its ubiquity is deceptive. Many of its populations are collapsing
from heavy logging.
We have a simple idea that could help save the pine: we are asking
our farmers to replant loose stands of it in their pastures. (Pasture is
what usually results after local pine-land has been cut.) The plantings
will cast only islands of light shade — enough to ease growth-limiting
heat stress in cattle but not so much as to shade out pasture grass.
The result will be a kind of savanna, similar to the original, pinedominated community — and much better for pine-loving wildlife
than ordinary pasture. Planting won’t cost the farmers a peso, since
the seedlings are free. We’re even supplying barbed wire to improve
the pastures. Once established, the plantings will offer the prospect of
happier, slightly fatter cows and an eventual timber harvest — which
we will try to make sustainable.
The seedlings shown above were a gift from the Dominican
Ministry of the Environment and Natural Resources, which operates a
tree nursery near our project area. We are planning to grow the pine
ourselves, from local wild stands, but this year we weren’t successful in
collecting seed, so we asked the Ministry for help.
So far this year, we have planted about 1,500 little pines, 700 of
them on 13 acres of pasture, distributed over seven farms, and the
other 800 in our nature reserve, which contains about 21 acres of
degraded pasture that we are gradually restoring. We’re hoping that
more farmers will buy into this idea. If they do, we may have an
approach that could help the pine in many parts of its native range.

The Earth Sangha is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) charity based in the Washington,
DC, area and devoted to ecological restoration. We work in the spirit of
Buddhist practice, but our members and volunteers come from a wide variety
of religious and secular backgrounds.
Want to contact us or make a donation? You can support our work by
becoming a member. Membership starts at $35 per year. Donations are taxdeductible. You can mail us a check (made out to “Earth Sangha”) or donate
on our website. We will send you a receipt and include you in our mailings.
(If your name and address are correct on your check, there is no need to send
us anything else.) To donate specifically to our DC-Area programs, write
“DC-Area” on the check memo line; to donate specifically to the Tree Bank,
write “Tree Bank” on the memo line. Contact us at: Earth Sangha, 10123
Commonwealth Blvd., Fairfax, VA 22032-2707 | (703) 764-4830 |
earthsangha.org. Complete program information is available on our website.
Want to volunteer with us? We work with volunteers at our Wild Plant
Nursery and our field sites in northern Virginia. For more information see
our website or call Matt Bright at (703) 764-4830.
The Acorn: Our newsletter is printed on paper that is
100% post-consumer waste recycled, process chlorinefree, and manufactured entirely with wind-generated
electricity. This issue copyright © 2018, Earth Sangha.
Gold-rated: The Earth Sangha has a gold rating from
GuideStar Exchange for commitment to transparency.
One of the best: The Earth Sangha is recognized by the
Catalogue for Philanthropy as “one of the best small
charities in the Washington, DC, region.”
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Revive yourself. Restore the forests. Risingforests.com

