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A Message from Wild Ones Education and 
Program Coordinator   

By Sara Ressing 
In the cycle of seasons, spring is another season of 
change. Sure, you can see this in our gardens and 
landscapes, but as I write this, I’m reminded of the 
movie “Groundhog Day.” This cinematic masterpiece 
uses the backdrop of an early spring day to explore 
themes of transformation and self-reflection, as the 
protagonist experiences change in a very literal sense 
through repeated days. As you will read in this issue 
of the Journal, transformation, movement and change 
are constant themes for Wild Ones. 

Monarchs very literally embody transformation through metamorphosis. 
Read more in the latest installment of our butterfly and pollinator series, 
supported by Monarch Joint Venture, which can be found on Page 10. Besa 
Schweitzer sheds light on the personal impact of tagging these remarkable 
insects with her mentor and the guidance of Monarch Watch, a community 
science initiative dedicated to the research, conservation and study of mon-
arch butterflies.  

Witness the subtle yet profound movements shaping our natural world, 
and incredible role ants play in the lifecycle of native wildflowers in “Ants 
are Superheroes in the World of Native Wildflowers” by Kim Strader, high-
lighted on Page 30. Strader describes the symbiotic relationship between 
ants and plants, where ants, often unseen agents of change, help the move-
ment and dispersal of seeds across forests and meadows. 

On Page 35, you will learn what it takes to be a “true” pollinator. A pol-
linator is an animal that moves pollen from the male anther of a flower to 
the female stigma of a flower. It is a process that is critical to species and 
ecosystem health and resilience.   

And finally, you might notice a few changes in the Journal as well. In an 
effort to keep the Journal relevant and engaging for our readers, the scope 
and focus of the Journal has changed over time. Complete the Journal Feed-
back Form and help guide the direction. Members are always welcome to 
send their thoughts and comments to support@wildones.org. And finally, we 
are always looking for contributors. You can read more about the submis-
sion guidelines on our website. 

What happens with all this movement? Seeds spread, new flowers bloom 
and Wild Ones continues to reshape our own and others’ minds about nat-
ural landscaping. And of course, as we all know, the beauty of native plant 
gardens and landscapes stems from their ever-changing nature.
P.S. For those that don’t follow the tradition, Punxsutawney Phil’s prediction 
this February indicates an early spring, so you can look forward to a change 
in weather coming to your area soon.
Sara is a biologist and administrator in higher education. She started part 
time at Wild Ones this past summer and supports the mission though her 
active involvement in the development, strategy, reporting and budgeting for 
programs such as the Lorrie Otto Seeds for Education Grants, Native Garden 
Designs, Wild for Monarchs, Wild Ones Journal and educational webinars.
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“Perfection”
Standing tall against dark green blades, the freshly opened 
Louisiana blue iris (Iris giganticaerulea) is queen of the wild-

flowers. Photo Contest submission
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By James Faupel 
As you read this, winter is sliding 
away as the daily available sunlight 
grows. Soon, the soil will warm, and 
early spring wildflowers will begin 
to poke the tips of their leaves out, 
waiting for consistently warm tem-
peratures.  

Virginia spring beauty (Claytonia 
virginica) is one of our earliest native 
spring ephemerals. The Claytonia 
genus includes host plant species 
for its very own pollen-specialist 
bee. The spring beauty mining bee 
(Andrena erigeniae) is an ephemeral 
bee that emerges from its moth-
er’s nesting cavity only for the brief 
period of the year when the Virginia 
spring beauty flowers are blooming. 

The bees then die, but not before 
they have a chance to produce their 
own offspring for the next year. In 
Missouri, this specialist bee has only 
the singular host plant from which 
she can acquire pollen to feed her 
larvae—Claytonia virginica—but 
there are two additional Claytonia 
species within the bee’s entire range 
throughout North America from 
which she can also gather pollen. 

Claytonia virginica is typically 
a 6- to 8-inch tall, perennial, her-
baceous wildflower that mainly 
grows in moist, loamy soils through-
out eastern North America. These 
diminutive plants can also be found 
growing in the understory of me-
sic prairies—which have similar sun 

exposure as the dappled sun-lit 
understory of woodlands—and can be 
easily seen following the duff removal 
of a dormant season burn.

