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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

MARCH – NATIVE PLANTS – GO WILD!

By Ernie Edmundson, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

There seems to be a common misunderstanding of what are native plants. Quite simply, native plants are plants that are indigenous to the locale in question. The generally accepted definition for native plants is those plants that lived naturally in an area before people started importing and planting plants brought with them from other locales. All plants can be called native, when they are indigenous and growing in their own region of the world.    


Native plants have adjusted to their local environment over hundreds of years. Over 1,500 varieties of plants are native in the Coastal Bend.  They are accustomed to the extremes of the local climate and insect pests here. Besides their beauty, this is the main point to be made about native plants – they are tough and require little care.  In addition, native flora may share a mutually beneficial ecological relationship with native fauna with each depending on the other for propagation of the species. For example, hummingbirds migrating through this area glean nectar and insects from locally native coral bean and turk’s cap, and in turn return the favor by pollinating the flowers that they visit.

Aside from human factors, we constantly experience climate cycle changes that cause plant communities to advance or retreat in their territory. Though certainly other non-human factors contribute to the plant groups we see around us at any given time, it is generally agreed that human population and migration of the last 150 years have created the most dramatic changes in the local plant communities in the shortest time.  It is only natural that people want to grow the plants that they are familiar with from the locale where they lived previously, though many are poorly adapted to our soils and climate.

Some introduced plants from other parts of the world have adapted so well, and are so readily available in the nursery trade, that some people think of them as natives, even though they are not. These are properly called “adapted plants” rather than “natives”. Just a few examples of locally favorite non-native adapted plants and their areas of origin are – oleander, native to northern Africa, eastern Mediterranean, and southeast Asia; bottlebrush, native to Australia; cape honeysuckle, native to South Africa; sago palm, a cycad native to Japan; and firebush, native to Mexico.

Other introduced or adapted plants extract heavy tolls when we try growing them outside their native ranges. Perhaps they need excessive amounts of care, feeding and babying, or worse, they become invasive in their new home. They can take over resources used by native plants and drive the native plants to extinction in an area. These same imported plants may not have been problematic or demanding, but polite and controlled in their original homes due to having natural enemies that keep them in check. Some of the worst offending of these invasive species that are wreaking havoc on our environment today are Chinese Tallow, Brazilian Pepper, Salt Cedar, Chinaberry, Japanese Honeysuckle, Giant Salvinia, and Water Hyacinth. 


It is the story of our species that we embrace change and love challenges. For some, growing plants where they have never grown before, for the sheer pleasure of their exotic and alien forms is a satisfying and fulfilling goal. However, a growing number of people welcome the natural beauty and low maintenance of the native plants that surround us. They find that learning to showcase and blend mixtures of these plants in gardens is an equally absorbing and fulfilling approach to a beautiful garden, with the added benefit of much easier care.


Some natives have become so commonly a part of our home landscape in Texas that we may forget their special stature as natives – Texas lantana, yaupon holly, live oaks, Texas mountain laurel, Texas sabal palms, cenizo, yuccas, butterfly weed, and salvias. There are many other less well known natives “waiting in the wings” for Coastal Bend home gardeners to discover their beauty and effectiveness in the home landscape – four nerve daisy, lazy daisy, brush holly, Barbados cherry, Texas kidneywood, buttonbush, skeletonleaf goldeneye, pigeonberry, coral honeysuckle, blue mistflower, coral bean, American beautyberry, turk’s cap, Texas wisteria, cedar elms, and anacua trees, to name just a few. Join us for the Spring Plant Sale this Saturday at Green Acres to discover for yourself some of these hard to find native plants of the Coastal Bend.


You can pick up a list of over 150 “Coastal Bend Native Plants” at the Texas Cooperative Extension-Aransas County office. This free material includes sun/shade preferences, heights, widths, salt tolerance, etc. for each native plant. 

There is a very special database of Texas native trees at 

http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/ornamentals/natives/tamuhort.html that is fun to use. Need a tree for certain growing conditions? Fill out the simple form and the site will generate recommendations of Texas native trees that fill the bill. The site reflects the lifetime body of research of well-known Texas A&M native plant researcher horticulturalist, Benny Simpson. There is a similar website for Texas native shrubs brought to us by Texas A&M, the Native Plant Society of Texas and the Dallas Arboretum at http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/ornamentals/nativeshrubs/.

Books on the subject of native plants include – “Plants of the Texas Coastal Bend” by Roy L. Lehman, Ruth O’Brien and Tammy White; “Native Texas Plants” and “Native Texas Gardens” both by Sally and Andy Wasowski; and “Texas Wildscapes: Gardening for Wildlife” by Noreen Damude and Kelly Conrad Bender.

Questions about horticulture in Aransas or San Patricio County? Contact a Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension-Aransas County Office, phone 790-0103, Monday through Friday, 8 AM-5 PM, 611 East Mimosa, Rockport.

Also don’t miss “Green Acres” Public Demonstration Gardens, 611 East Mimosa, Rockport, which is located with the Offices of Texas Cooperative Extension. The Gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, 7 days a week.

