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NPP September meeting/speaker:
“Native Grasses of the LRGV” by Michael Heep

Tues., Nov. 22nd, at 7:30pm
Our native grasses confuse most of us. Mike Heep’s long experience as native plant specialist and teacher makes him the
perfect speaker on this difficult subject. He will bring many
samples –bring your camera/phone. If you have a grass needing identification, bring it to the presentation. Try to bring
entire leaves, as well as any reproductive structures.
The meeting is at Valley Nature Center,
301 S Border, (in Gibson Park), Weslaco. 956-969-2475.

Right: Excerpt from the cover of our local guide to native and exotic
grasses. Even with the help of a guidebook, grasses can be very
difficult to identify correctly. (Copyright is 2011.)
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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Using “Locale-Based” Publications to Identify Plant Species —By Christina Mild
It can be very difficult to know where to start when identifying a plant you’re unfamiliar with. Our
“bible” of plants for Deep South Texas can be daunting, with the more than 800 species included.
My library is full of many books on local and regional plants, and I often search in one of these smaller
tomes for a clue about an unknown or forgotten plant’s identity. This article will introduce some titles I
find particularly useful. Some of these books are fairly cheap in today’s market.
One of my favorites of these focuses on “weeds.”
Weeds in South Texas and Northern Mexico, bEveritt, Lonard and Little.
y
James Everitt and Dr. Robert Lonard conducted extensive studies on south Texas vegetation for
many years. Each of them is currently retired. Both were vital contributors to the Native Plant Project
for many years.
The authors admit that one person’s weed is another’s wildflower. They define the weeds in their
volume as “a nuisance to farmers or noxious to livestock in the region.”
For the uninitiated student in search of herbaceous specimens for pressing, this book can be invaluable. Most of the herbaceous and grassy plants a student would encounter (the 96% of the valley which
is not an undisturbed natural area) will likely be found in this well-illustrated book. You’ll find 16 native grass species included herein. Our native grasses are so few and far between that calling them
weeds is becoming quite a stretch!
As you know, many of our natives are widely-considered to be weeds, especially if they grow well
on farmland, in sidewalk cracks, in cultivated gardens, or in places where turf grass hasn’t been established to block out everything which would normally grow. Weeds also grow on roadsides, which are
regularly disturbed, and in vacant lots. Collecting seeds from many of these species and digging some
of them for transplanting has been very helpful in bringing diversity to my yard and the places where
I’ve helped with revegetation.
You might think of this weeds book as a compilation of “ultimate survivors,” as these plants continue to grow in some of the most disturbed sites one can imagine. When I began revegetating with
seed, there were few native seed sources and few herbaceous plants were grown by native plant growers. Collecting seed from the wild is still a good option,
as long as you know something about the plant you’re
collecting. Digging transplants wherever you have permission is very helpful, too, especially for species which
produce seeds which are difficult or impossible to collect. Maintaining genetic diversity in our revegetated
areas will depend upon collecting seed and specimens
from far and wide.
Some of the most useful information on each plant is
contained in the General Comments section. For example, the Common Cocklebur, Xanthium strumarium, is
“Native. … Cockleburs are toxic in the seedling stage,
but the mature burs are not consumed by livestock.
Copyright 2007, Texas Tech Univ. Press
..cattle may be poisoned by hay contaminated with
cocklebur seeds…” In general, toxicity seems to be confined to effects of ingestion on common livestock.
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Weeds in South Texas and Northern Mexico, by Everitt, Lonard and Little. Continued:
Peeking inside this tome on “weeds,”
we find rather good photo illustrations.
Once you’ve recovered from the
shock that anyone would consider our
Prairie Milkweed to be a weed, you
might appreciate the brief bits of included data for each plant.
For example, “Growth Habit” often
includes a description of the root system, aromaticity, rooting at the nodes,
milky latex, stinging hairs, etc.
Information on whether the plant is
native always occurs at the end, in
“General Comments:” This section
also includes information on use to
wildlife, usual habitat, and the geographic range where the plant is found.
For anyone with a desire to begin
studying local grasses, this might be a
place to start. Thirty-one species are included, with 16 of those being native. I
suggest finding additional photos of any
grass you wish to study via Google image search, as just a few photos of any
grass are insufficient for most of us to
make a good identification.

