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Hummingbirds honing in on scarlet salvias or mockingbirds gobbling beautyberries are reminders of wildflowers’ value in the landscape.  Blossoms, fruit, seeds and leaves all provide good for some form of wildlife which in turn pollinate flowers and spread seeds to other areas.  Aransas County abounds in beautiful native flora, but as lots are cleared for development, wildflowers and their seeds are destroyed.  Homeowners who want to re-establish wildflower beds can plant them now for beautiful spring blooms.

Seeds are genetically programmed to germinate when conditions are right.  The progression of wildflowers from the earliest to the last blooms of the season demonstrates this.  Even though a mixture of seed types is planted at one time, they will germinate and grow according to their own chemical clock.  Some are biennials or perennials and take two or more years to bloom.  The first year is spent developing a strong root system and rosette of leaves; in the second or third year they send up flower stalks.  Annuals grow, bloom and die in one season.

Wildflower specialists recommend starting with and analysis of soil types, available light and moisture in the proposed garden to determine which plants are appropriate for the area.  When buying seeds include species that grow nearby.  Those from other parts of Texas may bloom for a year or two but won’t always naturalize.  A few examples of local varieties are coreopsis, gaillardia, brown-eyed Susan, scarlet sage, Drummond phlox, Mexican hat, cosmos, lemon (horse) mint and sunflowers.  Most of these are available in garden centers.  Other varieties can be purchased from wildflower growers such as Wildseed Farms in Fredericksburg.  This farm is also an interesting place to visit.  Although native plantings are being decimated by the day, there are some stands of local wildflowers to be found.  Most of the early spring bloomers have already shed their seed, but gaillardias are still in flower and fall natives such as gay feather (liatris), goldenrod and purple mistflower can be found now.  When seeds are collected in the wild, only a small sample – fewer than 10% - should be taken

To get rid of competitive weeds in the proposed bed, dig them; kill them with a non-residual herbicide; or cover the area with black plastic for a period of time to destroy weed seeds as the germinated.  (Don’t cultivate deeply or more weed seeds will be brought to the surface.)  When the bed is ready and raked smooth, it’s time to plant.  Scattering a handful of seeds across the prepared soil is a good way to sow in small areas; mixing the seed with dry sand makes spreading easier.  Seeds must make good contact with the soil – dirt can be sprinkled loosely over the bed and ten tamped gently with a rake or hoe to set them.  If only grass is present, it can be “scalped”.  After the thatch is removed and the soil shows, sow as described.

Be patient.  Seed growth may be unpredictable with some blooming the first year while others never sprout at all.  Birds and ants often eat the seeds while some may have been non-viable.  Occasionally weather conditions aren’t right one year, but will allow germination the next.  Wildflowers do better with low soil fertility.  Too much fertilizer makes them leggy and hard to keep upright, but they will need light watering for the first few weeks in the absence of rain.

To see native wildflowers growing visit Green Acres, home of the Aransas County Extension Office at Mimosa and Pearl streets.  The gardens, developed and tended by Master Gardeners, also include many other plants successfully grown here.  Green Acres is also a Hummer/Home open for viewing during the upcoming Hummer/Bird Celebration.

