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The Sabal is the member newsletter of the Native Plant Project.  
It conveys information on native plants, habitats and environment  
of the Lower Rio Grande Valley, Texas, ñDeep South Texas.ò 
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Though often misunderstood, bats are essential players in the Rio Grande 

Valleyôs ecosystems. They pollinate plants, disperse seeds, and consume 

thousands of insects each night. In this engaging presentation, Ayala will 

shine a light on the lesser-known stories of the Valleyôs native bats and 

their unique connection to one of our most iconic native trees: the Sabal 

palm. Guests will learn about the mysterious evolution of bats, their ex-

traordinary adaptations, and the vital relationships they maintain with 

South Texas plants and landscapes. Ayala will also share easy, practical 

ways for families and gardeners to make their own spaces more bat-

friendly. 

Josue is a dedicated environmental educator and conservationist with a 

background in social work and a passion for connecting people with na-

ture. He is currently serving as Vice President of the Native Plant Project 

and Environmental Education Specialist at Quinta Mazatl§n. His work 

blends communication, creativity, and scientific knowledge to inspire 

conservation action throughout the Rio Grande Valley.  

The meeting is at:   
Valley Nature Center, 301 S Border, (Gibson Park), Weslaco.  
956-969-2475 
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Plant species page #s in the Sabal refer to:  
òPlants of Deep South Texasó by A.Richardson & K.King (PDST). 
Plants of Deep South Texas has been reprinted (without revisions).  

It is also available as an ebook for Kindle. 

October 2025 
Volume 41, number 7 

Editor: Christina Mild 
<mild.christina@gmail.com 
Submission of relevant articles and/or 
photos are welcomed. 
 

Editorial Advisory Board:  
Ken King, Jann Miller,  
Alfred Richardson,  

Jan Dauphin, Betty Perez. 

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

ñBats & Palms: A Hidden Partnership in the Rio Grande Valleyò  
presented by ð Josue Ayala, NPP Vice President 

Photo on right by  
Joseph Connors, 
9/14/23. Mission, TX. 
Northern Hoary Bat. 
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NPP Awards: Deadline Extension to Oct. 31st to receive completed applications. [www.nativeplantproject.org] 
The new applications are available on our website. Changes in Application Criteria & Explanations: 
 

We are especially seeking applications for the Native Plant Propagation Grant. We can award several of these. The 
application is as straight-forward and simple as we can make it.  
 

Native Plant Propagation Grant: Clarification: 
Propagation involves growing plants, usually from seed or from cuttings. 
(Buying plants, creating gardens and/or garden maintenance do not qualify for this grant.) 
Applicants will be asked to share which native species they plan to grow. 
 

The NPP Board is very pleased with the results of offering these awards. It has allowed us to become familiar with  
several young people who are very involved in the growing community of those who care about our environment! 

 

Texas Sabal Palm. Sabal mexicana (Sabal texana) PDST 27. 
Note the decurved ñrachisò (central leaf vein) and spineless stem of the Sabal. 
 
 

Besides the magnificent beauty and freeze-hardiness of our native Sabal Palms, 
they are vitally important to many kinds of wildlife, including nesting birds and 
resting bats. Washingtonia palms provide most of these same wildlife benefits. 
 

This is the time of year when ñPalm Tree Trimmersò visit unsuspecting clients, 
advising them of the ñvitalò importance of trimming palms.  
 

Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center, University of Texas at Austin is promot-
ing a campaign to ñLeave Some Leaves.ò They are, of course, focusing on fallen 
leaves, which are excellent in myriad ways.  
 

Iôd like to focus attention on ñLeaving the Palm Fronds.ò 
 

It has been impossible to convince community leaders, businesses, neighbors, 
spouses, and friends to leave our palm trees unmolested. Most palms are so terri-
bly molested by ñtrimmersò that they bear scarred trunks and few fronds. These 
fronds have a broken rachis within days or weeks from our very gusty winds.  
 

I am hoping that an analogy between an over-trimmed palm and an unprotected 
human bears some consideration. Economics has not proven effective in protect-
ing palms, despite the high cost of initial planting,  
frequent trimming, and replacement of dead trees. 

Aesthetics hasnôt played a significant role in protecting palms, as rows and rows of brutally-
molested palms look positively dreadful, while tourist brochures feature palms galore.  
 

Dead palm fronds are customarily trimmed back to the very trunk of the palm.  
The trunk is constantly hacked, often becoming a skinny, unsightly toothpick-like support 
for the remaining fronds. The base of the trunk is slashed regularly with weed-whackers. 
 

If dead leaves must be trimmed (to allow for human traffic or visibility), at least a foot of the 
ñboot,ò the leaf base, should be left in place (as protection from sun, cold and attack by dis-
ease for the palm and as a protected hiding place for critters.) 
None of the green leaves should be removed. These are the only source of food, nutrients 
and water for a palm. 
 

