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The Sabal is the newsletter of the Native Plant Project.  
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NPP meeting topic/speaker:   Tues., January 24th , at 7:30pm 
 

“Taxing Discoveries”  presented by — Berry Nall 

Berry Nall resides in Starr County, Texas, where he pastors a small church and teaches Computer Science 

and pre-Engineering courses at Roma High School. He is a butterfly enthusiast who enjoys raising as well as 

photographing butterflies. For the past dozen years he has been collaborating with Dr. David Wagner to 

gather life history information on Texas moths. His website, leps.thenalls.net, documents the butterfly species 

that have been found in Starr County, TX. It currently includes adult photographs of about 200 species, and 

life history information on 120 of these. 
 

Berry’s Topic:  Taxonomy can be used to predict host plants used by caterpillars; the reverse is also true. 

Berry Nall has been doing field work for caterpillar expert Dr. David Wagner for a number of years. He will 

share a few of his adventures in seeking some very elusive caterpillars, as well as the fascinating caterpillars 

that were found using taxonomical relationships. 
 

 

The meeting is at:  Valley Nature Center,  

301 S Border, (Gibson Park), Weslaco.  

956-969-2475.          
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Photos from Berry’s website. Variegated Skipper page. 

Left: egg.                                          Right: Adult Variegated Skipper. 
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Plant Phenology & iNaturalist: Citizen Science Projects excerpted from: 

How to Explore iNaturalist Plant Phenology Information 

By John Brush, Urban Ecologist 
 

Phenology has multiple definitions. Merriam-Webster defines it as ” a branch of science 

dealing with the relations between climate and periodic biological phenomena (such as 

bird migration or plant flowering). Science Direct says “phenology is defined as the 

study of the timing of recurring biological events, the causes of their timing with regard 

to biotic and abiotic forces, and the interrelation among phases of the same or different 

species.” I personally like the National Phenology Network’s the best: “Phenology is 

nature’s calendar—when cherry trees bloom, when a robin builds its nest and when 

leaves turn color in the fall.” 

One example of a practical use for phenological data is to know when certain plants tend 

to fruit and are ready to harvest. Data from iNaturalist shows that in Texas, Honey Mes-

quite trees have peak fruiting in July – if you are a mesquite flour enthusiast, that means 

you should be ready to harvest by mid-summer! 

The more I think about phenology, the more I am fascinated by it. There are a myriad of 

plant-animal, animal-animal, and organism-weather patterns to explore. Having 

phenological knowledge also has practical implications, like knowing when certain 

plants have flowers or fruits for foraging or what time of year certain animals are most 

likely to be encountered for photography. Thankfully for me, iNaturalist added 

their annotation feature in 2017 to help observers add standardized data to each of their 

observations. These annotations vary by taxonomic group. For example, if I upload an 

observation of a Monarch butterfly, I can add annotations with information like if the 

insect was alive or dead, or what life stage was it in (egg, larva, pupa, adult). For plant 

observations, iNaturalist users can add plant phenology annotations like flowering, 

flower budding, or fruiting. 

Inspired by a desire to have a regional database 

of plant phenology data, I created two plant 

phenology collection projects in 2019 to auto-

matically aggregate observations from the 

Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas that had ei-

ther a “flowering” or “fruiting” plant phenology 

annotation. More than three and a half years later, the LRGV Phenology – Flow-

ers project has nearly 30,000 observations and the LRGV Phenology – Fruits project has 

just over 4,000 observations. More than 2,100 people have uploaded observations col-

lected by the projects and a number of dedicated iNaturalist users have spent numerous 

hours adding identifications and annotations to observations. 

see:  [https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/lrgv-phenology-flowers] ...-fruits] 

 

Now that the projects have accumulated data on more than 1,100 plant species in the 

Lower Rio Grande Valley (including wild-growing plants, cultivated plants, and in-

vasive plants), I think it would be valuable to share how to explore that data and how 

that knowledge could be put to practical use. —continued on page 3 

Colima bloom 

buds, Jan. 2023. 

Harlingen, TX. 

Zanthoxylum 

fagara.  

PDST 377.   

Blooms &  

persistent fruit on 

Huisachillo. January 

2023, Harlingen. 

Acacia schaffneri, 

PDST 241. 

White peacock butterflies mating while nectar-

ing on Berlandier’s Fiddlewood. January 2023, 

Harlingen, Ramsey Park. 
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 —continued from page 2 

How to Explore iNaturalist Using Taxa Pages 

The simplest way to explore plant phenology data is by using iNaturalist’s taxon pages, which can be 

easily accessed using the search bar near the “iNaturalist” banner in the top left of the webpage (if un-

opened, it will appear as white magnifying glass against green). 

