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Plant species page #s in the Sabal refer to:  
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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:  
 

“iNaturalist” 

—by John Brush 

Tues., April 24th, at 7:30pm 
 

John’s program will focus on iNaturalist, a crowd-sourced species 

identification system and an organism occurrence recording tool. This 

“app” offers an effective way to learn about, share, and record nature – an 

excellent tool for local naturalists. 

It is providing a mechanism for the LRGV to participate in the upcom-

ing City Nature Challenge, which (of course) we’d like to win! 

John graduated with his M.S. in Biology from UTRV in 2016, focusing 

his thesis project on the pattern and structure of bird communities in resi-

dential neighborhoods in McAllen and Edinburg. He now works as the 

Urban Ecologist for Quinta Mazatlan at the Center for Urban Ecology.  
 

The meeting is at:  

Valley Nature Center,  

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

Photo:  John Brush holds a Sharp-
Shinned Hawk just prior to release. 
Photo by Mary Gustafson. 



page 2                    The Sabal,  April 2018, Vol. 35 No. 4 www.NativePlantProject.org 

 Plants of the Wetlands—by Christina Mild 
 

In September 1998, Joe Ideker’s focus in The Sabal was “On Rare Lower Rio 

Grande Birds and Habitat Management” (Vol 15, No 6). Several of the birds Joe 

featured in that issue are dependent upon wetland plants, as food, cover, nesting 

material or places to perch. By 1998, those species had already shown a decline 

which could be tied to loss of adequate riparian habitat. 

In the “Valley Morning Star,” of 4/11/2018, the Rio Grande is acknowledged as 

the “fourth-most endangered river in the U.S. With redoubled focus on building 

additional border walls, we can only expect more havoc on the riverside. 

National Geographic has proclaimed 2018 “The Year of the Bird.” This is the 

100th anniversary of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, which is currently in great dan-

ger of being nullified. 

Some of these events may be beyond our control. What we have greater control 

over are water features, ponds, resacas and riverbanks under personal, city, county 

or other localized jurisdiction where our actions and voices can make a positive 

difference for the creatures reliant upon those habitats. 

Wetland restoration in this area is complex, as water salinities in this area often 

change, rainfall cannot be relied upon, and water depth fluctuates. 

Unlike many plants which live primarily in drier soils, wetland plants can be very finicky in what salinities they 

will tolerate, just how wet or dry their roots must be and whether they do best in soil or sand. 

The small water features we create with municipal water supplies are places we can control rather easily. What is 

growing in the off-flow area of your small pond? Is it a place where guinea grass and Brazilian Pepper have seized 

control, or do you utilize that soggy soil to encourage native plant diversity? Some of our rarer plants (Runyon’s Wa-

ter Willow, for example) are those which need a regular flow of fresh water; they would do well in the outflow of a 

small water feature. If you have a small pond, is it surrounded by bare dirt, or have you reintroduced the native plants 

which could beautify and diversify those edges? 

In this issue, you’ll see a few of the many wetland plants native to this area, with a focus on some which have been 

identified as useful to specific creatures.  

“Aquatic and Wetland Plants of the Western Gulf Coast,” by Charles D. Stutzenbaker, 2010 provided much of the 

data included in this article. 

Left: Worm-eating Warbler posing with Seaside Heliotrope, Helio-
tropium currassavicum, PDST 145. Stutzenbaker classified this 
plant as FACW, Facultative Wetland and OBL, Obligate Wetland 
for different geographic areas. Seaside Heliotrope is most com-
monly found on poor quality, wet saline mineral soils closely adja-
cent to strongly brackish or saline waters. It prospers on sand, 
clay or mixed shell sites. It is an indicator of high-saline soils. 
Photo by Brian Plath. 

Another resource is  

“Wetland Plants of Texas,” in 2 volumes, 

by Steve W. Chadde, 2012. 

This singing Tropical Parula is one 
of the birds Joe Ideker was con-
cerned about. It prefers wooded 
habitat near water, with Spanish 
Moss and Bailey’s Ball Moss.  
Photo by Donna McCown. 
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Plants of the Wetlands—continued 
 

Below: Sesuvium maritimum, Slender Sea Purslane. PDST 55. 

The small flowers of this prostrate succulent are easily overlooked. Blooms 

occur throughout the year. It produces numerous small black seeds about 1 

mm in diameter. Seeds are consumed by puddle ducks and especially blue-

winged teal. Sesuviums are hostplants for Western Pygmy Blue butterfly. 

Transplant small plants in early spring. 

 

 

 

 

In 2004, the Native Plant Project published “Native Pond and Wetland Plants,” one of the handbooks 

designed to assist us in using native species in our landscapes. This handbook is very helpful in suggesting 

wetland species. It is available in hard copy and is also available on our website at:  

[https://nativeplantproject.com/native_pond_and_wetland_plants.htm] 

Right: The Horned Lark is an-

other species dependent on such 

wet habitats as salt marshes of the 

Texas Coastal Prairies. It con-

sumes seeds of purslane, smart-

weeds, pigweeds (Amaranthus), 

as well as spiders and insects such 

as grasshoppers. As a ground 

nester, it is likely threatened by 

man’s need to mow down every 

field and roadside. 

