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Plant species page #s in the Sabal refer to:  
“Plants of Deep South Texas” (PDST). 

 

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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NPP meeting topic/speaker:    Tues., January 28th, at 7:30pm 
 

“Being an RGV Texas Master Naturalist May Save Your Marriage!” 

presented by — Barbara Peet & Robert Gaitan 
 

Barbara and Robert's talk will explore how being members of the Rio Grand Val-

ley Texas Master Naturalist organization reaches far beyond birds, reptiles, plants, 

and rocks. They claim it could save your marriage. Meet Robert and Barbara, married 

for 24 years. Both credit TMN for opening their eyes to the uniqueness of the RGV. 

Where once predefined rules of business and success defined their days, they now 

prefer discovering new plants growing in their yard, the morning parade of chachala-

cas, and glassy days on the Laguna Madre. 

Robert Gaitan - Born and raised in San Benito, Robert couldn't wait to explore what lay beyond the RGV. Return-

ing home, wiser and a bit older, he has developed a deeper appreciation for our unique part of the world. 

Barbara Peet - Born and raised in Maryland, Barbara found herself in North Texas due to school and work. Now 

retired, with business and management behind her, she can slow down a little and take a closer look at the natural 

world. Barbara conducts excellent native plant walks twice monthly at Ramsey Nature Park in Harlingen. 
\ 

The meeting is at:  Valley Nature Center,  

301 S Border, (Gibson Park), Weslaco. 956-969-2475.                                       Photo above:  Robert Gaitan & Barbara Peet 
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Pollinator Gardens – by Christina Mild  
 

Recently many native plant experts have been asked to recommend species for “Pollinator Gardens.” Local 

(European honey-)beekeepers have also been curious about which species to plant for their colonies. 

I’m sure that some types of bees will prefer certain flowers. In fact, Caesalpinia mexicana most often at-

tracts very large black bees. 

In general, as I’m photographing blooming things, bees are the most prevalent insect which I capture in a 

photo.  

Guajillo, which blooms very early in the year in the western valley and in the Arroyo Colorado brush, has 

been noted for many years by beekeepers to produce honey with superior flavor. 

Huisache is more widespread, blooming just after Guajillo, and is a good honey plant also. 

Black Brush, probably the most common shrub in Starr County, has blooms which are an excellent source of 

honey. Black Brush is referred to as “Poor Man’s Ebony.” It is typically shorter and more shrub-like. Black 

Brush and Ebony will also bloom whenever moisture is available, and they attract many bees. 

Huisachillo, easily confused with Huisache, will bloom more than once during the year, whenever moisture 

is available. It probably produces honey similar to that from Huisache. 

It is likely that the entire group of Legumes with mimosa-like blooms (shaped like puffballs or caterpillar-

like cylindrical clusters) is excellent for pollen-seeking bees. See Plants of Deep South Texas pages 239-253. 

Most of these are woody plants which are perennial and most are easy to establish. 

I have often wondered what benefit Capraria mexicana provides for 

animals. Then I re-discovered this pollen-gathering insect on the flower. 

Although once presumed rare, Capraria easily forms colonies in  

watered gardens and has been found in several wild places. It seems 

resistant to disease, is thornless, grows in poor soil and persists through 

challenging conditions. It can also be pulled up rather easily where it is 

unwanted. 

Capraria mexicana, Mexican Capraria, PDST 385. 

The visiting insect is probably a wasp. 

Shrubs such as Beebrush (Aloysia gratissima) and the wild-

flower, Beebalm, have earned their common names by attract-

ing bees. (Beebrush photo left .) 

Whitebrush, Beebrush, Aloysia gratissima, PDST 411. 

European Honeybee visitor, Apis mellifera. 

Some wildflowers will only release pollen when bees buzz 

within their flowers.  

Bees may also be capable of removing the special pollinia 

(pollen-containing sacs) from within milkweed blooms. 

Wildflowers, agave, succulents, cacti, shrubs, trees and vines 

may produce blooms bearing pollen collected by bees.  

Thus, it seems that a “Pollinator Garden” can be a garden of  

almost any blooming native species which will do well in the 

soil, sunlight and moisture of a particular site.  
 

—continued on page 3 
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A groundcover of Frogfruit (right) will provide pollen from the lowest level of a garden. 

Frogfruit is perennial, withstands full sun, and will return after drought. Two species occur 

here. Once you can recognize the plant, you will find it growing along sidewalks,  

on sandy soils and in hard-baked clay soils, or on the soggy shore of a pond. 