Here, you can search for a particular plant (or other taxonomic level) by typing in its common name, 

scientific name, genus, family, etc. Here is where you need to exercise your first bit of caution. While 

iNaturalist does often include common names for plants, they do not always – some plants are only 

known on iNaturalist by their scientific name. Another word of caution about common names in general 

is that there are often many different common names for the same species, and/or different species can 

have the same common name. For example, searching for “Retama” will bring up many different plant 

species. For best results, I highly encourage you to use (or at least check) the scientific names, genera, or 

families of the plants as much as possible when you are using the search feature.  
 

Once you have the correct plant taxa listed as a search result, you will select “About” to the far right. 

This will lead you to the associated taxon page, where you will find Wikipedia-based information, pho-

tographs, observer and observation stats, and more. 
 

By default, iNaturalist shows you all the data for your selected plant taxa in the world. However, if you 

are most interested in plant phenology data in specific regions of the world (e.g. Texas) you can use the 

“filter by place” to select your specific area. For the Rio Grande Valley as a whole, you would use 

“Lower Rio Grande Valley, US, TX” as your place, but you could be more specific if desired (e.g. 

county level or even particular parks). 
 

From there, you are almost done. Select “Plant Phenology” above the seasonality graph. 
 

Practical Uses of iNaturalist Phenology Data 
 

As mentioned above, there are practical applications of phenology data. 

One of the most relevant to the Center for Urban Ecology’s work, and to 

gardeners looking to create wildlife-friendly habitats, is to use that data to 

create blooming or fruiting charts. While many of our local plants can 

bloom or fruit sporadically (or sometimes almost continually) through the 

year, there is still strong seasonality for lots of them. For example, Crucita 

(Chromolaena odorata) is a mistflower that mostly blooms in the fall and 

early winter, whereas Tamaulipan Spring Mistflower (Tamaulipa azurea) 

(photo right) is a similar mistflower that mostly blooms in late winter and 

into the spring. By adding both to a garden, there would be nearly half a 

year of blooming – roughly doubling the time when these pollinator-loved 

flowers are available for wildlife. Adding two other mistflowers – Beton-

yleaf Mistflower (Conoclinium betonicifolium) and Pink Thoroughwort 

(Fleischmannia incarnata) – would essentially mean year-round coverage. 

 

Another practical application of this phenology data is for folks interested in foraging local plants. Be-

cause there are usually only certain parts of the plant that are edible, it becomes important for foragers to 

know when that plant part is available. Enter the iNaturalist phenology data. Lets use a few different 

plants as an example. One of my personal favorite plants to forage is the aforementioned Honey Mes-

quite. The most sought-after part of the plant are their bean pods (fruits), which can be munched on raw, 

or, as is the case for lots of people in the southwestern United States, dried and ground into a flour. 

—continued on page 4 
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—continued from page 3 

Even iNaturalist data that does not have phenology annotations can be useful to look at timing of species 

occurrence. Another group of plants that has gained lots of foraging traction around the world are nettles 

in the genus Urtica – in our area we mostly encounter the Heartleaf Nettle (Urtica chamaedryoides). 

With nettles, foragers are mostly interested in younger, more tender plants and not specifically interested 

in flowering and fruiting periods. Using the same taxon page method, but looking at the seasonality 

graph rather than the phenology graph, shows us that net-

tles in our area are mostly observed in January, February, 

and March. 
 

Another practical application of phenology data comes if 

you are simply looking to observe or photograph certain 

plants while they are flowering or fruiting, or are looking 

for wildlife that rely on those resources. For example, there 

are bees in the genus Lithurgopsis that are often observed 

on prickly pear flowers. So, if you were interested in photo-

graphing those bees, you would want to time your search-

ing for when prickly pears are in bloom. In the Rio Grande 

Valley, that means you should focus your efforts mostly in 

March and April. 
 

If you want to contribute to further understanding our local plants and animals phenology, one of the 

easiest ways to do so is by simply adding observations to iNaturalist. You make observations at specific 

intervals, such as once a week or once a month, or you can just add observations as you go about your 

regular activities. To learn more about how to use iNaturalist, please see their Getting Started page or 

watch their video tutorials.  

 

The Center for Urban Ecology is also offering our All About iNaturalist workshop on March 4, 2023. 

The workshop is focused on helping participants learn how to use the app and website, from making and 

editing observations to exploring what other people are observing. Details on page 7. 
 

To view John’s illustrated article, visit his website at: 
 

[https://cuefornature.wordpress.com/] 
 

This article can be found under “Blogs.” 

 

 

Photo Right:  Rio Grande Valley Selenia, Selenia grandis, 

PDST 157. One of our most beautiful spring wildflowers. 

Endemic to Texas. Found around edges of fields and in 

disturbed areas. 

