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These native species make awesome additions
to any garden and help feed local wildlife.
BY ANGELA MINOR

Yaupon Holly (Ilex vomitoria)
A cross-pollinating pair of these drought-resistant evergreens will result in
generous amounts of shiny red or, less commonly, gold berries. An attractive
single- or multi-trunked shrub, it blooms in April and May and produces
glossy, elliptical, dark green leaves. Amenable to trimming and shaping, it
is perfect for hedges and borders and grows slowly to an average height of
twenty-five feet. Yaupon is an important source of nutrition for birds like the
cedar waxwing, which also uses it as a nesting site.

Prickly Pear (Opuntia spp.)
This succulent blooms from April to May with large white, red, and bright
yellow waxy flowers. Edible reddish fruit—also called tunas—about the size
of a golf ball soon follow. The plant seldom grows more than one foot tall
and three feet wide. Thriving in sandy, rocky soil with low water and full sun
to shade, this is a popular choice for desert landscape themes. Though
it’s beloved by bees, birds, and even humans, it’s primarily consumed by
mammals like jackrabbits and squirrels.

Purple Passionflower, Wild Passion Vine, or
Maypop (Passiflora incarnata)
Ostentatious and perhaps even otherworldly aptly describe this herbaceous
vine that blooms from April to September. First, gardeners will be delighted
to discover three-inch blooms of pink, blue, or purple that look a little like
crimped hair falling away from the geometric pistil and stamens. Then, a
hen’s-egg-sized fruit appears and changes from green to yellow. The plant
sprawls along the ground, climbs fences, and twines around other plants up
to twenty-five feet. The passion flower, as it’s also called, is a favorite food
source for many insects and butterflies, especially the caterpillar of the gulf
fritillary butterfly. Even humans consume the roots, leaves, and fruit.

Cardinal Flower (Lobelia cardinalis)
Spires of flaming red blooms on eight-inch terminal spikes are the
signature of this moisture-loving perennial. Plants reach three to six
feet in height with a one- to two-foot spread. From May to October, this
showpiece blossoms along stream banks, ravines, swamps, and other
wet environments, making the cardinal flower a popular choice for water
gardens. It flourishes in moist and wet soil in sunny to shady sunlight
and has no serious insect or disease issues. It depends largely on
hummingbirds for pollination, so gardeners should see at least one rubythroated nectar hunter. It’s a favorite food source for many butterflies, and
some Native cultures use it for medicinal purposes.
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