 

Left: Amaranthus greggii, Gregg’s Amaranth, PDST 60. People refer to 

amaranths with such disparaging names as “pigweed.” Yet many cultures 

have relied upon leaves and seeds of these plants as staples in their diet. 

Amaranth seeds are found in many cereal products. Butterflies such as the 

Common Sootywing utilize amaranths as host plants. The Horned Lark is 

one of the birds which consume amaranth seeds.  

Commercially, amaranth seed stalks are sold for hang-

ing in bird cages.  

(Easily grown from seed.) 

 

Golden-Headed Scallopwing butterflies 

use Amaranth species as a host. 

(Berry Nall photos)  

Right: 

Persicaria pensylvanica, Pink Smartweed, 

PDST 356. Several species of smartweed occur 

in wet places. Each is an important food source 

for animals. Waterfowl and small birds utilize the 

hard-coated seeds.  
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 Plants of the Wetlands—continued 
 

Left: Cattail, Tule. Typha domingensis. PDST 47.  In this photo, one can see the male 

inflorescence, situated above the more prominent female inflorescence.  

Many creatures use cattails. The swollen roots are edible, though caution should be em-

ployed, as cattails are known to absorb toxins such as heavy metals from their watery 

homes. They also filter out excess nutrients, helping to clean our water. 

Wildlife such as muskrat and nutria eat the roots. Fluff from the female inflorescences 

are utilized by many creatures for such purposes as lining nests. Small insect-eating 

birds, especially marsh wrens, forage among cattail colonies. 
 

Mark Conway suggested: “I think one plant you should include are cattails. They are a 

critical habitat component for the Brownsville Common Yellowthroat. Their numbers 

have risen a little and one reason is the spread of cattails throughout the valley. Cattails 

can be somewhat invasive but need to be included in aquatic habitats in the valley... 

Another bird almost exclusively tied to cattails are Least Bitterns.” 

(Center photo below: young Least Bittern camouflaged 

among dried cattails. Photo by John Brush.) 
 

A study published by Conway and Dr. Tim Brush  

suggests that the Brownsville Common Yellowthroat 

prefers not only habitat dominated by cattails, but a 

freshwater habitat, as well. (Photo right by Madeleine 

Sandefur. This yellowthroat is perched in Mangrove, 

more typical of saltwater wetlands.) 
 

Mike Heep points out that cattails are among the  

easiest wetland plants to establish. They “can be in  

the water a long time if the water isn’t too deep.” 

Most plants are less tolerant of prolonged flooding. 
 

Some Vines Which Grow Near Cattails: 
 

 

 

Left: Vigna luteola, Yellow Cowpea. PDST 273. 

This vine is using cattails for support. It serves as a browse for white-tailed 

deer. Small ground feeding birds consume the seeds. Blooms occur throughout 

the seasons. The author has introduced cowpea vine to the arroyo bank by push-

ing seeds into the mud. This vine has a high salinity tolerance. 

Below: Mikania scandens, Climbing Hemp 

Weed, PDST 113. 

This is an important butterfly nectar plant. 

To propagate, transplant root stock, or collect 

and plant seed. This vine will grow in a well-

watered pot or a wet spot in the yard. 
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Right: Sandhill Cranes winter in the southern U.S. 

and northern Mexico, roosting on shallow lakes or 

rivers at night and spending the day in irrigated 

croplands, pastures, grasslands, or wetlands.  

During migration and winter the family units group 

together with other families and nonbreeders, form-

ing loose roosting and feeding flocks—in some 

places numbering in the tens of thousands.  

The omnivorous Sandhill Crane feeds on land or in 

shallow marshes where plants grow out of the wa-

ter, gleaning from the surface and probing with its 

bill. Its diet is heavy in seeds and cultivated grains, 

but may also include berries, tubers, small verte-

brates, and invertebrates.  

(Sandhill cranes don’t nest in the LRGV.) 

Below: Lycium carolinianum var. quadrifolium. Carolina Wolfberry, PDST 

394. This wolfberry species is much shorter than the shrubby Berlandier Wolf-

berry and these blooms are open and purplish, rather than small white bells. It 

occurs in moist, salty areas or near the coast. Whooping and Sandhill cranes 

and other birds are known to eat the berries. To propagate, Stutzenbaker rec-

ommends digging entire plants with ample soil surrounding the roots.  

Left: Sagittaria longiloba, Arrowhead, Flecha de Agua.  PDST 22. 

This herbaceous, perennial flowering plant grows in shallow water or mud. 

Tubers are eaten by Sandhill Cranes. Nutria and muskrat periodically eat on basal 

portions. It is also a browse plant for deer. 