Letôs compare an overly-trimmed palm tree to a human. Imagine this scenario: 
 

Go outside, naked, and stay there in the sun or cold and wind for 24 hours. 
Please do not secure your hair in any way; this will simulate leaves blowing in the wind. 
You are not allowed to use insect repellent or sunscreen. A small hat might be allowed. 
You will receive food and water in proportion to how much of the palmôs biomass has been 
removed. If 3/4 of the green leaves have been removed, you will drink and eat only 3/4 of 
what you would normally consume when protected from the elements. (Leaves pull water 
and nutrients from the ground through transpiration and produce sugars.) 
If insects start to bite you, continue to pretend that you are a tree: no hands for protection. 
Pretending is enough. An actual experiment of this kind is not recommended. 
 

Please be aware that this is the opinion of the editor, not the entire NPP organization. 
Please also feel free to share this analogy with anyone anywhere at any time. 
 

Christina Mild 
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Retama. Jerusalem Thorn. 
Parkinsonia aculeata,  
PDST 234. 
 

Mike Heep notes an essential 
fact about Retama. ñIt occurs 
in areas of poor drainage.ò  
You donôt want to buy that 
sort of property to build a 
house. 
 

As early as 1988, Retama was 
recommended in: 
 

Native Texas Plants: Landscap-
ing Region by Region by Sally 
Wasowski  & Andy Wasowski. 
The Wasowskis have left be-
hind a great legacy of books.  

Jann Miller showed me how to intertwine the straggling branches of retama to limit the reach of 
their formidable curved 3-pronged spines. More recently, Iôve used zip ties to hold adjacent 
branches together. The spines make retama a great place for bird nesting. 
Retama is a gorgeous tree, but you can easily gouge your skin and clothing on it. When people 
have called me about planting retama near an entryway, Iôve tried my best to dissuade them.  
In areas where you are not able to provide water or any sort of care, retama blooms will often 
brighten up the space. The bloom period is said to be spring and summer. It seems like we have 
summer here except in February. If we have rain, youôll have blooms. 
The tiny leaflets (20 or more) on a wide rachis are said to fall away in drought. In my experience, 
they also fall off when we have lots of rain.  
Branches are green with active chlorophyll, so retama can continue to grow year-round.  
Older trees can be identified by brown trunks.  

An Unusual Tree in Ramsey Parkôs ñShady Garden.ò 
 

A retama-like tree grows in Ramsey Park near the old entry 
driveway. It blooms like Retama, has green branches like Reta-
ma, but HAS NO THORNS. 
 

When I post photos of this specimen on iNaturalist, several times 
each year, some people ID it as Parkinsonia aculeata, Retama. 
As you will note, these leaves do not have the wide rachis of Reta-
ma. They also have fewer, larger leaflets. This species doesnôt tend 
to shed the leaflets, as far as Iôve observed. 
Mike Heep obtained this specimen for us, and it is worthy of culti-
vation. 
The Wasowskis (see above) recommended propagating Parkinsonia 
species by semi-hardwood cuttings, preferably in the fall. Propaga-
tion by seed may be possible, but itôs fairly difficult to collect Par-
kinsonia seed before the weevils have moved in. 
James Lovegren would find several specimens with these character-
istics when he propagated large numbers of Parkinsonia sp. He and 
others suspect that hybridization is naturally occurring in Parkin-
sonia sp. 
Joshua Ekrut, via iNaturalist, gave me this ID:  
ñThis is a great match to other P. aculeata Ĭ texana hybrids I've seen 
before. The hybrids I have seen usually have most of their leaves hav-
ing between 7 to 10 pairs of leaflets per pinna, which is also the case 
with this individual.  
P. texana (Palo Verde) has no more than 4 pairs of leaflets per pinna 
while P. aculeata (Retama) has no less than around 30 pairs of leaflets 
per pinna.  
On iNaturalist, you will see similar specimens identified as ñDesert 
Museum Palo Verde,ò Parkinsonia aculeata x florida x microphylla.  
Whatever you choose to call it, this tree is beautiful.  
Once established, it requires little if any watering. 

In the late 1990ôs, Mike Heep and I became involved 
in creating a special garden with a Harlingen church 
youth group. They were a wonderful, hard-working, 
generous bunch, and their garden was very successful. 
It is now referred to as the ñShady Gardenò and is 
graced with a bench donated by Harnito Garden Club. 
Arroyo Colorado Audubon Society has also installed a 
sturdy bird-feeding platform in sight of the bench. 

These thorns are 
great candidates for 
instruments of perse-
cution or protection. 
They are even a low 
or no-cost weapon 
and can be burned to 
destroy the evidence! 
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Border Palo Verde. Parkinsonia texana var. macra. PDST 235.  (Photos below) 
 

An easily-accessible garden at Ramsey Nature Park in Harlingen is near the front driveway, restroom and Pavilion. 
 