Currently, however, you are more 
likely to come across this plant in a 
human construct: the mowed turf 
grass lawn. Virginia spring beauty has 
adapted to flourish within semi-fre-
quently mowed settings, especially 
when there is dappled shade from 
limbed-up trees above them. Ir-
regular mowing schedules of many 
tree-laden community parks allow 
for the perfect conditions for these 
spring wildflowers to have time to 
reseed and spread, and for insects to 
nest in the less frequented and less 
compacted soils. 

The spring beauty mining bee: 
A specialist that needs our help

A spring beauty mining bee (Andrena erigeniae) in Great Falls, Virginia on Virginia spring beauty (Claytonia virginica). 
Photo by Judy Gallagher/Flickr

http://wildones.org
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/52450054@N04/16411539534/
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The lifecycle of this partnership 
Virginia spring beauty is one of the 
first native spring wildflowers to 
emerge from the soil and flower each 
March/April, alongside other early 
spring favorites such as bloodroot 
(Sanguinaria canadensis) and yellow 
trout lily (Erythronium americanum). 
Its bloom period can last three to 
four weeks or more, while also be-
ginning seed production all along its 
stem, within the pollinated and spent 
flower heads. 

Shortly before the flowers open, 
male spring beauty mining bees exit 
the previous year’s nesting cavi-
ties. This allows the males to get 
acquainted with their surroundings 
and build up energy to prepare for 
territorial competition. Days later, 
once the female spring beauty mining 
bees begin to emerge, the males have 
a very short window of opportunity 
to mate due to the short bloom time 
of their host plant and the unpredict-
able nature of spring weather. Every 
future generation of their species is 
dependent on their parents’ success-
ful rendezvous each spring.

All adult male and female bees 
visit flowers to drink nectar to gain 
energy, but only females gather pol-
len purposefully to take back to their 
nests to feed their larvae. Since there 
are so few reliable pollinators active 
at this early stage of the season, the 
Virginia spring beauty is provided 
with premium quality cross-pollina-
tion services by this loyal, specialist 
female bee as it systematically visits 
each flower within range. The female 
spring beauty mining bee lays a single 
egg upon each pollen provision that 
she brings back and deposits in her 
approximately 6-inch-long nest cavi-
ty, tunneled into the loamy soil below 
her host plants. As the blooms fade, 
these specialist bees fade too, passing 
along the torch for their species’ fu-
ture to their offspring in the ground. 
Throughout the rest of that spring 
and into autumn, each of the larvae 
in the nest cavity has hatched out of 
its egg, eaten the pollen provision 
from its mother, pupated and then 

matured into its adult form by winter. 
Over winter, under the snow and 
leaves, the spring beauty mining bees 
await the warming of the soil to once 
again begin taking their brief midday 
flights in the warm rays of spring 
sunshine.

This specialist bee’s lifecycle may 
be one of those easily affected by 
future climate change fluctuations, as 
it depends primarily on one species 
of flower to exist, a flower whose 
emergence is, as far as I can ascertain 
from published literature, complete-
ly controlled by climate-influenced 
soil temperatures. The spring beau-
ty mining bees’ emergence is also 
sensitive to the warming of the soil. It 
has evolved to emerge from the soil 
at the same time as the spring beauty 
blossoms open. A poorly timed bee 

emergence before or during a late 
deep freeze could kill off localized 
bee populations or destroy that year’s 
flowers. Destruction of the flowers 
would deplete the bees’ nectar and 
pollen resources, starving them to 
death. 

Similarly, an early season mowing 
during the bloom period could result 
in all the flowerheads being de-
stroyed, which could also cause the 
devastation of a localized population 
of spring beauty mining bees. Female 
mining bees (Andrena) don’t travel far 
from their soil nesting cavities to for-
age for their host’s pollen and nectar, 
so localized disturbances can have 
detrimental repercussions. 

Additionally, poorly timed mow-
ings during Claytonia bloom or seed 
development periods would prevent 

Why should we care about native bees?
Cross-pollination occurs when an animal collects pollen from one plant 
species and then carries that pollen to another plant of that same species. 
Pollinators play an essential role in natural ecosystems by helping plant 
populations reproduce, a role that we rely on heavily for continuing our 
worldwide supply of food, as well as many other plant-based resources, 
such as medicine, clothing and building materials. Research shows that 
approximately one-third of our global food supply is reliant on animal polli-
nation. About 80% of the plants in the world rely on animal pollination. Our 
continued survival on this planet is dependent on pollinators.

