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As spring is just around the corner where I live, I am anxious to get out in the garden again. While there is still a 2-foot mountain of snow in my back yard, I can keep positive by writing articles on my favourite perennials. This week’s article is on the genus Dodecatheon, better known as shooting stars. The genus is named for the Twelve Olympians (Greek: Dodekatheon) and belongs to the Primrose Family, Primulaceae. These are mainly North American natives, and are underappreciated as garden subjects. 

There are 14 Dodecatheon species, and no registered hybrids that I am aware of. Only a couple of these species are readily available commercially; the others are more collector’s plants. Slowly, garden varieties are being named and propagated (such as D. meadia ‘Aphrodite’). All of these species will grow under the same conditions in the garden, and most of the species are classified separately for subtle differences in foliage, and flower color. All species are very similar to Cyclamen in floral appearance, with reflexed petals that resemble a space ship or shooting star. Clusters of flowers are borne atop a leafless stem (usually about a foot high) that rises from a rosette of spatulate leaves at ground level. They are clump-forming plants usually with flowers in a range of pink shades, but some are white-flowered. They flower starting in late May and continue through most of June, in my garden.
Shooting stars make excellent woodland plants or subjects for the shady border. They prefer a slightly acidic to neutral, fertile, but well-drained soil that stays moist throughout the growing season. Though many sources state that they can be grown in full sun, I have found that the leaves can be damaged in the open afternoon sun and the plants will go dormant very early. Upon observing D. pulchellum in the wild just outside Edmonton, I noticed that though they are found in open situations, they are always shaded by taller grasses or shrubs, rather than being exposed to the open sun. These plants can be great for naturalizing in grassy areas (though not on your lawn!). In exceptionally hot and dry summers, shooting stars tend to go dormant early whether they are in shade or not – do not be alarmed when this happens. Just mark the spot and don’t disturb the sleeping plant.
The clumps can be divided every 3-4 years. Divisions can sometimes be slow to establish, so make sure to keep new transplants/divisions evenly moist. Mulching with grass clippings can be effective for conserving moisture. The plants enjoy a little fertilizer as well. 

Seed propagation is difficult and requires cold stratification. As well, seedlings will take several years to reach flowering size. Garden plants will set seed readily every year. If you allow the plants to seed naturally seedlings will eventually appear around the mother plant, which can then be pricked out or left to naturalize. 

The species D. meadia is the most readily available variety and can be found at most nurseries. It has bright pink flowers and the stems reach 8-12” in height. D. pulchellum is a native plant to my area (Edmonton, Alberta, Canada) and is available at some nurseries. It can get quite tall (up to 18” as I have seen in the wild) but has fewer flowers on the stem than other species. Some varieties of that species have reddish flowers. D. jeffreyi can have pale pink, almost white flowers to purplish flowers and is worth trying out for its variety. Finally D. dentatum is a very interesting species that is available at some nurseries. It has white flowers and toothed leaves; a real gem.
Here are some photos of shooting stars flowering in my garden:
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D. meadia ‘Aphrodite’ x pulchellum
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D. pulchellum