In that garden are many specimens of Palo Verde, as well as seedlings, and many of those appear to be without spines. 
(Palo Verde typically has paired spines.) Joshua Ekrut reminded me that typically thorny, spiny species can be found 
lacking those armaments. We have no tall browsers (deer) in Ramsey Park, so perhaps the spineless specimens have 
been able to proliferate, while those would likely be gobbled up in ñwilderò places. Ekrut also reminds me of some-
thing Mike Heep taught me long ago, and which Iôve lived to see fulfilled: spiny, thorny plants which are repeatedly 
trimmed back begin to arm themselves massively with spines/thorns/prickles. 
 

Several Palo Verde specimens in Ramseyôs Pavilion garden  have 3 or 4 pairs of pinnae, which is more typical of Palo 
Verde from Starr County. In the general area where these occur, much of the vegetation shows diversity typical of Ar-
royo Colorado brush, which includes many typically-western species. Perhaps the original brush was not removed 
when the area became the (old, ñno regulationò) city dump, or those species have regrown from long-existing roots.  
 

In other areas of the park, Palo Verde was planted in a revegetation project around 1992. Sadly, several very large 
specimens fell over or lost massive limbs. The Wasowskis, (see page 3) point out Palo Verdeôs need for good drain-
age. Most of Ramseyôs soil is heavy clay, so that may have contributed to the loss of several very large and wonderful 
specimen plants.  
Full sun is also preferred. Large Palo Verdes growing in shade seem to have easily-broken limbs. Many of Ramseyôs 
Palo Verdes were planted in full sun, becoming shaded over the years by other trees. In a 40-acre nature park main-
tained by fewer than 10 persons working several hours, once weekly, it is impossible to keep everything trimmed up 
and orderly. In the vast acreage of publicly and privately-owned full-sun expanses of the Rio Grande Delta (yes, this is 
more properly a delta than a valley), trimming out taller vegetation would be less of a chore. 
 
Photo below left: this specimen, bearing mostly 4 pairs of pinnae, is remarkably without thorns. Lower right: Inner 
structure of split limb from a very tall and wide Palo Verde (~20ô tall and 40ô wide) growing at the top of a small rise.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

These thornless Palo Verdes in Ramseyôs Pavilion Garden are good candidates for propagation by cuttings. They are 
shaded and growing too tall, so cuttings would not be a problem for them. 
Weevils make seed collection an exercise in futility, especially if you try to store the seed! 
 

Our team of RGVCTMN volunteers has been working to remove guinea grass and transplant additional diversity into 
the Pavilion Garden area. Bobby Brown has installed an excellent, strong bird-feeding platform, so visitors to the pa-
vilion (often used for shade, breezes, rest, get-togethers and mealtime breaks) have much to enjoy. 
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 Another Macroptilium ð- text and photos by Jann Miller 
 

 It began like so many of my native plant adventures, driving solo down a caliche road. This particular road was in Camer-

on County, west of Rio Hondo. It was late March of 2025, not long after the flooding event in which Harlingen received 21 inches 

of rain in 24 hours. I could tell that the road had been under water due to the strip of dried vegetative debris running along the bank 

of the ditch across from the agricultural fields. Ditches on either side of the road, usually dry, were half full of water. 

 I was on a quest to find Lythrum californicum, California Loosestrife. It is easier to find when it is blooming, and the spec-

imens in my yard were in full bloom. I had seen it blooming in the ditches beside this road before, but today there was standing 

water in them, and no sign of their fuchsia flowers. 

 Disappointment was setting in, but I continued scanning ditch banks as I drove down the road. Suddenly a flash of reddish 

brown color struck my eyes. I backed the car up and saw that the color was coming from the petals of a flower. I got out of the car. 

Upon closer examination, I found a flower shaped like those of the pea family, Fabaceae. The plant bearing the flower was emerg-

ing from recently disturbed roadside soil, and appeared stunted in growth. The leaves were alternate and trifoliate with ovate leaf-

lets. It looked very similar to Macroptilium atropurpureum, commonly known as Purple Bean, but the flower petals were a reddish 

brown rust color rather than reddish purple almost black. In all, I found three of these plants growing along the side of the road 

closest to the agricultural fields. I completed my adventure that day thinking that I had found a new color variation of Purple Bean. 

I was anxious to tell my friend, Ken King, about it and take him out to see the plants. 

 A few days later, I returned to the site with Ken. He agreed the plants were Macroptilium atropurpureum. This time we 

observed long linear seed pods which appeared longer and thinner than those of the M. atropurpureum I had growing in my yard, 

but we continued to agree that this was M. atropurpureum. I collected mature seed so I could grow this different color variation in 

my yard and share it with friends. 

