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January Meeting of the Native Plant Project:
“South Texas Natives Project”
by Forrest Smith
Tuesday, Jan. 25th at 7:30 P.M.
Valley Nature Center, 301 S. Border,
(in Gibson Park), Weslaco.
Forrest Smith is Director of the South Texas Natives Project, part of the Caesar Kleberg Wildlife Research Institute in Kingsville. He received a B.S. in Range and Wildlife Management from Texas A&M – Kingsville in 2003
and has worked for the organization in a variety of capacities ever since. This talk will focus on the project’s
strides in developing native seed sources, restoring prairies, and controlling exotic plant species. Come learn
about the project’s exciting new developments aimed at
conserving native plants in South Texas.

The Sabal is the newsletter of the Native Plant Project.
It conveys information on native plants, habitats and environment of the Lower Rio Grande Valley, Texas.

Previous Sabal issues are posted on our website [www.NativePlantProject.org].
Electronic versions of our Handbooks on recommended natives for landscaping are also posted there.
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The Barretal: A Distinct Biotic Community. (Part 1.) By Chris Best.
Adapted from an article published in August 1998 in:
Vol. 3 No. 7, Green Jay Chatter, newsletter of the Friends of the Wildlife Corridor

The Spanish term barretal is derived from barreta, a tree known to botanists as Helietta parvifolia, illustrated by the large, backlit photo above.
The Spanish suffixes –al and –ar, following the
root name of trees or other plants, indicate a grove
or community of that species. So, for example,
palmal from palma is a palm grove. Matorral
from mata (a general purpose word meaning
shrub, bush or plant) is a place that is full of
shrubs.
The predominant vegetation type of south
Texas and northeast Mexico is the Tamaulipan
shrubland or matorral Tamaulipeco.
One unique type of matorral Tamaulipeco is
the barretal, the place of the barretas.
Barreta is a shrub or tree belonging to the citrus
family. Its greenish white, inconspicuous, 4petalled flowers give rise to 3– or 4-seeded clusters of winged seeds [see photo insets above].
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Trifoliate leaves emit a characteristic citrus
aroma that sometimes permeates the air as one
brushes against the boughs. Unlike most plant species of the barretal, barreta itself is spineless. The
citrus fragrance reveals potent chemicals which
may discourage herbivores such as deer and
javelina. Those fragrant, oily substances may also
thwart defoliating insects and help to protect the
leaves from ravages of sun and wind in the arid
environment where barreta occurs.
Helietta parvifolia occurs as far north as Starr
and western Hidalgo counties and south through
Tamaulipas and Nuevo Leon to central Mexico.
Other Helietta species occur in South America.
According to the National Vegetation Classification System, which was earlier adopted by U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service, the barretal is an association (or alliance) that occurs within the blackbrush-cenizo-guajillo shrubland.
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The Barretal, Part 1, continued:
This alliance (Los Barretales) is found on upland
soils throughout the Tamaulipan brushlands of south
Texas and northern Nuevo Leon and much of Tamaulipas. This vegetation type frequently occurs in shallow, alkaline soils over caliche or sandstone hardpans. Rainfall is generally less than 20 inches per year.
Due to the shallow soils, the gently- to steeply-inclined
topography, and the relatively sparse vegetation, much
of the rainfall quickly runs off and collects in derramaderos (locally known as ramaderos) and arroyos,
leaving little moisture to infiltrate into the upland soil.
(Note: Derramaderos are extensions of lush, dense
floodplain vegetation which occur in much of the Rio
Grande Delta.)
These drainage corridors of deep, moist soil crease
the uplands like the veins of leaves. Seen from the air,
derramaderos stand out as sinuous rivers of green
against the dull grayish-brown of the upland vegetation, where small patches of bare soil are exposed between the shrubs.
Along the lower, eastern face of the Sierra Madre
Oriental in northern Nuevo León, a different type of
barretal occurs in rocky, talus slopes. This is a forest of
barreta, tenaza and other trees reaching 5 to 8 m in
height. Narrow, protected canyons, such as Cañón
Urias and Cañón El Gallo in the Sierra de los Picachos,
contain very diverse subtropical forests where barreta
trees may reach over 10 m in height.
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BELOW: Angelwing Passionflower vine, Passiflora
tenuiloba, grows in soil typical of the Barretal.

This article focuses on the Barretal shrubland which
occurs in south Texas and northern Nuevo León and
Tamaulipas.
That rather small area appears in yellow on the
Biotic Community Map below (duplicated from the
original article published in the Green Jay Chatter,
August 1998). See map on pg. 6 from same source.

