Plants With Berries

By Joan Howie


Berries add color and texture to the landscape in winter when fewer flowers are blooming.  Birds also enjoy berries in their diet and are attracted to yards that provide them.  Most of the native berry producers grow well in this area and are resistant to bugs and disease. 
The most showy at this time is yaupon holly, Ilex vomitoria.  Native yaupon can be seen in wooded areas of Aransas County, often growing as high as the tallest oaks.  Female yaupon produce berries and are usually taller that the bushier, but berry-less males.  The evergreen leaves contrast nicely with the bright red berries; birds eat these late in the season so the fruit stays on all winter.  These valuable shrubs too often are scraped off as lots are cleared for development which is unfortunate since native yaupons are easy to grow as well as resistant to bugs and disease.  Since nursery grown replacement yaupons range in price from $10 tp $100, a lot of valuable greenery is sent to the Transfer Station.  dwarf yaupon can be found for sale, and although hardy, only one cultivar produce berries.


Possum-haw holly, Ilex decidua, is native to Texas and sections of the Coastal Bend north of here.  It is easy to grow and makes an attractive landscape plant, for although it is deciduous, red, yellow and orange berries cover the tree in winter when the leaves drop.  They are not particular as to moisture or soil conditions and can grow into good-sized landscape specimens.  Nursery grown possum-haws aren’t as easy to find as yaupons, but are worth the search.  As with yaupon, only females produce fruit but males insure pollination.


Burford holly is not native to Texas but also forms red berries in winter and can be used as a hedge.  Dwarf forms are available.  Like other hollies, they grow in sun or shade and are cold hardy.  Occasionally they get scale or mealybugs.


Native sweetbay, a.k.a.redbay, is found in areas where live oak and yaupon grow.  This tree produces large dark berries, not as showy as red ones, but attractive to birds.  Sweetbay is also evergreen and local cooks use the leaves as a substitute for commercial bay leaves.  Too often these lovely trees, too, end up as Transfer Station fodder along with another aromatic berry producer, wax myrtle.  Wax myrtle is evergreen, growing in clumps or trimmed as a multi-trunked tree.  Dark blue berries cluster along the stems.  In some parts of the country they are used to make bayberry candles.


Barbados cherry is available in nurseries that sell native plants.  This evergreen species, sometimes called manzanita, produces white to pink clusters of flowers from May to September which are followed by large red berries.  The fruit are edible in preserves, but birds eat them quickly.  Dwarf Barbados cherry makes a colorful low edging of ground cover.


An attractive, but seldom used addition to the landscape, is duranta or sky flower.  This tropical species thrives in our hot summers and needs to be placed in a spot that gets sun and moisture.  In one year, even dwarf varieties will reach head high.  Regular varieties may reach 10 to 25 feet unless pruned.  The blue or white clusters of blossoms draw large numbers of bees and butterflies; flowers are followed by dangling grape-like clusters of yellow berries.  Being tropical, duranta may be killed back in a hard freeze.


Some berries such as blackberries and dewberries are grown for human consumption but also draw their share of birds.  Whichever berry plant is chosen, and many are listed here, both landscapes and wildlife will benefit.