Stutzenbaker recommends transplantation of rootstock in late winter or early spring, 

planting in wet sites that periodically dry. 
 

Closely-related Delta Arrowhead, Sagittaria platyphylla, can flourish in fresh or 

brackish water, but it is not easily-found in this area. Mike Heep points out that Ar-

rowheads and Burheads are very finicky, thus not easy to establish or maintain. 

National Geographic’s January 2018 issue includes a wonderful article entitled “Why Birds Matter.” It in-

cludes a number of excellent quotes: “There is... one critical ability that human beings have and birds do not: 

mastery of their environment. Birds can’t protect wetlands, can’t manage a fishery, can’t air-condition their 

nests. ... The sad fact is that birds will never pull their weight in the human economy. They want to eat our 

blueberries. ... What bird populations do usefully indicate is the health of our ethical values.” 

Plants of the Wetlands—continued 
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Left: Ludwigia octovalvis, Primrose Wil-

low. PDST 338. Host plant for a diurnal 

Sphinx moth. Grows on better-drained 

mineral soils. 
 

 

Right: Ludwigia peploides, Water Prim-

rose. PDST 338-9. Occurs floating in 

water or in mud at the edge of a pond. 
Most Ludwigias have four petals. L. 

peploides (right) hasn’t read that rule. It 

boasts five petals. 

Right: Eleocharis interstincta. PDST 36. Jointed Spikerush, Pencil-Grass. 
This sedge is somewhat unique in having distinct joints. It is round in cross-section. It 

grows from 20-36 inches tall, and is a fresh-water perennial. Prefers shallow, semi-

permanent water with an organic substrate. Reproduces both by seeds and rhizomes.  

The most reliable propagation method is transplanting entire plants with generous 

amounts of rhizome laden soil. Plant in late winter or early fall. 

Diver and puddle ducks consume seeds and snow geese grub for basal shoots and rhi-

zomes. Nutria and muskrats consume basal portions. As a group, sedges have good 

wildlife values. Livestock, rabbits and nutria graze on vegetative portions. Most spe-

cies produce an abundance of seeds (nutlets) which are eaten by waterfowl, small 

birds and rodents. 

Mike Heep has found that Spikerush and most species of Cyperus are more easily 

established than many other types of wetland plants. “Most species cannot be in water 

all of the time (except the floating ones). They will die out unless the water subsides 

from time to time... Best way is to plant things in the mud near the water’s edge and 

they can grow out into the water as far as they can.” 

Ludwigias are called “Seedbox,” as they produce an abundance of very small seeds that are widely used by puddle 

ducks, especially blue-wing and green-wing teal. Five species of Ludwigia are found here. All have yellow flowers 

and produce elongated capsules filled with small seeds arranged in rows. They’re sometimes used in landscaping. 

Plants of the Wetlands—continued 

Left: Bacopa monnieri, Coastal Water Hyssop, PDST 384. 

Common wetland plant, often seen in or near various low places where 

water stands for a time. 

Host plant for White Peacock butterfly (Berry Nall photo below). Seeds 

and leafy portions are consumed by coots and puddle ducks, especially 

widgeon. Leaves and stems are eaten by nutria, rabbits and white-tail deer. 

Nutria were introduced from South America during WWII for fur ranch-

ing. Fur prices soon collapsed, but nutria have remained. 



page 7                    The Sabal,  April 2018, Vol. 35 No. 4 www.NativePlantProject.org 

 
 
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 
2018 meeting dates: 5/22 , 9/25, 10/23, 11/27 

(No meetings during summer or in December.) 

Below:  Agalinis strictifolia, PDST 383 Erect Leaf Agalinis. We have 
three species of Agalinis, all with beautiful purple blooms which ap-
pear in spring and summer. Each is a hostplant for the Common Buck-
eye butterfly (inset photo). They grow in the coastal sands, a good 
reason to visit. Righthand photo is the buckeye egg. Butterfly and egg 
photos by Berry Nall. 
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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:  
 

“iNaturalist” 
—by John Brush  

 

Tues., April 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! 

 

 
Right:   
The Rose-Throated Becard is just 
one of the species dependent 
upon riverbank forests for nesting 
success. It hangs its globular nest 
from branch tips of riparian trees 
such as Montezuma Cypress, 
Taxodium mucronatum, PDST 15. 
Nest materials include bark strips, 
grass, Spanish Moss, lichens, 
vines, thistledown, moss, sheep 
wool, downy feathers, spider silk 
and cocoons. They consume ber-
ries, flycatch insects including 
dragonflies and glean insects 
from foliage. Historically, this bird 
nested in the Rio Grande Valley. 
 

Photo by Rick Snider, park host at 
Estero Llano Grande SP. 

In this issue:  
Plants of the Wetlands:  
and Some Animals Which Use Them.  

 

You might download “iNaturalist” on 

your cell phone prior to this talk. Be  

prepared with some questions while an 

expert is available to answer them. 


