NATIVES - WILDFLOWERS – COREOPSIS

BY JOAN HOWIE


Somewhere in the world impatiens and periwinkles grow wild, hillsides are covered with poinsettias, while crotons, dracena and ficus line roadways rather than subsisting in pots. The species that we pay lots of money for in nurseries and garden centers are someone else native plants. Yet many of our own indigenous species are ignored by persons living among them – while these same plants are bought for gardens in other parts of the country where they aren’t normally found. In the quest for the unusual, we should not ignore our own local wildflowers that are blooming early this year. Even coral bean, which usually flowers in April, is showing its long stalks of vibrant red flowers in advance of the spring ruby-throat migration.


One of the most abundant wildflowers is coreopsis, or tickseed. Coreopsis tinctora is an annual species, the one that is most often seed along local roads. The rays, or petals are yellow with a purple-brown base. The disks, or centers, are red-brown. C. lanceolata and another Texas native, C. grandiflora, are perennials. Bothe the rays and disks of lanceleaf coreopsis are yellow. Anyone seeing a field of tickseeds swaying in the wind knows why they are known as “Golden Wave.”


Once established in the garden, coreopsis grows easily and blooms from March through the summer if the old flowers are kept picked. With too much fertilizer, perennial forms may get tall and leggy, falling over in strong winds and rain. Two cultivars, “Baby Sun” and “Sunray” have been bread to remain a more manageable height. Coreopsis bloom best in full sun, and once established, is heat and drought tolerant. Perennials need to be divided when the clumps get too large, off-shoots can be set in other locations. The plant also reseeds abundantly, providing years of color. Nursery propagated coreopsis are available, but most local gardeners have a source for the native varieties – either from friends or in vacant fields where a few seeds can be collected (never more than 10%) but not from state highway rights of way.

Other local wildflowers are also available for sale – gaillardia or Indian blanket, purslane, mist-flower, salvias, eustoma or Texas bluebells, phlox and primroses are just some of many. These plants have been bred for bloom size, shape of plant and other improvements on nature. What they lack is the native species adaptation to local soils, climate, insects and disease which makes them hardier than their cultivated relatives. Whichever type of flower is grown keeping them deadheaded will prolong their flowering time. This can be time consuming with prolific bloomers such as gaillardia. At the end of their season, let some seeds stay on to ripen. When bluebonnets go to seed, the pods should be left on the plant to dry. As pods split open the seeds will fall to the ground to begin their growth cycle once again.


A less than desirable plant, the parasite dodder, sprouts this month also. Any one who has been plagued by dodder should watch for it in flowerbeds and under trees. Thread-like forms will emerge from seeds on the ground and elongate until reaching a plant part to climb on. At that time they break off from the seed and become completely dependent on the host plant for nourishment. When working with dodder remember, its sap will indelibly stain clothes and skin. 