Are all short plants defined as “understory?”
One often hears of shorter plants (such as the “weeds” included in this book) referred to as
“understory” plants. The general definition of understory plants in much of the world is this:
“Understory (underbrush) in forestry and ecology comprises plant life growing beneath the forest canopy without penetrating it to any great extent, but above the forest floor. Only a small
percentage of light penetrates the canopy so understory vegetation is generally shade tolerant.”
In this region, much of the thorn forest is comprised of woody species with tiny leaves, allowing
partial sun to reach the understory. Our partial sun is probably equivalent to full sun in much of
the temperate world. Thus, our understory species range from those which survive the deep
shade of ebony to the small cacti which tolerate from partial to full sun. For the most part, our
“weeds” tolerate the full-sun of disturbed areas such as farm fields and roadsides.
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Broad-Leaved Herbaceous Plants of South Texas Used by Livestock and Wildlife.
(Locale in this sense would mean near the ground, in less-disturbed areas! Wildlife pressure on these
species is high, especially during times of drought.)
The introduction to this publication states that “Although woody plants...and cacti are the most conspicuous components of the south Texas vegetational complex, the flora consists primarily of herbaceous species… Broad-leaved, herbaceous plants (forbs) are a category of plants that are often overlooked and undervalued by the landowner. … The wildlife manager or naturalist recognizes these
plants as one of the most important groups in the plant world because of their value to the animal community, both the mammalian and avian faunas.”
“Many forbs have exceptional nutritional value to herbivorous animals; some provide nutrients not
available elsewhere in the plant kingdom. Many forbs are exceptional seed producers. Many provide
herbage that is highly digestible to the herbivore, unlike the herbage of woody plants and grasses in
most growth stages.”
This was the first book specifically on local forbs and the first to focus on use by livestock and wildlife. The unfortunate fact is that we still know almost nothing in terms of which animal eats what.
On page 277 is the list of vertebrates for which some data has been included. In this list are 7 birds,
3 mammals and 1 reptile. These are, of course, birds which are hunted and/or well-studied (sandhill
crane), game mammals and our disappearing Texas Tortoise.
There is no data included about hostplants for butterflies, or what sorts of pollinators or nectarers
visit the plant. (For most species, you can find this data in Plants of Deep South Texas.)
The new naturalists who step into shoes of responsibility will no doubt collect additional data, especially photographic evidence amassed by
our many amazing nature photographers.
(You may have thought you were just
having fun, but once your photos are out
there what you’ve captured may become
useful data.)
In many cases, two similar species are
Copyright 1999.
illustrated by adjacent photos, with deTexas Tech University Press.
scriptions on the facing page.
Descriptions are well-organized, making it easy to determine which features
discriminate one similar species from another. Those distinguishing features also
appear as a simple 1a. 1b. differentiation
which precedes the longer list of features.
In addition, I find several of the introductory sections of this book to be very
useful and easy to comprehend. “Plant
Identification and the Use of Keys” on
page 2 is one of these.
“Key to Major Groups” on page 3 and
“Key to Families,” from page 3 to page 8
may also be helpful, although use of the
Glossary will probably be required.
Shade and sun tolerance are not specifically noted.
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Wildflowers and Other Plants of Texas Beaches and Islands, by Dr. Alfred Richardson.
I find Dr. Richardson’s book on plants of the beaches and islands to be one of my all-time favorites.
Information is well-organized and easy to understand.
Photos are excellent!
Dr. Richardson and his editor selected wonderful photos which show the main features used to distinguish each species.
Most of these plants will tolerate and even thrive on full sun.
Many of them occur throughout deep south Texas, even in areas which lack sandy soils.
They typically tolerate high-salt, sandy soils, and even salt spray.
That doesn’t mean you should add salt to the soils where you plant them.
Ken King has explained the concept of “salt tolerance” many times. Because salt-tolerant species are
able to grow in salty soils where other plants would perish, they become dominant species in such areas.
If you wish to grow a salt-tolerant species in less-salty soils, you may need to aggressively weed out
competitors for the plant to thrive.
Many species found in sandy soils may require better drainage than clay areas which tend to hold
water. We’ve lost several Sophora tomentosa (Yellow Sophora, Necklace Pod Sophora) in Ramsey
Park, when floodwaters covered gardens for an extended period. This same species survives quite well
in sandy soils where saltwater periodically covers the areas where they’re typically found.
Some of the included species don’t range as far south as deep south Texas. One example is the Mustang Grape, Vitis mustangensis, which occurs on Goose Island. The scope of this book extends to the
Louisiana border, although many of the included plants have an even wider range along coastal areas.
Pages 3-24 are especially helpful, with excellent photos of grasses, sedges and rushes.
These are some of the most difficult species to
photograph and to select the most diagnostic
features of the plant when illustrations are
chosen. Kudos to Dr. Richardson!
Don’t be afraid to annotate your books,
especially noting where you’ve seen the plant.

