SUNFLOWERS



Of all the nicknames the state of Kansas has had over the years, the name “Sunflower State” has always prevailed.  We have sunflowers everywhere in the state of Kansas, including on our state flag and on state road markers.  What's more, our only mountain is named Mount Sunflower.  Without a doubt, the sunflower is the most fitting symbol for the state of Kansas.  It is also quite an interesting family of plants that are very important to agriculture and wildlife.


Wild sunflowers can be seen blooming throughout the state from July through October on roadsides and in pastures.  All of this yellow may look like the same type of sunflower, but there are actually 13 species of sunflowers in Kansas.  Sunflowers are part of the Composite or Aster family, which is one of the largest families of plants in North America.  The common sunflower is a native of Kansas that gave rise to the variety of sunflower now grown in agriculture.  As the name implies, the flower can actually follow the sun.  Common sunflowers grown in agriculture nearly always face east and the compass plant has leaves that commonly align in a north-south direction.   Good to know if you ever get lost in Kansas!   


There have been many uses of sunflowers in the past.  Black and purple dyes were made from the shells, and yellow dyes were extracted from the flowers.  The plentiful oils in sunflower seeds can be extracted and used in foods, paints and soaps.   The ground seeds can also be ground to make bread and cakes.  The pith, which is the spongy middle section of the stem, has been used in life preservers, while the roots of Maximilian sunflower can be eaten raw or cooked.  The tubers of Jerusalemartichoke (all one word) can be eaten raw, dried or made into a relish.  


Sunflowers grown in agriculture today are quite different from other commonly grown crops.  They are very drought tolerant, can grow in almost any soil and reach maturity in a very short time frame.  These characteristics make the sunflower a viable crop in the extreme conditions of the Great Plains, where other crops can struggle in the difficult environment.  Sunflowers are also a very good soil conditioner, which provide additional benefits when grown in a rotation with other crops.      


The high oil content of the seeds, and the plant’s durability from year to year, make it a boon to wildlife, especially birds and some mammals.   In fact, one of the reasons sunflowers have become cost effective to grow in agriculture is from the sale of birdseed.  Their popularity is evidenced by the frequency that fields of sunflowers are now encountered, whereas a field of sunflowers was a novelty a decade ago.


The common sunflower has proven to be a plant of many uses in agriculture.  As a benefit to wildlife, the sunflower has no equal.  With these important characteristics and its tolerance of extreme conditions, the sunflower makes an excellent choice as a symbol for the state of Kansas.  

