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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.  
 

Change of address, missing issue, or membership: <bwessling@rgv.rr.com> 
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NPP January meeting/speaker:   

 

Chris Hathcock will present “Physiographic Zones of the Lower Rio Grande Valley” 

Tues., Feb. 23rd, 7:30pm 
at Valley Nature Center,  

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

 

Physiographic zones are natural zones based on geologic formations and other land fea-

tures. Chris will describe these zones and explain how specific plants and animals are uniquely 

related to certain zones.  

Chris is the Restoration Program Manager for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service at South 

Texas Refuge Complex. He holds a B.S. degree in Fisheries and Wildlife from the University 

of Missouri – Columbia and M.S. in Biology from the University of Texas – Pan American. 

Prior to his current position, he worked in habitat conservation and international coordination 

along the U.S.-Mexico border for Texas Parks and Wildlife Department. 
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Upper Left:  Guajillo,  

Acacia berlandieri, PDST 239. 

 

Hidalgo and Starr counties. Does well 

in cultivation. The large leaves with 

tiny leaflets are reminiscent of Te-

peguage, though not as large. Guajillo 

generally grows as a shrub, up to 10’ 

tall. Curved prickles are often, but not 

always, present.  

Guajillo often exhibits creamy puffball 

blooms in January, making it our earli-

est native blooming woody plant.  

Seedpods are flattened, up to 6” long. 

Guajillo honey is prized for superior 

flavor. The leaves are toxic to live-

stock, causing “guajillo wobbles” and 

death.  

 

Lower Right:   

Huisachillo, Acacia schaffneri, PDST 241. 
 

Spring blooming. Cameron, Hidalgo and Starr counties. 

Shrub or small tree to 7’ tall. Paired spines. 

Tiny yellow puffball blooms are exceptionally fragrant. 

Huisachillo is a diminutive form of Huisache, which it 

closely resembles. 

The long velvety seedpods of Huisachillo remain over sev-

eral seasons, and flowering may occur while seedpods are 

present. The late Dr. Richard Hoverson pointed out the 

usefulness of Huisachillo seedpods to wildlife. In dried 

seedpods which have begun to split open, sugar crystals 

may be seen. Before seedpods have dried, sticky syrup 

makes the seedpods difficult to open. While they may not 

be the first food eaten by wildlife, these seedpods remain 

for long periods and may be quite important during long, 

dry seasons when other types of food are not available. 

Diann Ballesteros, who has a very keen sense of smell, has 

determined that Huisachillo blooms smell even better than 

those of Huisache. 

Spring Bloomers: Some Leguminous Trees & Shrubs You May Encounter. 



page 3                    The Sabal,  February 2016, Vol. 33 No. 2 www.NativePlantProject.org 

 

Above Left:  Palo Verde (= green stick).  

Parkinsonia texana var. macra, PDST 235. 

Cameron, Hidalgo and Willacy counties.  

In Starr county, another variety, texana, occurs. 

Blooms appear in spring and summer. 

Palo Verde is a short, compact tree to 13’ tall. 

Each specimen has a unique growth form, making 

it a good candidate for landscaping. Growing in 

loose soil, however, it is apt to fall over. 

Palo Verde has green branches and trunk, except 

when very old or damaged, when trunks will 

darken. 

Note the leaves, with short clusters of leaflets.   

Blooms of Palo Verde and Retama (above right) 

are indistinguishable except to the skilled ob-

server. For each of these species of legumes,  

flowering occurs during warm weather when 

moisture is available. 

Above right:  Retama, Parkinsonia aculeata, 

PDST 234. Drought, heat and saline tolerant. 

Retama also persists in frequently-flooded areas. 

Cameron, Hidalgo, Willacy and Starr counties. 

Note the very long leaf with tiny leaflets. Quite 

often, the central raceme of the leaf will be pre-

sent, without leaflets, appearing like long green 

straps. Many people find this confusing. 

For many years, plants have been classified by the 

structure of their blooms. Leaf structure matters 

little in terms of relationships. Palo Verde and  

Retama are closely related. Their seedpods are 

quite similar. Both carry on photosynthesis in their 

green bark, which is important to survival when 

leaves fall or are eaten away. 

Palo Verde and Retama bloom parts turn shades of 

orange as the bloom matures. 

  

Palo Verde and Retama have very different 

thorns.  

Paired spines of Palo Verde (left) are rather short.  

Despite this, it’s easy to become entangled in the 

branches. 

Retama thorns (right) are wicked, They occur as a 

threesome, with a long central thorn which curves 

downward. Two shorter thorns occur on the side. 

These are also curved. It’s almost impossible to 

approach Retama without injury to yourself, mak-

ing it a terrible choice for planting near walk-

ways. It is beautiful in the wild. 
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Right: Tenaza, Havardia pallens. PDST 244. 

Cameron, Hidalgo, Willacy and Starr counties. 

Note the unique flat, often constricted seedpod of this legume. 

