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ESPERANZA – FLOWERS OF HOPE – TEXAS NATIVE

By Elayne Arne, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

“What is that magnificent shrub all over town that is full of yellow bells?” This is a frequent summer query to the Master Gardeners at the Texas AgriLife Extension - Aransas County Office or at the Master Gardener’s Farmers Market booth in Fulton. Most know this shrub as Esperanza. Many visitors to our area simply use the words “breath taking”. The Esperanza predominantly grown in this area is Tecoma stans, also commonly known as “Yellow Bells”.

Here are some fun facts about what is fast becoming a garden icon for the area:

Tecoma stans is native to Texas and is one of 13 species of this large shrub which can sometimes approach the size of a small tree. All of the species but one, which is from Africa, are native to the Americas. There is a West Texas form (Tecoma stans var. augustata) which is more cold hardy and has smaller leaves and flowers. Here we are addressing the tropical variant (Tecoma stans var. stans) most commonly used in our area.

This striking shrub is in the family Bignoniaceae, which includes other Texas favorites with tubular shaped flowers such as - Trumpet Creeper, Crossvine, Desert Willow, and Cape Honeysuckle.

Tecoma stans is multi trunked and can grow to a height of 15 – 30 feet. It can be trimmed and trained to a tree form. The showy, bell shaped flowers are born in terminal clusters. The flowers of Esperanza, “Yellow Bells”, are the pure crisp yellow color of the blazing Texas sun. In her painting classes, students of Rockport artist Mary Lou Lewis learn that she refers to the brilliant, clear, sunshine yellow of the Esperanza as “God’s Color”.
There is another form grown locally with orange flowers called “Orange Bells”. It is either Argentine Tecoma (Tecoma garrocha) or Tecoma x alta (Tecoma x smithii). ‘Orange Jubilee’ is a selection (possibly a hybrid cross) of “Orange Bells”. Orange flowered varieties are considered a bit more cold-tender here and may die to the ground in the winter but should recover. Yellow flowered forms may get branch damage in winter but are less likely to die to the ground.

Visitors to the coast from north of San Antonio who love this plant and have come to think of it as part of their Coastal Bend vacation memories should not despair because you can grow it! It should be available from nurseries throughout Texas and you can enjoy this plant as a long blooming potted annual all summer long in northern areas of Texas. It will bring a touch of the tropics to your patio and fond memories of the coast.

Here on the coast, Esperanzas are fast growing perennials - dramatic and fine ornamentals for our subtropical environment. They enjoy the coastal hot sun and fast draining soils. Esperanzas appreciate some occasional light fertilizer and mulch as our sandy soils can be lacking in the moderate fertility they prefer. While drought tolerant when established, they perform best with occasional drenching to see them through drought.

Greg Grant, while Director of Research and Development at Lone Star Growers (now Color Spot Nursery), is credited with discovering the very fine selection ‘Gold Star’ in a private garden in San Antonio about 15 years ago. He was performing trials and hoping to find a Tecoma stans for the nursery trade with an earlier and longer bloom. Long blooming 'Gold Star' won the trial hands down and as they say, the rest is history. Mr. Grant’s work with ‘Gold Star’ explains why the popularity of the plant has soared in recent years. According to Mr. Grant “This particular selection (‘Gold Star’) is intermediate in all characteristics between the West Texas Tecoma stans angustata and the tropical Tecoma stans stans.”

In Spanish, esperanza means “hope”. And so it is with hope and delight that we look forward to the long bloom period, usually April to November, of this fabulous shrub. In subtropical coastal areas there may also be some winter bloom during mild winters.  

Esperanza produces lots of seeds in seedpods. If you regularly remove the seedpods the plant will stay in bloom longer. While you can grow more Esperanza from the ripe seeds, those offspring may not be true replicas of the parent if the parent is a hybrid or cultivar. Therefore, it is best to use cuttings to propagate this plant if you want an exact duplicate of the plant you love.

In 1999, 'Gold Star' Esperanza was selected Texas Superstar by the Texas A&M CEMAP program. Read more about other Texas adapted plants at: http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/cemap/.

The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu. AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

