Wyethia helenioides

Taming the Sunshine: Propagating
the Gray Mule Ears (Wyethia
helenioides)

The Gray Mule Ears (Wyethia helenioides), with its bold
sunflower-like blooms and silvery-green foliage, 1is a
captivating sight in its native California landscapes. This
drought-tolerant perennial, also known as the California
Compass Plant, adds a touch of wild beauty and vibrant color
to gardens lucky enough to host it. If you’re enchanted by
this sun-loving beauty and want to expand its presence in your
garden, propagation is the answer. Let’s explore the methods
to successfully multiply your Gray Mule Ears.

Method 1: Seed Propagation — Embracing the Wild Side

For those who enjoy the anticipation and satisfaction of
nurturing a plant from its very beginnings, seed propagation
is the way to go. Here’s how:

1. Seed Collection: Collect mature seeds from existing Gray
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Mule Ears plants in late summer or early fall. Look for
dried seed heads that have turned brown and are
beginning to release their seeds.

2. Cold Stratification: Gray Mule Ears seeds benefit from a
period of cold stratification to mimic natural winter
conditions. Place the seeds in a moistened paper towel,
seal them in a plastic bag, and store in the
refrigerator for 4-6 weeks.

3. Sowing: In spring, once the danger of frost has passed,
sow the seeds in seed trays or directly into prepared
garden beds. Plant the seeds about 4 — % inch deep in a
well-draining seed-starting mix or garden soil.

4. Cultivation: Keep the soil consistently moist but not
waterlogged. Provide seedlings with plenty of sunlight —
at least 6 hours per day.

5. Transplanting: When seedlings develop a strong root
system and several sets of true leaves, they can be
transplanted to larger pots or their final location in
the garden.

Method 2: Division — Multiplying Your Mature Plants

Division is an excellent method for propagating established
Gray Mule Ears plants, rejuvenating older clumps, and ensuring
their continued vigor. Follow these steps:

1. Timing: Divide Gray Mule Ears in early spring or fall
when the plant is dormant or experiencing slower growth.

2. Lifting and Dividing: Carefully dig up the entire plant,
ensuring you get as much of the root system as possible.
Using a sharp, clean knife or garden spade, divide the
plant into sections, ensuring each section has a good
amount of roots and at least one healthy growth point.

3. Replanting: Replant the divisions immediately in
prepared planting holes that are the same depth as the
original planting depth. Water thoroughly and provide
consistent moisture as the divisions establish
themselves.



Tips for Success:

- Well-Drained Soil: Gray Mule Ears thrives in well-
drained soil. Amend heavy clay soils with compost or
other organic matter to improve drainage.

- Sunlight Requirements: Provide these sun-worshippers
with at least 6 hours of direct sunlight per day.

- Watering: While drought-tolerant once established, Gray
Mule Ears will benefit from regular watering, especially
during their first year after planting or division.

- Pests and Diseases: This resilient plant has few pest or
disease issues. However, be sure to monitor for common
garden pests and treat accordingly.

Propagating your own Gray Mule Ears is a rewarding endeavor
that allows you to expand your garden with minimal cost and
effort. Whether you choose to start from seed or divide
existing plants, you can enjoy the unique beauty of this
California native for years to come.