Leaves up to 4” long with many leaflets. Leaflets will close 

when the plant heats up or dries out. This is a very erect, fast 

growing tree to 14’ tall, with an attractive trunk. Paired thorns 

make this a poor choice near walkways. How-

ever, the attractiveness to nectarers might make 

Tenaza worth a bit of aggravation, if it can be 

planted in a corner where gardeners have little 

need to work. Branches of Tenaza break easily, 

so protection from wind is also a good idea. 

Tenaza’s brush-like blooms will appear multiple times in 

warm weather from spring through fall, often after just a 

bit of rain, or irrigation.  

Javier Gonzalez photographed this Silver Emperor on 

Tenaza in December at Edinburg World Birding Center. 

“LAS YERBAS DE ZIZOTES” —  By Drew Bennie 
 

LAS YERBAS DE ZIZOTES 

SE VUELAN SUS SEMILLAS GRANDOTES 

Y VIVEN EN EL CAMPO CON LOS CHAPOTES, 

TAMBIEN CON LAS AVISPAS Y LAS CHUPAROSAS 

Y LOS GUSANITOS DE LAS MARIPOSAS. 

 

Loose English Translation: 

THE ZIZOTES MILKWEEDS 

LET FLY BIG SEEDS 

AND LIVE IN THE WILD WITH THE CHAPOTE TREES, 

ALONG WITH BIG WASPS AND HUMMINGBIRDS TOO 

AND THE LITTLE CATERPILLARS WHERE THE BUTTERFLIES FLEW. 

Food for Monarch and Queen caterpil-

lars, i.e. Milkweed, is not abundant 

during the cooler temperatures of win-

ter. Monarch and Queen butterflies are 

not abundant either.  

This Queen was photographed nectar-

ing on a tall native aster by Dan & 

Honeylet Jones on December 3rd. 
 

An observation by Ken King: 
 

Ken mentioned recently that we 

should focus on increasing popula-

tions of native milkweeds BEFORE 

attempting to raise lots and lots of cat-

erpillars. Once milkweed numbers 

have increased, they will foster a natu-

ral increase in the number of milk-

weed butterflies, especially the Mon-

arch. 

Several vining milkweeds are native 

here. Because vines have extensive 

biomass, they would seem to be good 

choices for cultivation. 



page 5                    The Sabal,  February 2016, Vol. 33 No. 2 www.NativePlantProject.org 

 

Several photographers found  

butterflies nectaring on the 

tiny blooms of Berlandier  

Wolfberry, Lycium berlandieri, 

PDST 394. 

Left: Fresh male Eufala 

and Right: Tailed Orange,   

photographed by Dan &  

Honeylet Jones. 

 

 

 

 

Left: Clustered blooms of Elbowbush, 

Forestiera angustifolia, PDST 333, 

visited by a Great Purple Hairstreak, 

photographed by Mike A Rickard. 

 

Right: Several photographers found  

nectaring butterflies on various species 

of whitish-blooming Lantana: PDST  

414-416. Blue Metalmark photo  

by Juan Sebastian Chavez. 

 

 

Left: Turk’s Cap White Skipper 

photographed on Spring  

Mistflower, PDST 127,  

by Mike A Rickard on 2/10/16. 

 

Right: Cortez Croton, Croton  

cortesianus, PDST 215.  

Gray Hairstreak photographed  

by Kenneth Wilson. 

Where’s the Butterfly Nectar in Late Winter? 

Seed For the Birds?!? 

Who would believe that a bird would choose such a spiky 

seed? Plant experts Chris Best and Bill Carr identified the seed 

as a native grass: Coastal Sandbur, Cenchrus spinifex, which is 

common here. This is one of the seeds which stick to your sox. 

The best way to remove them is with a comb.  
 

Donna MacNeil captured this shot of a hungry Pyrrhuloxia 

consuming the spiky seed. Without the photo, who would have 

believed it? Another observer reported Lark Buntings eating 

the same seed. They were, of course, foraging on the ground. 
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From: The Mammals of Texas - Online Edition 
Southern Plains Woodrat. Order Rodentia   

Family Muridae: Neotoma micropus Baird 
 

Description. A large, gray-colored rat with large ears and 

relatively short, heavy, sparsely-haired tail. ... Upperparts 

pale drab, mixed with blackish hairs along the back; tail 

blackish above, grayish below; underparts and feet white. 

External measurements average: total length, 351 mm; 

tail, 163 mm; hind foot, 41 mm. Weight, (males) 272-310 

g; (females) 204-243 g. 
 

Distribution in Texas. Found in western two-thirds of 

state eastward to Johnson County in north and Gulf Coast 

in south. 
 

Habits. This rat is characteristic of the brushlands in the 

semi-arid region between the timberlands and the arid 

deserts to the west. ... it is usually found associated with 

cactus or some of the thorny desert shrubs. It is at home 

in thickets of cacti, mesquite, or thorn bush where it con-

structs a house of sticks, joints of cactus, thorns, and other 

readily available material. Frequently, an underground 

burrow system is added, particularly in localities where 

building materials are not abundant. These houses may be 

a meter or more high with two or more openings near the 

base to which well-worn trails lead through and over the 

spiny vegetation. So well protected are these rats by their 

spiny fortresses that, when at home, they seldom are mo-

lested by larger animals. 
 

