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Brussels Sprouts and Native Plants

 By Marthanne Mitchell, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener
Jill Nokes, native plant guru, said in one of her books, "for many people the appeal of using native plants is similar to the one attached to eating brussels sprouts:  it's not your top choice, but it's good for you and you ought to do it."  Well, having just endured another bout of Ma Nature's coolest and cruelest temperatures, it's a perfect time to look closely at your yard.  Who survived and who turned crisp or mushy?  No need to do anything now, but it is a great time to do some research, make plans for some sturdy replacements, and study what's available.

This is a chance to add another dimension to your landscape, perhaps fulfill some new function.  Add a shrub, vine, or ground cover that will attract more butterflies or hummers, offer a fruit or seed bearing plant for birds, or simply add more color to your yard.  How about something drought tolerant, pest resistant, non-invasive, with low nutritional requirements?  How about something that will naturally grow here, belongs here, and can cope with whatever Ma Nature has to offer?  What about working toward creating a landscape that is healthier and more natural, takes far less work, doesn't depend on excessive water, chemical fertilizers, or pesticides and will bring life into your yard?  

Yes, it's all about NATIVE PLANTS.  Rediscover the natural beauty, economic and environmental benefits of our native Texas plants including flowers, shrubs, trees and grasses.  To check out what grows well locally look around and ask questions.  Wander through Rockport/Fulton, check our county parks, head to Aransas National Wildlife Refuge, and visit Corpus Christi's Botanical Gardens.  Our local AgriLife Extension Service is staffed with informed Master Gardeners, and has many excellent references which will help you learn about native plants.  And their free In Our Coastal Gardens booklet provides great pictures and descriptions.  

Acquiring all types of native plants might present some difficulty, though our local nurseries are beginning to carry more, and some nurseries may special order for you.  (Hint: They will become more available as demands increase.)  Plus local Master Gardeners hold a Spring (Saturday, March 26) and Fall PLANT SALE at Green Acres and a special effort is made to offer a good selection of native plants.  If you're in the mood for a road trip, head for the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center in Austin.  This Spring they have married the English Border Garden with the Texas weather to create a Mixed Border Garden using all native shrubs, grasses, perennials and wildflower.  That should be worth the drive, and their April native plant sale can't be beat.

For suggestions of native plants the following would be worthy additions to any landscape.  For a large tree consider a Sugarberry Hackberry Celtis laevigata.  For a small tree:  Farkleberry Vaccinium arboreum , Yaupon Holly Ilex vomitoria  (be sure to get a female holly with berries on her) or a Desert Willow Chilopsis linearis.  Shrubs that are a must:  Turk's Cap Malvaviscus arboreus v. drummondii., Texas lantana Lantana urticoides, and Barbados Cherry Malpighia glabra.  Perennials:  Yellow Butterfly Weed Asclepias tuberosa, Mealy Blue Sage Salvia farinacea, and Lanceleaf Coreopsis Coreposis lanceolata.  An interesting ground cover is Pigeonberry Rivina humilis.  For great looking ornamental grasses: Gulf Muhly Muhlenbergia capillaris  and Mexican Feathergrass Nassella tenuissima.  And vines:  Coral Honeysuckle Lonicera sempervirens and Trumpet Creeper Campsis radicans.  In addition to adding a lovely native area remember that you will also help save our water, clean our air, provide habitat for "critters", and create a wonderful landscape to enjoy every day.
Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport, TX.
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