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Native Plants for Coastal Gardens

By Ernie Edmundson, Master Gardener


The bones of any landscape are shrubs and trees, so should be the first plants considered for new landscapes. New landowners should stop and assess their property before automatically clearing all but the live oak trees. Native understory plant species often found growing under the live oaks provide food, nesting sites, and shelter for birds and butterflies. Unfortunately, when wooded lots are cleared and scraped to bare sand, these understory plants are the first to go, along with the oak leaf mulch that nourished them. Clearing destroys bird and butterfly habitats, lessens the aesthetic value of property, and increases landscape cost when shrubbery is replaced.


Yaupon holly, Ilex vomitoria, grows naturally at the base of live oaks so can be easily saved when lots are developed. It grows in either full sun or deep shade, although it does best in the filtered sunshine under live oaks.  This is a desirable evergreen shrub or small tree, being drought, flood, and freeze tolerant as well as resistant to insects and disease. In addition, female yaupon produces red berries that are eaten by many fruit eating birds. Yaupon also provides good cover and nesting sites for many bird species. Female yaupons can grow as tall as live oaks.



Our native red bay tree is Persea borbonia, not to be confused with cooking bay, Lauris nobilis. This evergreen shrub, a member of the laurel family, has shiny dark green aromatic leaves that local cooks use as a substitute for the cooking bay. In the fall it produces dark blue berries that birds enjoy. The foliage provides food for swallowtail butterfly caterpillars. Red bay is impervious to other insects, freezing, drought and most diseases, although in some years red bays are lost to root rot after a long wet spell. Acid-loving red bays are right at home on our alkaline sandy soils that have been enriched with fallen oak leaves allowed to decay in place, effectively lowering the soil pH.  Plants are unavailable in garden centers but small plants can be obtained locally with permission of landowners or at the Master Gardener plant sale.  Red bays should be saved when possible during development. Although an understory plant in our coastal oak woodlands, with age it can reach live oak size.


Wax myrtle, Myrica cerifera, is found growing wild in coastal areas most often in low-lying moister areas, but will adapt to dryer conditions and, like the other understory trees, in the shadow of live oaks. They also tolerate soil with a high salt content. The plant spreads from the roots and forms large clusters if left un-pruned. It can be trained into a multi-trunk tree that grows fast and can become quite large. With their olive-green aromatic leaves and small dark blue berries that cluster around the branches before being gobbled up by over forty species of birds, they make an attractive, easily maintained and evergreen addition to the landscape. Unfortunately, they also end up as compost in the landfill during lot clearing.


American beautyberries, Callicarpa americana, are native small to medium size shrubs that should have a place in every local landscape because they are such bird magnets. They are deciduous, so provide interesting structure to the garden during the winter. Early spring is the time to cut them down before they put on their new spring growth. They can be trimmed back almost to the ground, but will sprout up even larger, however un-pruned plants will develop a beautiful weeping effect. The springtime finds them covered with small fuzzy pink flowers along the stems that are replaced with purple, or in some cases white, berries in the fall that provided meals for many a fruit eating bird.

The most sought-after plant, if you are a hummingbird, is native Turk’s Cap, Malvaviscus drummondii.  Found growing along the fringes of live oaks as well as in the low lying areas adjacent to the bays, these semi-evergreen small shrubs invite hummingbirds to sip sweet nectar from their upturned turk’s cap shaped bright red flowers from early summer right through the fall hummingbird migration.  Turk’s caps are just one of our native hibiscus that thrive in the shadows of the live oaks.

Coral bean, Erythrina herbacea, sprouts large clusters of bright red tubular flowers in March or April timed just right for the spring migrating hummingbirds.  Coral bean loses its leaves in the winter and can be cut to the ground in very early spring. Uncut plants will climb high into the live oak canopy. After flowering, coral bean develops seed pods when ripe split open to reveal bright red seeds.   The seeds are highly toxic and are not consumed by any wildlife, so seedpods should be removed from the plants when developing if children or pets like to eat plants. 

Farkleberry, Vaccinium arboretum, a member of the blueberry family, is a rare coastal native found in the live oak woods.  This slow-growing small tree sports clusters of tiny white bell shaped flowers in the spring followed by small blue-black berries in the fall that are relished by fruit eating birds.  This understory plant loves the acid soil conditions found in the leaf mulch under the live oaks.  When it is happy, it rewards the landscape with beautiful dark red fall color. 

Barbados cherry, Malphigia glabra, is an evergreen species, sometimes called manzanita, which produces pink clusters of flowers from May to September followed by large red berries.  The fruit are edible in preserves, but birds eat them quickly.  Dwarf Barbados cherry makes a colorful compact small shrub for part sun to full sun locations in the landscape.

Tucked up under some of the taller shrubs, you may find several perennial plants that have their own niche feeding wildlife that visit gardens. Scarlet Sage, Salvia coccinea, covered with bright red flowers, is a perennial salvia that is favored by both butterflies and hummingbirds.  Scarlet sage makes a great ground cover in both shade or sun by just trimming back periodically with a line trimmer.  The bonus is copious seeds that keep you rewarded with new plants.

Often hidden under prickly leaved Agarita, Berberis trifoliolata, our native version of Chinese Christmas holly, you will often find Pigeonberry, Rivina humilis. Protected from the deer and the sun by the Agarita, pigeonberry blooms with pink or white clusters of flowers and tiny red fruit, both at the same time. If you are lucky, start with one or two plants and the birds will fill your garden with this perennial beauty.


Butterfly Weed, Asclepias tuberosa, is a native perennial that sports golden flowers in part sun or sun, throughout the growing year. Besides providing nectar for butterflies and hummingbirds it is the larval host plant for monarch butterflies.  


Look for these hard to find native plants, and lots more native and adapted plants for the coast at the Master Gardener’s Spring Plant Sale, Saturday, March 15, 9 am until 1 pm at Green Acres, 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport. Whichever berry or nectar plant is chosen, both your own landscape and the local wildlife will benefit.

