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A DOZEN GREAT PLANTS FOR ATTRACTING HUMINGBIRDS
By Ernie Schertz, Master Gardener
Thousands of Ruby-throated hummingbirds migrate through our area annually on their way to their wintering grounds in Mexico and Central America. Everyone loves to watch their antics as they vie for their favorite food to sustain their rapidly beating hearts and wings. They zip and zoom around fighting for the best spot at the hummingbird nectar feeders. 

During the major migration, which runs from mid-August to mid-October, we can all invite the feisty little birds into our yards just by hanging out a feeder; generally, the more feeders, the more birds will come to our yards. But there are a couple of other important things that will keep them coming back; providing trees for resting, and roosting at night, and keeping the nectar feeders clean and filled with fresh nectar every two or three days. 

So, if you are doing those things, why does the neighbor still have more “hummers” in their yard? It could be that they have the right plants to provide the preferred nectar. Given a choice, they will pick a flower any day over a nectar feeder. That is why in high rainfall years, fewer birds come to feeders. They are checking out all the native flowers that are blooming in the area. The tiny wonders glean not only nectar but also insects, a major portion of their diet, from local plants. In exchange for the nectar and insects, hummers return the favor by pollinating the flowers that they visit.

There are many native and adapted plants to choose from that have the trumpet-shaped nectar-filled flowers in colors of red, orange, pink, yellow, blue and purple that are hummingbird favorites. Highlighted here are a dozen of the best hummer plants for local gardens. 

Number one on the list is Turks Cap, Malvaviscus drummondii, a native hibiscus-family shrub that is a primary food source for migrating hummingbirds. Scarlet blooms summer through fall look like miniature turbans and are filled with nectar. This small semi-evergreen shrub two to four feet tall grows well in dry to moist sandy or clay soils and is often found growing tucked under the shade of live oaks or on sunny salt flats close to the bays.

Many salvias are winners in a hummingbird’s eyes with their rich nectar and easy care, also appealing to any gardener.  Great choices for our area start with our natives, Scarlet Sage and Mealy Blue Sage. Scarlet Sage, Salvia coccinea, is also known as Tropical Sage. It is a perennial that grows up to three feet tall in dry shade to full sun. Its scarlet red flower spikes attract hummers spring through fall. A garden cannot have too much scarlet sage to feed the hummers and it obliges by reseeding readily. 

Mealy Blue Sage, Salvia farinaceae, is an evergreen perennial that can reach three feet tall bearing blue flower clusters spring through fall. It thrives in low water spots in sun or part sun. A selection called ‘Henry Duelberg’ is much more drought tolerant. 

The very popular ‘Indigo Spires’ Salvia, an evergreen perennial hybrid of Mealy Blue Sage and another native, S. longispicata, sports long purple flower spikes spring through fall, spreading to six feet wide requiring medium water and partial sun. All three of these sages should be cut back periodically to allow new growth from the bottom. 

Crossvine, Bignonia capreolata, a native evergreen vine, sports large orange and gold trumpet shaped flowers, mostly in springtime. Growing in low to medium moisture and rich soil areas, it is not aggressive, but will climb into trees for its support. Crossvine is well adapted to grow in sunny or shady areas. 

Coral Bean, Erythrina herbacea, is a native prickly deciduous shrub that grows throughout the area in woods or open areas in dry to moist sand or clay soils. If not cut back in the very early spring, it can reach up through the trees to 10 feet tall. Don’t hesitate to prune it to the ground in very early spring. Clusters of red trumpet shaped flowers feed hungry spring-migrating hummingbirds. Twisted seedpods follow flowering with attractive pods of coral-red poisonous seeds. 

Not to be confused with the invasive Japanese honeysuckle, Coral Honeysuckle, Lonicera sempervirens, is an evergreen mannerly vine native to southeast Texas which can climb to 20 feet in sunny locations, though it will grow in partial sun. Coral honeysuckle bears trumpet coral flower clusters spring through fall inviting hummingbirds in, followed by fruit relished by other birds. 

An African native, Cape Honeysuckle, Tecomaria capensis, is well adapted to south Texas with orange-red blooms spring to winter. This hummingbird favorite can easily reach 10 feet tall in one season with very low water in full sun.

Esperanza, Tecoma stans, a south Texas native perennial sun-loving shrub, grows to 10 feet with clusters of yellow trumpet shaped flowers spring through fall. Its low water requirement makes it a prime candidate for our climate. The ‘Gold Star’ selection blooms profusely and is usually available in local nurseries.

To attract wintering hummingbirds, gardens are not complete without Shrimp Plant, Justicia brandegeana. This Mexican native root-hardy perennial has red shrimp shaped flowers that bloom spring through winter on three-foot-tall plants in part sun or sunny sites. 

Red clusters of small trumpet-shaped flowers on Firebush, Hamelia patens, never fail to draw in the hummers. This tropical root-hardy perennial, native just across the border in northern Mexico, can reach 12 feet in height in one season and thrives with low water in sunny or partial sun areas of the garden. During cold winters it freezes to the ground, but come spring, after cutting back the dead wood, it re-sprouts from the ground to grow back stronger than ever. 

Bottlebrush, Callistemon rigidus, is an import from Australia that has adapted well to our area. This evergreen tree reaching 12 feet tall blooms early spring through summer with red bottlebrush shaped flowers. In addition to the hummers, spring migrating orioles flock to the bright red flowers making this tropical plant seem to come to alive. Bottlebrush likes low water and full sun but can tolerate occasional flooding. 

Start planting any of these hummingbird favorites now to guarantee lots of visits to your garden when these dynamo birds come around. 
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