Mike Heep recommended a drive down to Bayview to 

view masses of Selenia blooming along the edges of sev-

eral farm fields. By the time the editor returned from pho-

tographing, the farmer was plowing them under.  

On iNaturalist, there are 19 observations of this species, 

by 10 observers. Blooms are shown from December to 

April.  

These are sweet-smelling blooms which attract many nec-

tarers/pollinators. This species is worthy of cultivation. 

Watch for it as you drive around. It sometimes appears in 

residential yards and schoolyards. 
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Quiz yourself. These are some of the “old faithful” natives blooming and fruiting in Harlingen’s Ramsey 

Park in January. Food is especially scarce in January. Despite the javelina, rabbits, and human presence, 

these easily-grown species continually perform. Many of our readers will recognize all of them.  

Quiz Answers: Photos are identified from the top left, proceeding clockwise. 
 

Scarlet Sage, Salvia coccinea (Tropical Sage, Mirto). PDST 288. Easy to grow. Reseeds itself. Excellent nectar for butterflies 

(Sulphur above), seed for small birds. And it’s beautiful. 
 

White Plumbago, Plumbago scandens. PDST 352. Spreads to form large colonies, if allowed. Sticky seeds are transported 

around by furry visitors. Excellent butterfly nectar for fall through spring. 
 

Dicliptera sexangularis, PDST 49. Rapidly spreads to form large colonies if watered, becoming a pest in irrigated beds. Excellent 

replacement for guinea grass, especially in shaded areas. Host plant for Pale-Banded Crescent, Texan Crescent and Crimson 

Patch butterflies. Nectar source for hummingbirds and sulphur butterflies.  
 

Mexican Croton, Croton ciliatoglandulifer, PDST 215. Glandular leaf edges define this species. Several of our native crotons 

provide nectar and seeds through the cold winter months, including Croton cortesianus, C. humilis and C incanus. A planting of 

mixed crotons can be a very attractive area year-round. Several species develop yellow-orange leaves when conditions are stress-

ful (drought, cold, extreme heat and sun). 
 

Berlandier’s Fiddlewood (Negrito), Citharexylum berlandieri. PDST  412. Plantings of Negrito can provide blooms and fruit 

nearly year-round. Scattered specimens in Ramsey Nature Park in Harlingen show different “phenological” stages simultane-

ously: some are blooming, others in mixed stages of fruiting from orange to tasty purple/black, and some with withered fruits 

(juices probably sucked out previously by sap-seeking butterfly species, such as the Mexican Bluewing).  
 

Bastardia, Bastardia viscosa. PDST 307. Bastardia leaves are sticky and smelly, but this is a good colony-former. It’s a great 

replacement for invasive grasses and is easily grown and transplanted. The small yellow blooms are especially important in 

colder months when fewer natives are in bloom. It also does well in dry spots, which is a real advantage.  
 

Malva Loca, Malvastrum americanum. PDST 312. Almost restricted to the LRGV in Texas. Appears on hard-trodden edges of 

roads and pathways. Rabbits feed on the leaves. Blooms appear year-round. Abundant seeds for small critters. 
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Even weeds are disappearing:  

This editor has thought of farm field edges as holding delightful diversity, but recent drives have shown that 

much has disappeared with too much herbicide, mowing and weed-eating.  This adds to the argument that na-

tive plants around our homes are becoming ever more vital for ongoing health of the ecosystem. Here are a 

few specimens from a farm field edge near my home. (Morgan Ave. and Vinson St., Harlingen, TX.)  

Most of these were introduced from the old world into south Texas with cultivated crops. 

Above: Bur Clover, Medicago polymorpha, 

PDST 266. This introduction from Eurasia 

is a frequent lawn pest. It probably im-

proves soil nitrogen somewhat, though the 

dried burs are a real pest.  May cause eye 

irritation. 

Left: Santa Maria Feverfew, False 

Ragweed, Parthenium hysteropho-

rus. PDST  116. Native. Weedy. 

Does not appear to offer much use 

to wildlife. Cattle toxicity is re-

ported. It has become an intro-

duced weed in other parts of the 

world. Numerous studies are and 

have been conducted regarding the 

chemical nature of the plant, as it 

has some historic medicinal use. 

There is reported toxicity in cattle. 

Above: #3 for potential foragers. 

Rocket Mustard, Sisymbrium 

irio. PDST 158. This plant is 

edible and tastes like mustard. 

The edible parts are the flower, 

the young leaves, and the seeds. 

London rocket might be used 

sparingly, as the flavor is hot and 

pungent.  

Left: #1 for potential foragers. Sow Thistle, Sonchus oleraceus. PDST 

126. Much information is available on the web regarding edibility of 

this species and the close relative S. asper. Annuals from the old 

world; most frequent in cool wet seasons.  

