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SEASIDE GARDENING

By Suzy Cook, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

For the first-time gardener planning a seaside landscape, or for the veteran gardener approaching a seaside landscape for the first time, there are plenty of resources to consult before you buy the first block of sod or plant the first palm tree. To start, visit the Extension office for lists of plants that are recommended for salty, windy environments. Then, consider doing nothing but watching and waiting for a year. This will give you time to get acquainted with your garden’s enemies, which are high tides and strong winds.  

In the meantime, dig deep holes in different parts of the yard to see what kind of soil you have. You may find that what appears to be pure sand has a clay layer hidden not far beneath the surface. You may have clay-sand-clay layers, or you may just have sand as far as you can dig. Also, use the kits available at the Extension office and have your soil tested. The results will tell you what additions are necessary to support landscape plants. Seaside gardeners should not install plants that require excessive water, fertilizer or pesticide to survive, because any excess chemicals applied will end up in the water we all enjoy. Decide which weeds or pests you really cannot tolerate (sand spurs, for example), and eliminate those intruders carefully, treating only the spot and not the bay or canal next to it. 

It is important to observe sun and shade patterns. Buildings and trees on small lots cast enormous shadows in December, but seem to provide no shade whatever in June. The plant you thought was in full sun may have to endure months of shade during the winter. Even worse, the shade lover may get just enough of the broiling sun in July to give up the struggle.

If you leave the few feet closest to the water unmowed, you may be surprised at how attractive the volunteer vegetation is. In addition to Hydrocotyle bonariensis (salt pennywort or dollar weed), you may have silver sea oxeye daisy (Borrichia arborescens), a charming plant with succulent leaves and attractive yellow daisies. Even repeated dousing with sea water will not kill these little shrubs, although they will look shabby for a while after the worst storms.  

You may also have Sophora tomentosa, or yellow sophora. This shrub grows right next to the salt water and is impervious to wind and waves. Its leaves are soft and silvery, and there is the added bonus of pretty yellow flowers all during the growing season. The seed pods look like little pop beads in a chain, but the seeds themselves are poisonous. This native shrub stays about two feet tall when it is planted next to the water and not given supplemental irrigation.  

Coastal cordgrass (Spartina spartinae) is an attractive native grass that grows at the water’s edge. It appreciates extra water but survives without it. All of these natives, including the dollar weed, will look beautiful to you after that first storm lashes everything else into a pulp.  

When you do make changes to the landscape, prepare beds and install plants when they will have the best chance to survive. This depends upon which side of the property faces the water, and from which direction the worst storm winds will come. For instance, fall will bring strong winds and high water to a property whose seaside is to the north, so in that case, it is better to do the landscaping in late spring or early summer. The plants will have a long growing season to get a grip on the soil and develop the tough exterior they need to endure the storms that are sure to come.

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.