The Sabal, January 2011, Vol. 28 No. 1

www.NativePlantProject.org

The Barretal, Part 1, continued:
The aforementioned alliance is characterized
by one or more of three indicator species,
blackbrush (Acacia rigidula),
cenizo (Leucophyllum frutescens) and
guajillo [right] (Acacia berlandieri)
Many common shrubby species found in the relatively moist floodplain and delta of the Rio Grande
also occur in reduced stature on these exposed, welldrained uplands.

Guajillo, often blooming in January, exhibits
varying degrees of thorniness.
It is typically found in the western LRGV.

Allthorn in
rainy season.
Common shrubs include:
lotebush (Ziziphus obtusifolia),
guayacán (Guiacum angustifolium),
amargosa (Castela erecta var. texana),
allthorn [above] (Koeberlinia spinosa),
huisachillo (Acacia shaffneri),
kidneywood (Eysenhardtia texana), [rt.]
desert yaupon (Schaefferia cuneifolia),
coyotillo (Karwinskia humboldtiana) and
whitebrush (Aloysia gratissima).

Calderona has a highly-unusual growth form:
spotted, hairy seedpods, tiny bud-like leaves,
and striking pink blooms. Many unusual plant
species occur within the Barretal.

This diverse shrub layer reaches 1 to 3 m in
height, and is interspersed with numerous subshrubs,
such as:
calderona [right] (Krameria ramosissima),
oregano cimmarron (Lippia graveolens),
blue sage (Salvia ballotaeflora),
skeleton-leaf goldeneye (Viguiera stenoloba),
leatherstem (Jatropha dioica) and
heart-leaf hibiscus (Hibiscus martianus).

...to be continued in the February SABAL.
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Editor’s Notes:

83, has a good chunk of barretal habitat and is open to
the public (on foot). The tract parking lot is right at the
edge of the barretal, which is bissected by the highway.
[See map below.]
There are Walker's Manioc plants in there as well.”

Barreta has been grown by several native plant growers, but it has not been easy to acquire in recent years.
The most successful propagator was the late Mr. Raymond Labus of Edinburg. One of the problems in
propagating is to locate and visit seed sources, generWe hope you’ll attend our fieldtrip to visit that very
ally located in remote locales.
Rescue specimens were planted early on at Valley Na- area, led by NPP volunteers! See the details below.
ture Center in Weslaco and Fleet Lentz Memorial Park
in Mercedes. Seeds have been collected from those
now mature specimens.
Several barretas have been planted in Ramsey Nature
Park, although summer’s standing floodwaters appear
to have killed the most recent transplants. A rather
large specimen has persisted in a high spot with good
drainage along the west side of the Upper Mown Trail.
McAllen’s Quinta Mazatlan has a nice specimen growing along the fence of their parking area. That specimen is marked with signage.
To observe barreta in the wild, Chris Best recommends
a visit to La Puerta tract “which is both N and S of US

Walker’s Manioc,
Manihot walkerae.

La Puerta Tract
Announcing a joint fieldtrip of
Native Plant Project &
RGVC TX Master Naturalists
To visit “Los Barretales.”
Sat., Feb. 26th.
Meet to carpool from
Harlingen TX Tourist Bureau
at 8 a.m.
or meet
at the La Puerta Tract Pkg. Lot
at 9 a.m.
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The Barretal, Part 2, will appear in the next Sabal issue.

LRGV Native Plant Sources
Heep’s Nursery (& Landscaping)
(Mike Heep)
1714 S. Palm Court Drive
Harlingen, TX 78552
(956) 423-4513 * By appt. only
Valley Nature Center
301 S. Border Ave.
Weslaco, TX 78596
(956) 969-2475
<info@valleynaturecenter.org>
[www.valleynaturecenter.org]