Above: #2 for foragers.  

Henbit, Lamium amplexicaule, 

PDST 285. Historic use as hen 

fodder. Provides nectar, pollen 

and forage for animals. The 

seed is eaten by birds. All 

parts of the plant are edible by 

humans, best before they be-

come tough. Described vari-

ously as having a sweet and 

slightly peppery flavor, some-

what like raw kale or celery. 

Has a pleasant and mild earthy 

smell with a light minty note. 

A pretty little weed. 

Attention  

Foragers: 

 

Why not  

try some weeds? 
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Mirasol, Common Sunflower,  

Helianthus annuus, PDST 105. 

Many farm fields or their edges are covered in 

seedlings or adult blooming common sunflow-

ers. These are easily grown from seed or trans-

planted seedlings and 

provide nectar, pollen, 

leaves and seeds for 

many animals. They 

are blooming in Janu-

ary and may bloom 

most of the year.  

S p o n s o r s (Native Plant Nurseries) 

 

These vendors may also sell exotics: 
 

National Butterfly Center 
Old Military Hwy/3333 Butterfly Pk Dr 

Mission, TX 78572 

[http://www.nationalbutterflycenter.org] 
 

Rancho Lomitas Nursery  

(Benito Trevino) 

P.O. Box 442 

Rio Grande City, TX 78582 

(956) 486-2576 *By appt. only 
 

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 

 

 
 

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:  February 28, March 28, April 25, May 23  

Valley Events: 

Sat. March 4th, 2-4pm, Quinta Mazatlan, 

McAllen. $5. 

All About iNaturalist workshop.  
 

The Center for Urban Ecology is offering 

the All About iNaturalist workshop,  

focused on helping participants learn how 

to use the app and website, from making 

and editing observations to exploring 

what other people are observing.  

Feel free to contact us by emailing: 

center4urbanecology@gmail.com or 

emailing our urban ecologist 

at jbrush@mcallen.net.  

LRGV Native Plant Sources 
 

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] 

Perez Ranch Nursery 

(Betty Perez) 

12 miles north of La Joya, TX 

(956) 580-8915 

<PerezRanchNatives@gmail.com> 

Master Gardener Volunteer Training Course: 

$250 registration fee for: 50 hrs. instruction, 

Master Gardener Handbook, 35 hrs. online 

class access, Texas Master Gardener Certifica-

tion. Registration deadline: Thurs. Feb. 2nd. 

For more info call Cameron County AgriLife: 

956-351-8236. 

March 25-26, Sat.-Sun. Harlingen’s Cultural Arts Center: 1-4pm. 

2023 Flower Show: Celebrations. 

Horticulture and Designs on display. Largest display of blooming native 

specimens, with labels and info on each species, presented by RGVCTMN. 

Mike Heep’s native plants for sale. Admission is free.  

For more info, contact Christina Mild at <mild.christina@gmail.com> 

Feb 3, 2023 @ 9am in the hall at Greengate Grove -  

2135 S. Bentsen Palm Drive ~ Palmview.  

Exploring RGV Natives & Pollinators with the Texas A&M AgriLife 

Extension. Come and learn how to choose RGV native plants to increase 

the number of pollinators visiting your yard. Some plants will be available 

for sale afterwards ($5-$10) to get your garden started. Please bring exact 

change ($5-$10). For more info call 956-361-8236. 
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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 

 

 

Workshops & Presentations: See p 7 for upcoming opportunities to learn more about native plants. 
 

Plant Species in this issue: Acacia schaffneri, Bastardia viscosa, Chromolaena odorata, Citharexylum 

berlandieri, Conoclinium betonicifolium, Croton  ciliatoglandulifer, C. humilis, C. incanus, Dicliptera 

sexangularis, Fleischmannia incarnata,  Helianthus annuus, Lamium amplexicaule, Malvastrum ameri-

canum, Medicago polymorpha, Parthenium hysterophorus, Plumbago scandens, Salvia coccinea, Se-

lenia grandis, Sisymbrium irio, Sonchus oleraceus, Tamaulipa azurea, Urtica chamaedryoides, 

 

 

NPP meeting/speaker:   
 

The Native Plant Project will present:  
 

“Taxing Discoveries”  presented by Berry Nall 
 

Tues., January 24th, 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! This is a great opportunity to love another native plant! 

This is our annual membership meeting and election of Board of Directors. 

Refreshments will be served! 

From Berry Nall’s website: 

[leps.thenalls.net] 

Common Buckeye 

fresh hatch 12/12/12 

hostplant:  

Runyon's Violet Wild  

Petunia, Ruellia nudiflora 