Their food consists almost entirely of vegetation; the 

thick blades of the prickly pear and the juicy fruits of 

many species of cactus are favored items. Specific 

items include the thick basal parts of the leaves of so-

tol, blades of agaves, beans and pods of mesquite, and 

acorns. Their food also supplies the necessary water. 

The breeding season is restricted to early spring... The 

usual number of young per litter is three...  

Ken King notes:  “Their middens provide shelter for 

many creatures including snakes, lizards and tor-

toises.   The rats will gnaw on the edge of the shell of a 

live tortoise to obtain calcium. We frequently find tor-

toises with gnaw marks on their shells.”  

Photo Right:  Southern Plains Woodrat, photographed 

by Anna Manuel at Ramsey Nature Park in Harlingen. 

This critter is commonly called a Packrat. Packrat nests 

can get as large as 4 feet high and 8 feet wide because 

they continually add more nesting materials. Large eyes 

help the critter to see its way around at night, as well as 

in the dark burrow. It is prey for many different animals; 

snakes, great horned owls, coyotes and foxes are all typi-

cal predators. The photo below is from Google Images. 

 

Revegetation projects where packrats are common 

and vegetation is sparse present some challenges. 

Transplanted seedlings may require protection,  

such as cages. However, packrats are small enough to 

squeeze through small spaces. One vendor for protec-

tive mesh seedling tubes is Pacforest Supply Co., 

which accepts orders of small lots. 

See: [http://pacforest.com/Category/

Rigid-Seedling-Protection-Tubes] 
 

The editor has also collected acorns 

and wild olives from parking lots to 

spread in the area of packrat nests, 

hoping to provide alternate food 

sources as a means of limiting packrat 

nibbling on recent transplants and 

emerging seedlings. 

Woodrats/Packrats & Revegetation Projects: Years ago at Ramsey Park in Harlingen, a large 

revegetation project involved over 1000 seedlings. 

Over a few days, entire crates of seedlings were mys-

teriously eaten. More recently, transplanted agaves 

and many small shrubs were eaten from another site 

in the park. We have no deer or other foragers, except 

for rabbits. Anna Manuel’s photo and data about the 

packrat gave me a “protective” strategy for further 

plantings. Creating new habitat often requires some 

knowledge of the animals already in residence. 
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S p o n s o r s (Native Plant Nurseries) 

 

 
 

NPP Board & General Meetings  
are held at Valley Nature Center  

(see ABOVE) 
 

(4th Tues. each month)  
 

Brd Mtgs 6:30pm — Speaker 7:30pm. 
 

2016 meetings:  3/22,  4/26,  5/24  

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: 
 

NABA Butterfly Park 
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 
 

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] 

Guidelines for Presentations  

at Native Plant Project Meetings  

and Articles in The Sabal Newsletter. 
 

1.  Mission Statement. The Native Plant Project's primary objec-

tive is the compilation and dissemination of  information about 

plants native to the Lower Rio Grande Valley.  The NPP seeks to 

increase scientific knowledge of native plant propagation and 

phenology for both horticultural and natural revegetation pur-

poses.  The NPP promotes the conservation of  local native 

plants, habitats, plant communities, wildlife, and environment.  

The NPP seeks to increase the public's knowledge and awareness 

of the importance of native plants in the Lower Rio Grande Val-

ley by encouraging their use in public and private landscaping.  
 

2. Presentations at Native Plant Project meetings and articles and 

photographs in The Sabal should be focused on plants native to 

the Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas.  When  relevant to the 

topic, non-native plants may be described or discussed without 

encouraging their propagation or maintenance in landscaping or 

natural habitats. 
 

3. The Editorial Advisory Board will review a draft of  The Sabal 

before publication. 
 

4. These guidelines will be sent to potential speakers when they 

are invited to present programs at NPP meetings. 
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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 February meeting/speaker:   

Tues., Feb. 23rd, 7:30pm 
 

The Native Plant Project will present:  
 

“Physiographic Zones of the  

Lower Rio Grande Valley” 

by Chris Hathcock 
   

The meeting is held at  

Valley Nature Center,  

301 S Border, (in Gibson Park), Weslaco.  

956-969-2475. 

Working in the native plant garden: 
 

Ken King has begun to trim back most of his natives. 
They’ve become leggy in this dry, windy weather. Many 
plants are dormant, with few blooms or fruit. Ken rec-
ommends watering thoroughly after you trim, to bring 
back a flush of new growth.  
Christina Mild uses the trimmed vegetation to scatter in 
“revegetation” areas where guinea grass has recently 
been removed. Trimmings contain a bit of seed, which 
animals will consume, transport and fertilize. Leaves 
may be eaten by hungry critters, also. 
It’s okay to fertilize native plants. Few of our soils  
contain organic matter in great quantity. 
This is a good time to plant shrubs and trees. The warm 
midday and afternoon allows for new growth. Soil mois-
ture doesn’t evaporate so 
quickly during cooler eve-
ning through morning.  
 

Happy gardening!  
 

Spring should be just around 
the corner. 
 

Dues expired?Dues expired?Dues expired?   