The map above shows the location of barreta populations on USFWS tracts. It is
reprinted from Chris Best’ original article.
Here are recent comments by Best:
“While "barretal" in a general sense is a
very common and widespread habitat type,
almost entirely in Mexico, the barretal in
the Tamaulipan region is quite unique and
has many rare and endemic plant species.
Unfortunately, this vegetation type is endemic to caliche outcrops of the Goliad
formation; a very high and growing proportion of such sites have been surface
mined for road-building material. Since
that sort of habitat has very little economic
value, cash-strapped landowners face an
enormous incentive to mine it.”
Chris Best, State Botanist
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
10711 Burnet, Suite 200
Austin, TX 78758
Tel: 512-490-0057 x 225
Fax: 512-490-0974
email: chris_best@fws.gov
Barreta photo on right provided by:
Frank Wiseman.
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Perez Ranch Nursery
(Susan Thompson & Betty Perez)
12 miles north of La Joya, TX
(956) 580-8915
<PerezRanchNatives@gmail.com>
Mother Nature's Creations
(Billy & Sue Snider)
2822 Nueces; Harlingen, TX 78550
Nursery open by appointment:
(956) 428-4897
NABA Butterfly Park
Old Military Hwy & Butterfly Pk Dr
Mission, TX 78552
(956) 583-9009
Rancho Lomitas Nursery
(Benito Trevino)
P.O. Box 442
Rio Grande City, TX 78582
(956) 486-2576 *By appt. only
Valley Garden Center
701 E. Bus. Hwy. 83
McAllen, TX 78501
(956) 682-9411

Landscaper using Natives:
Williams Wildscapes, Inc.
(Allen Williams)
750 W Sam Houston
Pharr, TX 78577
(956) 460-9864
[www.williamswildscapes.com]

www.NativePlantProject.org

Pérez Ranch Nursery
Plants native to the Lower Rio Grande Valley

On the Pérez Ranch 11 miles north of LaJoya

Betty Pérez & Susan Thompson
(956) 580-8915
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Native Landscapes
Water Features, Ponds,
Pond Supplies & Rock
Specimen-size Native Plants
Consulting or Full Installation
Office: 956-428-4897
email <sue_griffin@sbcglobal.ret >

Heep’s LRGV Native Plant Nursery

Native Plant Rescue:

Owned and operated by Mike and Claire Heep
We grow plants suited to landscaping
and revegetation in south Texas.
1714 S. Palm Court Drive Harlingen, TX 78552
By appointment. Phone: (956) 457-6834

Valley Nature Center will rescue native plants slated for
destruction by construction or development, or natives no
longer wanted by home owners. Call 956-969-2475.

[www.heepsnursery.com]

NPP Board & General Meetings
2011: Jan. 25, Feb. 22, Mar. 22, April 26, May 24
(Tuesdays) Board Meetings at 6:30pm. Speaker at 7:30pm
Most meetings held at Valley Nature Ctr.

Notes from the Editor:
I’ve been fascinated by the barretal since
reading Best’s article in 1998. Since that
time, I’ve been able to visit parts of the
barretal on various outings, with the help
of many: Ken King, Al Richardson, Frank
Wiseman, Diann Ballesteros, Dick &
Sharon Roessler, Tom Patterson, Bill Carr,
Lisa Williams, Bill MacWhorter, John &
Audrey Martin, Betty Perez, Marisa Oliva
and family, Patty Raney, and others. On
those trips, I’ve been able to accumulate
many of the photos used in this issue and to
be included in the next.
Photo on right is an extra-thorny specimen of
blackbrush, complete with hungry caterpillar.
Plants which are mown or otherwise disturbed
often develop abnormally large thorns.

Highlights from the Board of Directors Mtg. Nov. 26th, 2010
As the end of the terms of the officers is approaching, a new slate consisting of:
Hathcock (Pres.), Hagne (V.P.), Thompson (Sec.) and Wessling (Treas.)
was discussed and approved.
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The Native Plant Project (NPP) has no paid staff or facilities.
NPP is supported entirely by memberships and contributions.
Anyone interested in native plants is invited to join.
Members receive 8 issues of The Sabal newsletter per year in
which they are informed of all project activities and meetings.

We sincerely
hope that you
will RENEW your
NPP membership,
which is due
this month.

Meetings are held at:
Valley Nature Center, 301 S. Border, Weslaco, TX.

Native Plant Project Membership Application
__Regular $20/yr. __Contributing $45/yr
__Life $250 one time fee/person
Other donation: ____________________
Please print:

Name________________________________
Address_______________________________
City___________________________ State

__
Phone ______________ Zip _ _ _ _ _ - _ _ _ _
I’m choosing the “green option!”
Send my SABAL
via .pdf file to:
Email address: _

__________________
Inside this issue:
The Barretal, Part 1. by Chris Best.
Feb. 26th fieldtrip announcement pg. 5.

Please mail this form with dues check payable to:
Native Plant Project, POB 2742, San Juan, TX 78589-2742

www.NativePlantProject.org

“South Texas

Natives Project”
by
Forrest Smith

Valley Nature Center,
301 S Border,
Weslaco,TX

TO:

Tues., Jan. 25th
at 7:30 p.m.
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