(Phyla nodiflora and photo on right: Phyla strigulosa, PDST 418-9)  
 

Another good start for new gardens is a blanket of wildflowers. Locally-collected seed 

will give you seed stock best suited to this locale. If locally-collected seed is not available, 

Native American Seed [www.seedsource.com], located in Junction, Texas, is a great source 

of native wildflower seed. This website provides a map to show which regions are best for any species they sell. 

They also provide pictures of seedlings, which helps a lot whenever you need to weed the garden site. 
 

Those who wish to establish a pollinator garden in the sandy soils of our coast would be well-advised to con-

sult “Wildflowers and Other Plants of Texas Beaches and Islands” by Alfred Richardson.  
 

In any area which has not been badly damaged by human activity, the plants which perform best in that loca-

tion are already there. They may be there only as seed within the soil, but those species may return if growing 

conditions improve. What is usually required to encourage return of this natural diversity is the removal of inva-

sive grasses and other species, followed by regular watering. Native American Seed also provides good informa-

tion on methods for eradicating invasive grass species.  
 

A bit of extra moisture will produce blooms in many species, as well as reappearance of species which were 

there long ago. The uninformed often state that native plants “don’t need any water,” which is not true. Natives 

will “hunker down” in a bedraggled state until moisture allows them to re-grow, bloom and set fruit or seed. 
 

In any area where trees, fences or brush-piles are available for vines to grow upon, encouragement or reintro-

duction of native vines may provide the greatest biomass of pollen-bearing blooms, as 

vines can cover large areas. Control, of course, is necessary, as vines choose where to 

grow. They may become an unwanted blanket over your favorite or rare shrub or tree. 

This photo shows a Pixie butterfly nectaring on Twine Vine, Funastrum cynan-

choides, PDST 79. This is the most easily-grown milkweed vine which is native here. 

An entire book about the wide spectrum of insects which rely upon milkweeds has 

been written with two other authors by former valley resident Michael A. Quinn 

(“Milkweeds, Monarchs and More” 2001.). 
 

A recent NPP talk on soils by Mike Heep pointed out the importance of soil nutri-

ents to plant performance. The nitty-gritty is that the addition of organic matter often 

provides the most help in terms of soil pH, nutrient, moisture retention and oxygen availability for plants. Prepar-

ing a garden site might be as simple and cheap as adding bagged leaves which show up at the curb for city pick-

up. Leaves can be layered on a site to decompose over time (thrashers especially enjoy searching through leaves 

for available insects and worms) or they can be tilled into the soil prior to planting. Organic fertilizers are helpful, 

but Heep pointed out that any fertilizer must be watered into the soil before the plant can absorb needed nutrients. 

He also explained that coffee grounds (small particles which decompose quickly) hold stores of valuable nitro-

gen. Scattering used coffee grounds over a garden area or adding them to your compost pile is a simple way to 

increase vitally-important soil nitrogen. (Large quantities of grounds which aren’t well-distributed can be harmful 

to green plant tissues.) 
 

Designing any garden for a school or city property presents a special challenge. Most of these places will be 

tended by caretakers who recognize little beyond common landscaping plants.  
 

Control of invasive grass species, especially Bermuda grass and Old World Bluestem (King Ranch, Kleberg), 

will be all but impossible in many public gardens. Thus, it is unlikely that wildflowers, groundcovers or vines 

would persist long-term in such public spaces.  

 

—continued on page 4 
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Protecting the Pollinators — editor’s notes. 

We hear much consternation over the use of herbicides such as RoundUp.  

There is much less hoopla about the pesticides which harm beneficial or 

harmless insects. The European Union has recently been active in moves to  

afford such protection. 

Bayer’s pesticide thiacloprid has recently been banned in the EU to protect 

bees. “There are environmental concerns related to the use of this pesticide, par-

ticularly its impact on groundwater, but also related to human health, in reproduc-

tive toxicity,” Health Commissioner Stella Kyriakides said in a statement. In 

principle, farmers will not be allowed to use the insecticide, sold in Europe under 

brands Calypso and Biscaya, after April 30, when its current approval expires. 
 

Photo left: European Honeybee gathering pollen on Teucrium cubense, Coastal 

Germander, PDST 292, which often grows on edges of cultivated farm fields. 

Such fields are, of course, routinely sprayed with various herbicides.   

Easily-grown thorn-less shrubs such as Guayacan, Whitebrush or Barbados Cherry might be better choices for 

“public” spaces. Groundskeepers are more likely to have success with just a few species they can easily learn to 

recognize and manage.  

