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     GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

PALMS THAT AREN’T PALMS

By Lou Harris, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners


Imagine that a very large dinosaur is about to take an immense chomp from your Sago Palm (Cycas revoluta). This fascinating plant and its kin in the Cycad family were the dominant plants during the age of the dinosaurs. They have survived over 200 million years and are considered living fossils. However, a cycad is not a palm. Palms are a completely different group with a completely different lineage. Think of a palm as a giant stem of grass. Palms are more closely related to grasses than they are to trees.


Because of their resemblance to palms, many cycads are misunderstood to be palms. The distinction matters because cycads are typically less hardy than palms. The Sago is one of the most cold tolerant of the cycads at 16 degrees as is the cycad Mexican Sago or Mexican Fern Palm (Dioon edule) which tolerates 12 degrees.


A couple other cycads that you might find planted in Aransas and San Patricio County are also misnamed as palm in their common name. Cycads known as Coontie Palm (Zamia integrifolia) (18 degrees) and Cardboard Palm (Zamia furfuracea) (20 degrees) grow here. There are many other cycads to try but most will need a protected spot in the landscape or will need to be indoors or in an atrium.


There is a new threat to cycads – Sago Palms, Queen sago (Cycas circinalis), Mexican sago or Mexican Fern Palm and Cardboard Palm. It is called Asian Cycad Scale (ACS). The Coontie Palm is resistant to this attacker. This scale, a sucking insect, arrived in the US about 1996 and has since spread. It reached Corpus Christi in about 2001. An infected plant looks as if it has white Christmas flocking on the fronds, particularly the undersides. Control can be challenging. Texas Cooperative Extension has published a pamphlet available at your local extension office. You are asked to contact the Nueces County office immediately at 361 767-5250 if you find ACS in your area. That office is attempting to track ACS in hopes of minimizing the impacts of the infestation on our beautiful coastal cycads.


Another plant commonly misunderstood to be a palm is Traveler’s Palm (Ravenala madagascariensis). It is, as you might guess, from Madagascar and is actually related to banana plants and bird of paradise not palms. This tree is hardy in Florida’s Zone 10 but is somewhat questionable for hardiness here because we are Zone 9b. Flowers are white and green and shaped like larger versions of the flowers of the white Bird of Paradise tree. The Traveler’s Palm name comes from the fact that if a stem is cut, the water inside can be drunk. Therefore, the plant became known as a source of water for thirsty travelers. Like bananas, the stems tend to clump, so for a single trunk specimen you should cut off these extra plants at the base.


Finally, in the list of palms that aren’t palms, there is the Ponytail Palm (Beaucarnea recurvata). It looks more like a gigantic onion with dramatic, downward curving leaves than a palm. The Ponytail Palm is in the Agavacea family and related to yucca. It is not a palm but a succulent that loves full sun and little water. Its swollen base is a water reservoir for drought. The Ponytail Palm is from desert areas of southeastern Mexico where the plant can get to 30 feet tall. As a houseplant it rarely exceeds 6 to 8 feet. Ponytail Palm is hardy in zones 9 to 12 and can withstand about 18 degrees. Water only about once every three weeks during the growing season and even less during the winter.


Common plant names can cause a lot of confusion. If you are researching plants that you want to purchase for your garden, write down their botanical names. Then do your shopping by botanical name at the nursery. This will assure that you get the plant you were really wanting and correct information about how to care for it.

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension Aransas County Office, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is co-located with the offices of Texas Cooperative Extension. The gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, seven days a week.