Bees are some of the world’s best animal pollinators. Female bees 
actively search for and collect pollen on their bodies to take back to feed 
to their young. Most other animal pollinators only transfer pollen between 
plants that accidentally stuck to their bodies. That makes them more likely 
to deliver the wrong species of pollen, thus leading to unsuccessful pollina-
tion.  

Many people know of only a handful of bee species, which number 
more than 4,000 in the U.S. and 20,000 worldwide. Many native bees are 
pollen specialists, focusing on gathering pollen from a small group of host 
plant species, sometimes from only one species of plant. This behavior 
exponentially decreases the odds of the wrong pollen being delivered to 
the host plant. This incredible plant-animal relationship can make specialist 
bees some of the most reliable pollinators of the plant-based resources that 
we and so many other animals depend upon to survive.

The mining bee is a specialist bee that has evolved to have an inter-
connected relationship with its host plants. Native to North America, they 
are one of the largest bee families with numerous species found across the 
continent. The story below is about one variety of mining bee, the spring 
beauty mining bee (Andrena erigeniae), that true to its name, specializes 
in collecting pollen from the spring ephemeral wildflower spring beauty 
(Claytonia virginica). Its range is from Minnesota to New York, south to 
North Carolina and Georgia. 
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plants from being able to spread that 
year, and too frequent of mowings 
every year could potentially starve 
out a plant population, making it dis-
appear forever. 

Female spring beauty mining 
bees evolved to nest in the loose 
loamy soils of woodlands. The wheels 
of heavy equipment frequently run-
ning over spring beauty turf area will 
also compact the soil to the point 
that the plants will no longer be able 
to grow there, and the bees will not 
be able to nest in it. 
How can you help the two species to 
survive? 
Claytonia virginica, which grows in 
plant hardiness zones 3-9, is a great 
candidate for home landscapes, es-
pecially since it loves the low compe-
tition for sunlight and root space in 
a mowed turfgrass lawn. The plant is 
most easily propagated from seed, as 
their tubers can be very deep in the 
soil, making it difficult to transplant. 
If you wish to start growing this plant 
on your property, first try purchasing 
locally sourced seed from a native 
seed retailer. If you cannot find a reli-
able local source, ask a friend or local 
park that has a large lawn population 
if you can collect some of their seeds 

before they mow. You would need 
to start checking for ripening seeds 
as soon as large patches stop flow-
ering. Do not collect seeds of native 
plants from any land other than your 
own without having first received 
permission to do so, and do not 
harvest plants or seeds from small 
wild populations. Once you have an 
established planting of spring beau-
ties, remember not to use herbicides 
or insecticides on your lawn, and to 
mow high and infrequently to allow 
for seed development and minimal 
soil compaction. 

Female spring beauty mining bees 
need large patches of pollen resourc-
es to be able to rear their young, so 
you likely won’t see too many of these 
bees at small populations of Claytonia 
virginica. Growing plants from seed 
can take many years and it will take 
even longer for your plants to spread 
into a large patch. Starting native 
plant populations on your property 
so they can grow and spread into 
future resources for wildlife, such as 
for these specialist mining bees, is an 
incredibly important action to take. 
You may never get to see the fruits of 
your labor yourself, but you should 
plant them nonetheless. This concept 

is similar to an old saying that you 
may have heard: “Blessed is the one 
who plants trees under whose shade 
they will never sit.” 

Depending on your site’s connec-
tivity to surrounding green spaces, 
pollinators will find your flower pop-
ulation with time. Successful native 
plantings don’t happen overnight, 
so patience is a virtue. Due to our 
ever-sprawling urban and suburban 
population centers and fragment-
ed green spaces left in the wake, it 
is vital that we find ways to include 
the displaced native plants back into 
our human landscapes, to continue 
to support the wildlife these plants 
sustain.  

James Faupel is a supervisor of 
ecological restoration for the Missouri 
Botanical Garden at the Litzsinger 
Road Ecology Center. Faupel began his 
career in horticulture, first working in 
the nursery industry and later in the 
design and landscaping trade. He has 
been working with native plants for 
more than 17 years. 

This article was originally pub-
lished in the Spring 2023 issue of the 
Missouri Prairie Journal, (Vol. 44, No. 
1) published by the Missouri Prairie 
Foundation. 

This mining bee (Andrena vicina), one of the most common and conspicuous Andrena species in eastern North America, digs in the sand. 
Photo/Flickr
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