 

Native crotons have reliable blooms for much of the year. 

Dove Croton or Cortez Croton grow well in cultivation 

and may also be acceptable to a groundskeeper. 

  

Right: Croton humilis, Dove Croton,  PDST 217, with 

visiting European Honeybee. 
 

 

 

It’s probably hard to find a native bloom which does not 

provide desirable pollen. Diversity will help to provide 

available blooms throughout the seasons.    

Guayacan, Guaiacum angustifolium,  

PDST 425, with visiting male Mexi-

can Carpenter Bee (Xylocopa mexi-

canorum) 

Whitebrush, Beebrush, Aloysia 

gratissima, PDST 411, with 

visiting Scoliid Wasp (Family 

Scoliidae). Note red abdomen. 

Barbados Cherry, Malpighia glabra, 

PDST 301, with visiting Oil Digger 

Bee (Centris sp.). 
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Native Bees as Pollinators—photos and text by Ernest Herrera 
 

You’re spot on in simply promoting natives (in creating pollinator gardens).  

I see many bees on my native plants. Much more than I do on my exotics.  

One thing I will emphasize is that most bees do prefer open areas. So creating open patches, the way you 

would for butterflies, might attract a greater diversity and abundance of bees.  

Also, I consider honey bees to be invasive at this point. They compete with native bees for nectar and there 

are many articles that point to them being responsible for the low numbers of native bees.  

(Ernest also told me that most native bee species are solitary: they don’t live in massive colonies. It seems to 

this editor that they may be less likely to attack people, especially en masse! Of course, they won’t be producing 

stores of the honey we love to slather on bread and biscuits!) 
 

Below are pictures of bees which Ernest has taken, some of his favorites, along with his notes.  

This bee with reddish legs is a Cuckoo  

Leaf-cutter Bee, in the Genus Coelioxys, that 

parasitizes other twig-nesting and wood-

nesting bees. Super interesting group of bees. 

These were on Whitebrush, Aloysia gratis-

sima, (PDST 411) where I found three other 

species of leaf-cutters that day.  

The pair above are Ligated furrow bees, Halictus ligatus. 

They’re probably among the easiest to recognize from the 

native bees in the area. Typically they’re generalist feeders 

on asters.  

These are on Symphyotrichum subulatum, Wireweed  

(tall purple aster), PDST 127. 

The green bee is Agapostemon melliventris. 

It’s a gorgeous bee that comes out the second 

half of the year. They may be gone now, but 

you’ll find them huddling together in groups 

at night to stay warm during their active  

season. They’re also generalists found on my 

flowers, especially asters.  
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Focus on Ball Moss As a Pollinator Resource — editorial comment from the Texas Pollinator Powwow 
 

(as found on “Texas Flora Group” Facebook page) 
 

Ball moss is universally over-looked as a pollinator resource in Texas, and that needs to change. 

Hummingbirds use this native epiphyte as a nectar resource, and its flowers are smack in the middle of the 

color range preferred by native bees. The floral depth appears to be ideal for short-tongued bees. Are our native 

bees using it? We really don't know, because pollination in the "canopy" has been studied very little as compared 

to floral resources at ground level. But we must consider that possibility and likelihood. The flowers of ball 

moss last only a day or two, and the bloom season is for six weeks during our summer floral dearth season, 

which coincides with predictable Texas drought. 

Lepidoptera (butterflies and moths) do NOT use our most common ball moss (Tillandsia recurvata) as a  

larval host plant (as shown by the study which is linked below), but that does not mean they are not using it for 

floral nectar. Are they? Again, we do not know. 

Summer is approaching, and we would love to see an institution or independent researcher take up the chal-

lenge of documenting floral visitors to ball moss in Texas and across the South. 

[https://academic.oup.com/botlinnean/article/177/1/50/2416364]     

The photo above, from Harlingen Thicket, shows various ages and stages of our small ball moss, Tillandsia 

recurvata growing on Cedar Elm (PDST 409). This ball moss is referred to in the comments above. We are for-

tunate in deep south Texas to also have the larger Bailey’s Ball Moss, which occurs in few other places in the 

U.S.  Each of these species is easy to “transplant” and establish. Either can be collected as fallen specimens from 

such places as old cemeteries and Harlingen Thicket. To “transplant”, one may use weather-resistant glue or 

wire to attach them to a branch.  They do not harm the plants on which they grow, other than weighing down a 

branch. 