page 5
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Aquatic and Wetland Plants of the Western Gulf Coast—by Charles D. Stutzenbaker
When I opened this book to see that everything is black and white or grayscale, I balked at the $30
price of the first edition. Now I consider it to be priceless. For several years, it was out-of-print and
hard to find. These comments refer to the 1st edition of the book. The 2nd edition may well be an exact
reprint of the first edition, with a new cover and a higher price.
Stutzenbaker is an absolute genius in his selection of illustrations. Line drawings by the author often
illustrate the entire plant, including the root system, vital if you attempt transplanting. Grayscale photographs illustrate finer features of flowering. Size of seeds and other small plant parts is shown with a
penny for comparison. Colonies are photographed with a yardstick or a person for comparative size.
Because a full two pages, 8.5” x 11”, are devoted to each species, this is one of the best books to consult if you’re trying to identify a plant found anywhere near freshwater.
Information for each species is provided in these categories:
Habitat, Wildlife Values, Propagation, Management, and Similar Species.
As more nature centers, cities, individuals and even corporations undertake the building of wetlands or
attempt to revegetate wet areas, this book may become ever more important. “...hundreds of thousands
of dollars and much effort has been wasted in ill-planned propagation attempts where the wrong plants
were improperly deposited on unsuitable sites at the inappropriate time of the year.”
You may not always agree with “Wildlife Values” as Stutzenbaker sometimes ignores the use of
blooms to nectarers and pollen gatherers. In contrast, he includes extensive Wildlife Values for the
Narrow-Leaf Cattail, Typha angustifolia, “Rhizomes and basal portions are preferred food items for
muskrat and nutria. Snow and white-fronted geese occasionally eat smaller rhizomes and roots. Small
insect-eating birds, especially marsh wrens forage among cattail colonies.”
Plants Descriptions Arranged by Growth Characteristics enables me to find a familiar plant whose
name I have forgotten (like a ditch plant with yellow blooms). Some examples of these groupings are:
Free-floating or suspended in water column…
Rooted, with floating leaves…
Emergents with yellow flowers…
Climbing or vining…
23 grasses and 17 sedges and rushes are included.
Most, but not all, are found grouped with:
Emergents with green, brownish or obscure flowers…
The depth of information in this book is overwhelming. Eight
different habitat types are described in succinct detail. Salinity
tolerances are given in four ranges. National and regional wetland indications are abbreviated in five categories.
This book is an absolute treasure which continues to delight and
amaze me.
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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>

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

These vendors may sell exotics:
National Butterfly Center
Old Military Hwy/3333 Butterfly Pk Dr
Mission, TX 78572
office (956) 583-5400
Marianna Trevino Wright, Exec.Dir.
cell 956-648-7117
<marianna@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

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

Native Plants
for Sale
Watch Birds
& Butterflies

Valley Nature Center
-6 acre Nature Park & Trails -Book & Gift Shop-Native Plant Nursery-Meeting Room-Environmental Education and Exhibit Hall-

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

Photos by Greg Storms, taken at La Jarra Ranch.
Above: Large Orange Sulphur (Phoebis agarithe) butterfly on
Carolina Wolfberry (PDST 394).
Below: Fiery Skipper (Hylephila phyleus) butterfly on Texas
Lantana (PDST 416).

NPP Board & General Meetings are held at
Valley Nature Center
(4th Tues. each month)
Brd Mtgs 6:30pm — Speaker 7:30pm.
2017 meetings: 1/24, 2/28, 3/28, 4/25, 5/23, 9/26, 10/24, 11/28
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FROM: NPP; POB 2742; San Juan, TX 78589
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________________________________

TO:

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

NPP March meeting/speaker:
Tues., November 22nd, 7:30pm
The Native Plant Project will present:

“Native Grasses of the LRGV”
by Michael Heep
The meeting is held at Valley Nature Center,
301 S Border, (in Gibson Park), Weslaco.
956-969-2475.
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