 About a week later I returned: the plants had grown larger. I collected more seed. It struck me how different the growth 

form of this plant was from the M. atropurpureum I had at home. It branched out from the base with larger stems and leaves which 

gave it a shrublike appearance. Plus, there were no twining structures. I phoned Ken to 

inform him of the growth form and the absence of twining. He responded that there 

was no twining because there was nothing to twine onto. This was true, and who was I 

to question Ken King? I made one more effort to observe the plants a few weeks later, 

but they were gone. The ditches on either side of the road had been widened and 

scraped bare of vegetation. I was glad to have collected seed. 

 Sometime in June of 2025, I planted the seeds of this new ñPurple Beanò in a 

large clay pot with a tall trellis. Almost every seed germinated. The 

plants grew slowly during the summer. With our August/September 

rains, the plants took a large growth spurt, and I could see that we were 

dealing with a different species of Macroptilium. The plants grew 2-3 

feet high and stood erect with a branching shrublike shape. The trifoli-

ate leaves were large and lush. When flowers bloomed, they were pea 

shaped with a deep maroon color which was more red than purple. The 

developing seed pods were longer and more narrow than those of my 

M. atropurpureum. This was not Purple Bean, but it did appear to be a 

close relative. Since Iôm not a botanist, I simply googled 

ñMacroptilium.ò Up popped  Macroptilium lathyroides. Bingo! There 

was my plant! 

 

 As it turns out, Macroptilium lathyroides is not native to 
Deep South Texas.  

 It is native to Mexico, Central America, the Caribbean, and 
South America. It has been introduced and naturalized in many other 
parts of the world including the southern United States (Florida, Louisi-
ana, Georgia). It is often found in disturbed areas such as roadsides, and 
can tolerate a wide range of soil types as well as mild salinity. It is used 
as a forage crop for livestock or as a cover crop in crop rotation. As a 
legume, it fixes nitrogen which can improve soil fertility. It is consid-
ered an environmental weed in some areas due to an ability to spread 
rapidly in disturbed soils. 
 

 I would rather have discovered a rare endangered plant native 
to our area than a nonnative forage/cover crop which could become a 
nuisance. However, it was fun finding a new species of Macroptilium, 
and as adventures go, this one was worth sharing. 
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Photo above:  Four NPP board members shared our mission at Quinta Mazatlanôs ñPlanta Nativa.ò They are, from left to right,  
NPP President Jann Miller, Carlos Gardia, Ken King (co-author of Plants of Deep South Texas) and Rachel Nagy.  

 

NPP shared 657 packets of native plant seed, most of which were collected by Jann from her incredibly diverse back and front yard. Our 
Handbooks and membership applications were available at no cost. Several board members and NPP volunteers have worked tirelessly, 
meeting at Jannôs home, to clean 700 packets of collected seed. (Lizz Romero, Trilby King, Ken King, Carlos Garcia, Josue Ayala, Adi 
Ramirez, and Christina Mild) Jann has done most of the packaging and labelling. Laminated photos of the seed species were available.  
 

Board members have been working tirelessly as our representatives, attending many local events. Our Handbooks have been flowing out 
like water. Weôve undertaken a massive project of updating them, using printed labels, creating and stapling in indices, and gluing up-
dates over outdated information. 
 

The Shrubs handbook is NPPôs earliest published handbook still available. The most recent reference listed is from 1995. Thus, much 
updating of reference material was called for. The handbook had only a Table of Contents, with plants listed in no discernable order. We 
are adding a comprehensive index of common and botanical names. Weôre replacing an outdated mailing address, our membership fees 
have been changed, no .pdf option for Sabal delivery was offered, and our NPP 
Awards project was not mentioned. Valley Nature Center no longer mails out our 
Handbooks, so that information, in older handbooks you may have on hand, is 
also out of date. 
 

Our Butterfly Gardening handbook (with 64 locally-native butterfly host plants) is 
perhaps the most popular, and it has needed much in the way of updating and a 
comprehensive index. The most recent references listed are from 2004. Quite a 
few wonderful references have become available and we are adding them to this 
handbook. 
 

NPP Board Activities 

 

Look for us at Harlingen�¶s Birding Festival.  
Weôll be working from  

Thursday, Nov. 6th thru Sunday Nov. 9th. 
We always need volunteer help,  

whether you know anything about native plants, or not!  
Jann Miller has our volunteer schedule,  
so send her an email if youôd like to help.  

Sheôll give you an idea of what sort of help is needed  
and when. <flordevalle@yahoo.com> 

If youôre looking for an indoor project to  
become involved in, please contact our  

editor, who provides the necessary Handbook  
updates, with training on what is needed, 
where to put it and how to do so. 
<mild.christina@gmail.com>  
(I live in Harlingen.) 

We can work at my house if you ignore clutter! 


