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Introduction:  Minnesota has the largest span of planting zones in comparison to other 

states in the nation. Much like the diverse array of plants that can thrive in this state, there 

is also a very diverse range of people that call this northern state home. Originally Minnesota 

was home to many Native American Tribes, one of which being the Ojibwa. These people had 

a direct connection with the earth and much of their culture revolved around the native plants 

of the region. Eventually European explorers began settling in the region and soon after the 

population of Minnesota became home to many immigrants of German descent. As times 

shifted Minnesota became a place many more immigrant cultures called home. Many 

immigrated from China and Mexico by choice, while others came to Minnesota as refugees. In 

the 20th century the Hmong people came as refugees, and more recently the Somali people. 

As a result of its more welcoming nature, Minnesota now is home to a variety of cultures. All 

these cultures have some connection to horticulture and the history of their cultural 

connection to plants is now part of Minnesota roots as well. 

This guide will introduce individual plants that are culturally or geographically 

significant to specific groups of people, as well as where to locate the plant at the Minnesota 

Landscape Arboretum. While some plants were able to be directly selected at the Arboretum, 

other plants were selected based on characteristic similarities. 

Ojibwe – Sweetgrass 

Scientific species name: Hierochloe odorata 

Sweetgrass is a native Minnesotan grass that grows actively from spring 

to fall. Small yellow flowers bloom around midsummer, once the flower 

is done blooming dark black seeds cover the plant. The grass also has a 

sweet vanilla like smell that is warm and inviting. The Ojibwe people 

have many traditional ceremonies that include Sweetgrass, as it is one 

of their four sacred medicines. Other sacred medicines include sage, 

cedar, and tobacco. Sweetgrass can be used at the beginning of a 

ceremony to ‘wash’ the person partaking in the ritual to cleanse them. 

The blades and stem of the grass are harvested and then braided in 

thick strands. Once the braid is dried it can be burned. The burning of 

the grass cleanses a person’s spiritual mind and prepares them to get the most out of the 

ritual or ceremony.  

Arboretum Locations: Behind Learning Center, Ornamental Grass Collection 



German – Maybells (Lily of the Valley) 

Scientific species name: Convallaria majalis L. 

In Germany, Lily of the Valley are commonly called Maigloeckchen 

(Maybells). These white flowers bloom in Minnesota in the early 

summer, in Germany they bloom right around May first. The bell-

shaped blooms signal that it is May Day, historically a time for 

celebration as warmer weather is on the way and winter days are 

behind them. Celebrations include dancing, tree plantings, and 

many romantic gestures. May Day celebrations continue in 

Minnesota to this day. Some continue to partake in the ribbon 

dance around a Maypole, or simply leave a gift basket at the front 

step of a neighbor. 

Arboretum Locations: Behind visitor center, Naturalistic Garden (Home Demonstration), 

Herb Garden 

Chinese – Orchids 

Plant family: Orchidaceae  

Orchids come in all shapes, sizes, and colors. Their sturdy 

blooms can last for weeks or even months at a time. Most 

orchids, especially those in Asia, are tropical flowers that love 

humidity and moisture. In China, many plants have strong 

symbolism that is rooted in centuries of horticultural practice. 

An orchid symbolizes elegance, reservation, simplicity, solitude 

and unpretentiousness. Aside from its symbolism an orchid 

could be used as a medicinal plant as well. As an herbal 

medicine, the plant could be used to treat menstrual cramps, 

headache, or thirst. The orchids importance can be seen in ancient arts and the flower 

continues to carry a strong reputation in Chinese culture today. Minnesota’s state flower, the 

Showy Lady Slipper, is the native orchid that carries its own cultural importance to 

Minnesotans as well as Native Americans. Like the tropical varieties, the Lady Slipper also 

holds a strong, striking bloom that can last for weeks at a time.  

Locations: Conservatory (Tropical Orchids), Bog Boardwalk and Wildflower Garden (Lady 

Slipper) 

 



Hmong – Taro 

Scientific genus: Alocasia  

Hmong people brought to Minnesota a rich farming culture as well as a value in their 

relationships with plants. Many that settled in Minnesota turned to farming as a way to be 

economically self-sufficient, self-employed, and a way to assimilate into their new lives in 

Minnesota. Many plants Hmong immigrants grow are hardy in Minnesota. The regional 

climates of Minnesota vary greatly from those of the farmlands Hmong growers are used to. A 

plant that was popular and could be grown in their home regions was Taro. This plant does 

not grow very well in our climate, however its influence on Minnesota is quickly 

rising. The Taro root can be used to make a base for many wonderful dishes 

such as buns, milk tea, bubble tea, stews, and chips. These fun food items are 

quickly gaining popularity, especially in the Twin Cities. Taro is not grown at 

the Arboretum, however, there is potential to develop the plant as an annual. 

Elephant Ears are a very similar annual that is often used throughout the 

annual garden beds. Looking at the tropical Elephant Ears can give a viewer a 

similar feel of what Taro would look like growing in its home region. 

 Arboretum location: Elephant Ears may be found in annual baskets, 

containers, or beds throughout the spring and summer months 

Mexican – Dahlia 

Plant Genus: Dahlia Cav. 

In the lava valleys of Mexico came the Dahlia flower. The long thick 

stems make for sturdy and beautiful flowers. The three common 

varieties grown in Mexico are coccinea, variabilis, and merkii. 

Dahlias are believed to have been cultivated by native 

horticulturists as early as the seventeenth century. Blooms were 

selected for their beauty, to eat, and to be used medicinally. A 

unique feature of the Dahlia is the tubers could be used for water 

storage and transportation. When European explorers arrived in the South American region, 

they raved over the beauty and the international boom of Dahlia demand took off. In modern 

times, the Dahlia is Mexico’s national flower and continues to be used to decorate homes, 

altars, and yards. In Minnesota Dahlia varieties are not hardy, however the Landscape 

Arboretum has a Dahlia collection that is planted in the spring as well as a Dahlia trial garden 

where many of the beautiful colors, shapes, and sizes may be put on display. 

Arboretum location: Dahlia Collection, Dahlia Trial Garden 



Somali – Black Ironwood  

Scientific name: Krugiodendron ferreum Family: Oleaceae 

Horticulture in Somalia is hard to come by. Many plants that 

are grown in the country are grown out of necessity, or food is 

foraged and hunted. Somali people also have a lack of written 

history, only in the more recent centuries did written 

documentation become prevalent. Because of this, tracking 

plant history of significance in Somali culture is a difficult 

endeavor. However, it should be noted that important plants 

do exist! Some of them include beans such as Solmuko (Lentil) 

and Fuul (Pinto). Beans are a staple in many meals and are 

cooked with a variety of spices. Black seed, or Nigella, is 

another very important plant. In Somalia some people would 

chew or suck on the seeds. Many say that the Black Seed can cure any ailment, and in the 

United States many of the chemical properties are used to treat a variety of illnesses. On a 

more horticultural note, a special tree that grows in Somalia is the Black Ironwood. This tree 

grows strong and tough, as many other trees due not survive in that region. Much like the 

strong Black Ironwood, in Minnesota there is the Ironwood (Ostrya virginiana). The strong 

and muscle like features are characteristic on both trees and both find ways to grow in regions 

most difficult. 

Arboretum location: Wildflower Garden, Shade Tree Collection (Ironwood) 