In the editor’s yard, recurvata has planted itself on an old anchor: it needs nothing beyond support.  

The studies requested above could be a citizen science project, once plants are in a place where they can be  

easily observed and photographed. 
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S p o n s o r s (Native Plant Nurseries) 

Come visit the VNC: 

301 S. Border Ave. 

Weslaco, TX 78596 
 

(956) 969-2475 
info@valleynaturecenter.org 
www.valleynaturecenter.org 

 

A Secret Garden 

in the Heart of the 

Rio Grande Valley 

Valley Nature Center 
-6 acre Nature Park & Trails -Book & Gift Shop- 

-Native Plant Nursery-Meeting Room- 
-Environmental Education and Exhibit Hall- 

Native Plants 

for Sale 
 

Watch Birds 

& Butterflies 

 

LRGV Native Plant Sources 
 

See also our  

Sponsors on right 
 

Perez Ranch Nursery 

(Betty Perez) 

12 miles north of La Joya, TX 

(956) 580-8915 

<PerezRanchNatives@gmail.com> 
 

These vendors may sell exotics: 
 

National Butterfly Center 
Old Military Hwy/3333 Butterfly Pk Dr 

Mission, TX 78572 

office 956-583-5400x754 Max Munoz 

<max@nationalbutterflycenter.org> 
[http://www.nationalbutterflycenter.org] 

 

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 
 

M&G Double D Native Plants & 

Seeds of South Texas, (Gail Dantzker) 

956-342-5979; <gdld@att.net> 

7500 N 21st St; McAllen, TX 78504 

[mandgdoubled.com] 
Grown at The Woods, Willacy Cty., TX. 

 

Landscapers using Natives: 
 

Landscaping, Etc. Inc. 

Noel Villarreal 

125 N. Tower Rd, Edinburg 

956-874-4267, 956-316-2599 

 

Heep’s LRGV Native Plant Nursery 
 

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 
(956) 457-6834 <heep0311@yahoo.com>  

[www.heepsnursery.com] 

 

 

 

NPP Board & General Meetings are held at  
Valley Nature Center    

(4th Tues. each month, except thru summer)  
 

Brd Mtgs 6:30pm — Speaker 7:30pm 
(upcoming meetings) 

*1/28, 2/25, 3/24, 4/28, 5/26/2020* 

(*No meetings during summer or in December.) 

Above: Photo by Brad McKinney. Blue-Headed Vireo 

eating red Negrito fruits at the Sheepshead Woodlots on 

South Padre Island.  

Negrito, Berlandier’s Fiddlewood, continues to bloom and 

bear fruit through winter, if moisture is available and the 

temperatures aren’t too cold for growth. 

Fruits can be difficult to find during winter. Perhaps that’s 

why this bird is eating the unripe reddish fruits.  

Citharexylum berlandieri, PDST 412. 
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TO: 

 

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.  
 

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: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  
 

Please mail this form with dues check payable to: 

Native Plant Project, POB 2742, San Juan, TX  78589-7742 

FROM:  NPP; POB 2742; San Juan, TX  78589 

 

 

NPP meeting/speaker:   
 

The Native Plant Project will present:  
 

“Being an RGV Texas Master Naturalist May Save Your Marriage!” 

presented by — Barbara Peet & Robert Gaitan 
 

Tues., January 28th, at 7:30pm 
 

The meeting is held at Valley Nature Center, 301 S Border, 

(in Gibson Park), Weslaco. 956-969-2475 

We hope to see you there! Feel free to bring a native plant for I.D. 

Native Plants are available for a donation! 

Articles in this issue:  “Pollinator Gardens” 

“The Importance of Native Solitary Bees” 

“Tillandsia as Pollinator Species:  

Citizen Science Project Proposed.” 
 

Plant Species in this issue:  
Capraria mexicana, Aloysia gratissima,  

Phyla nodiflora, Funastrum cynanchoides,  

Guaiacum angustifolium, Malpighia glabra,  

Croton humilis, Teucrium cubense,  

Symphyotrichum subulatum, Tillandsia recurvata, 
Citharexylum berlandieri. 

January is the Annual Membership 

meeting of the Native Plant Project.  

Refreshments will be served.  

Those attending have an opportunity 

to join the Native Plant Project. 

Photo by Dan/Honeylet Jones. 
Mimosa Yellow butterfly nectar-
ing on Carlowrightia parviflora, 
PDST 48. 

Dues expired?Dues expired?Dues expired?   


