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Creating A Wildlife Habitat In Your Backyard
By Ernie Edmundson
    Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener

I have always kept seed birdfeeders full throughout the year; kept a water drip going into a birdbath; kept hummingbird feeders clean and full all year; and did other things to make wildlife welcome in my yard. When we moved to South Texas in 1989, before moving to Rockport in 1995, I began in earnest studying native plant books and magazines to find plants that would grow in this unpredictable harsh climate, sandy soil, and would not only beautify my yard, but would also feed the birds and butterflies. After we had been in our Rockport house a couple of years, much to my husband’s chagrin, I methodically began removing that water-loving St. Augustine lawn that we had so lovingly planted and then watched dying in patches when we weren’t vigilant about watering. To replace that lawn, I began planting native plants and enjoyed transforming a pristine suburban grassy yard into a bird and butterfly wildlife sanctuary.   The neighbors watched suspiciously, but seemed to tolerate my crazy ideas of beauty, or just resigned themselves to it.

Then we moved to the country where I have over three acres of “wild”!  I was in paradise; I had an instant wildlife sanctuary.  My yard was declared a “Texas Wildscape, Backyard Wildlife Habitat” by Texas Parks & Wildlife, and a Certified Backyard Habitat by the National Wildlife Federation.  Both of these programs encourage creating habitats for wildlife using several important criteria.  

The first thing I had to add for a habitat was a source of water.  Most wildlife prefers dripping shallow water, which is not difficult or expensive to do.  Some simple fittings from the hardware store and a shallow birdbath of any kind will do the trick.  The items you need are: a screw-on pressure reducer for the water faucet; a faucet fitting that converts down to take quarter inch tubing long enough to reach the birdbath, and an in-line quarter inch valve to reduce the water to a slow drip.  The last item can be up to your imagination; something that will hold the end of the quarter inch tubing over the birdbath.  It could be a shepherd’s hook holding the quarter inch tubing above the birdbath with wire ties, or a more natural looking tree stump or log to drape the tubing over.  Then sit back and watch the birds flock in to get a drink or bathe in the shallow bowl.

My new sanctuary provided multiple layers of plant growth needed for bird-friendly backyards. It was full of live oak trees, with a myriad of wonderful bird and butterfly loving plants growing beneath.  Granted, there was lots of greenbrier with wicked thorns, reportedly wonderful deer and bird food. However, I have tried to tame the greenbrier. I am slowly replacing it with other flowering vines such as native trumpet creeper, coral honeysuckle, passionflower, and cross vine that all feed nectar to hungry migrating and resident hummingbirds.  

Also, under those trees were plants that gave nutritional foods during different seasons of the year.  The understory was filled with American beautyberry, Callicarpa americana, with gorgeous purple fruit in the fall; red-berried yaupon holly, Ilex vomitoria; farkleberry, Vaccinium arboreum, sporting springtime white bell-shaped flower clusters followed by lots of tiny blueberry-like fruit (a relative of blueberries); red bay, Persea borbonia, with large almost- black fruit for the birds and foliage for hungry swallowtail butterfly caterpillars; and olive-green wax myrtle, Myrica cerifera, laden with waxy blue fruit.  The birds loved all the fruit, and I loved watching the birds. Besides the fruit bearing plants underneath, the live oaks offered a veritable banquet of tiny insects that attracted warblers, flycatchers, and other insectivorous birds virtually eliminating the need to use pesticides. Coral bean, Erythrina herbacea, sported large clusters of bright red tubular flowers in March or April timed just right for the spring migrating hummingbirds.  

What I didn’t have in my habitat, the most sought-after plant if you are a hummingbird, was native Turk’s Cap, Malvaviscus drummondii.  Found growing along the fringes of live oak shade, 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.  I’m slowly adding some of these native hibiscuses, and looking for ways to keep the deer from munching down on them.  

There are many more native plants here that have co-evolved with the wildlife providing food and cover such as scarlet sage, goldenrod, gayfeather, Indian blanket, mistflowers, silverleaf sunflowers, and horsemint.  The four prominent prairie grasses: little bluestem, big bluestem, Indian grass, and switchgrass are also present. 

The advantage to all the understory plants is not only the food and cover they offer to wildlife, but they also help to keep the soil under the trees moist and cool.  You may wonder about all those leaves that fall in the spring and the acorns in the fall.  Leave them both!  They help hold in moisture, decompose to feed the plants, harbor insects for birds and other critters to eat and feed the squirrels.  You also don’t have to mow.  If you do have some turf grass under your trees, don’t rake up the leaves; just run over them with a mulching mower and leave them to feed the trees and grass.

It has been a lot of work cleaning up the greenbrier and dead wood, though some dead trees are left for birds to nest in and forage for food.  So the whole area can be explored and enjoyed, I am adding pathways for access.  Cleaning up, but not removing, the understory is an ongoing process to make my yard look “neater” for discriminating visitors, but the birds know that I will always keep it somewhat messy because that is what they love.

To this day, I still get excited to find a poop-looking caterpillar munching away on a red bay leaf, because I know that ugly brown splotchy caterpillar will grow up to be a beautiful giant swallowtail butterfly.  Or, I discover that a Carolina wren has built its nest at the base of one of my prickly potted plants, and I get to watch and marvel at the eggs, then the baby wrens, and then the one day they have fledged.  The work all becomes worthwhile knowing that my little messy corner of paradise constantly gives birth to another wondrous beautiful creature. 
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