Perennial Profile: Chamaebatiaria millefolium (Fernbush)
Location: Xeric 1
Plant Select plant? Yes

If you seek an all-around magnificent native shrub for your Douglas County landscape, consider the
aptly-named Fernbush, highly valued for its showy flowers, beautiful foliage, and sweet aroma. The
species name, millefolium, literally means “with a thousand leaves,” and those leaves have many
(though not quite a thousand) descriptions: lacy, deeply cut, hairy, some say leathery, sticky, and—most
definitely—fern-like.

(Serious gardeners may wish to acquire Fernbush for a more geeky reason: it is the only representative
of a genus (Chamaebataria) containing only one species. Chamaebataria is what’s known as a
monotype: it is the only representative of a genus containing only one species—yes, millefolium!)

We mentioned the sweet aroma. Another common name for Fernbush is Desert Sweet, which tells us
not only that it smells divine (both its flowers and its foliage) but it is drought tolerant, too. Once itis
established, this shrub needs no irrigation beyond what we naturally get. It is native to the Colorado
Plateau and surrounding region (at the Douglas County Fairgrounds, you’ll find it in the “Xeric 1” section
of the demonstration garden), though just a bit of extra watering may extend its usual July-to-August
flowering season.

The flowers are tiny (not even 1/2” across), but they are abundant, and they grow in crinkly-looking
clusters which attract many species of pollinators. In fact, Fernbush is a “host plant” for the Spring Azure
butterfly, meaning it is a one-stop shop for that butterfly’s life cycle. Fernbush grows to be 3’-5’ tall and
wide, in an upright mounded form. It makes a lovely specimen plant, hedge or windbreak, and grows in
a variety of soil types as long as they are well-drained, including the clay soil we find here in Douglas
County.

As is the case with virtually every Western U.S. native plant, Fernbush has a fascinating folklore.
According to the Native American Ethnobotany database, the Shoshoni tribe used the foliage as an
analgesic for stomach aches or cramps, while the Navajo and Ramah rolled its leaves inside corn husks
to smoke for good luck in hunting. In research conducted on traditional uses of plants in the Flagstaff
monuments area, University of Arizona researchers found that the Southern Paiute used “a compound
decoction of young shoots” from Fernbush to treat lumbago.

Following the spectacle of summertime flowering, yellowish-brown seed heads form in the fall. And
while Fernbush is evergreen in locations farther south than Douglas County, gardeners here will find it
to be largely deciduous (though there may be a few green leaves on the cinnamon-colored bark
throughout much of the winter). New leaf growth emerges in early spring. Consider growing this
distinctive beauty in your garden for year-round enjoyment!
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