Sheryl and James in their wildscape.
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Anyone driving by one evening last August
probably thought we were nuts. Seated in plastic
lawn chairs, binoculars at eye level, my husband
and | both had our heads craned upward at a huge

live oak in our front yard.

- few weeks before, a pair of golden-
4 fronted woodpeckers had drilled a
hole high in a thick branch. Now we
knew why. A little head kept popping out
of the cavity, eager to devour whatever
the exhausted parents brought to eat.

Throughout summer, James and I
enjoved other mini-dramas in our yard:
Three black-bellied whistling ducks
roosted in the same oak. Amid a thicket
of lantana, a vellow garden spider
caught grasshoppers on her large orb
web. Black-chinned hummingbirds bat-
tled over sugar-water feeders. Delicate
queen butterflies swarmed a thick patch
of mistflowers. On a nearby buttertly
weed, tiny queen caterpillars chomped
through green leaves, quickly growing
chubby and long.

The more we planted, the more fun
we had watching nature respond. So we
added more natives, including Texas
betony, rock rose and several varieties of
salvia. We bought more birdbaths and
hung more hummingbird feeders. For
toads, we set out shallow water bowls
and halves of a broken pot for shelter.

Our efforts to create a wildlife habitat
earned our yard certification as a Texas
Wildscape through the Texas Parks and
Wildlife Department. The program
encourages landowners to create pock-
ets of habitat for the benefit of birds,
small mammals, reptiles and butterflies.
(Habitats must comply with local and
county ordinances.) Since 1994, Texas
Wildscapes has certified approximately
3,500 residential yards, school grounds
and corporate parks across the state.

To qualify, a landscape must be
planted with at least 50 percent native
vegetation, provide year-round food
and water for wildlife, and offer shelter,
such as rock piles, nest boxes and toad
houses. (Bonus: Native plants generally

require less care and water.)

The program targets two major
objectives: offset habitat loss due to
increasing urban sprawl and encourage
Texans—especially children—to get
outside and interact with nature.

“Three years ago, I had a butterfly
on my finger, and a girl in junior high
was scared to touch it!” recalled Mark
Klym, Texas Wildscapes coordinator.
“A reaction like that means we've got to
get our voung people more involved
with nature.”

NORTHSIDE ELEMENTARY
As a prime example, Klym points to
Northside Elementary School in
Angleton, where students, staff and par-
ents tend a half-acre Texas Wildscape.
The fenced area features separate ponds
for koi (non-native) and turtles plus
herb, vegetable and butterfly gardens.
Bird and hummingbird feeders as well as

a purple martin house attract scores of

birds. At one pond, youngsters love visit-
ing Rosie, an American red-bellied turtle
(also a non-native) who “rules the roost.”

“Some of our students don't have a
backyard of their own, so our habitat is
very exciting to them,” said instructor
Pam Williams. “Teachers utilize the
habitat tremendously in their science
curriculums and as rewards for stu-
dents who make high grades and have
perfect attendance.”

Benches and picnic tables provide
places to sit and watch whatever hap-
pens to be unfolding that day in the
habitat: Tadpoles wiggling in the pond,
dragonflies sunning on rocks, plump
tomatoes reddening by the dozens.

“Were within the monarch coastal
flyway,” Williams added. “The kids have
held butterflies still wet from their
chrysalises and watched as they flew

Will VAN OVERBIEK

away. Our students are well versed in
all aspects of nature, thanks to our
wildscape.”

STAR OF TEXAS B&B

Near Brownwood, Debbie and Don
Morelock tend a certified garden
around their home and complex of
guest cottages, called Star of Texas Bed
and Breakfast. Wildflowers, bird feed-
ers, birdbaths, a small pond and a vari-
ety of native plants—such as Texas sage,
salvias and American beautyberry—
create a lush habitat that’s frequented
by birds, butterflies and other critters.

The couple especially enjoys watch-
ing a pair of eastern screech owls that
raise their young each year in a con-
structed nest box hung on a dead tree.
“They're such cute creatures,” Debbie
said. “They've brought me the most joy.”

In the future, the Morelocks hope to
entice an endangered species to their
garden. “Horned lizards have been seen
on a nearby ranch,” she said. “On our
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property, we have several beds of red
ants, which they eat.”

EL PASOANS
HN & KATHY KISEDA
In El Paso, Kathy and John Kiseda last
vear glimpsed a greater earless lizard
and red-spotted toad in their yard, a cer-
tified Texas Wildscape. A number of
other birds and animals have visited,
too. Hermit thrushes dined on turk’s cap
and vaupon holly. Gambel’s quail fed on
and roosted in junipers. Fresh scat
marked recent stopovers by gray foxes.

“A giant hesperaloe sent out its first-
ever flower stalk this past year,” John
said. “It attracted verdins and various
hummers, who vied for the copious
nectar from its waxy flowers.” Within
their vard, the couple has identified
120-plus species of birds, 11 mammal
species, 10 herptile species and 30
species of butterflies and moths.

“We love our wildscape because we
think it’s the right thing to do, and we
also use it as a learning (contined on page 12)

:

ngithe wi 'ha'qa:uﬂagcd chrysalis of the cecropia moth. §
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The Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center

EDE DAEMMAICE

Check Out Lady Bird’s
| Habitat Gardens
| The 279-acre Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower
Center in southwest Austin is a great place to
see native plant wildlife gardens and a Texas
Parks and Wildlife/National Wildlife
Federation-certified habitat garden. Visit the
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HOW TO GO WILD

center’s website, www.wildflower.org, to select
plants for your backyard habitat no matter
where you live.

If you enjoy butterfly gardening, be sure to
visit the Butterflies and Moths of North
America database by clicking Explore Plants
then Recommended Species to find plants that
provide resources for butterflies and moths.
And if you have questions, you can ask “Mr.
Smarty Plants” at the same web address.

Get Certified

Texas Wildscapes certification requirements:

= At least 50 percent native plants

* Food for wildlife year-round

= Shelter

* Water

» $15 certification fee

Those certified may purchase a metal
“Texas Wildscape” sign for $15.

For application information and planting
tips, go to www.tpwd.state.tx.us/wildscapes.
Or call Mark Klym at (512) 389-4644.

Books
« Texas Native Plants: Landscaping Region by
Region, Sally Wasowski (Gulf Publishing,
2002). Contains more than 400 photos of
native plants along with information on how

to plant and care for each one.

» Texas Wildscapes: Gardening for Wildlife
(soon to be reprinted by Texas A&M Press).
This how-to manual helps gardeners create
their own backyard habitat. Color photo-
graphs illustrate different kinds of gardens
and the wildlife species they attract.
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HOW TO GROW WILD

Wildscaping Tips

» Letting an area “go wild” will not produce
an effective wildscape. Historically, fire,
grazing and other controls naturally kept
woody and brushy species in check.
Allowing an area to “go wild" allows these
to overgrow and choke out many of the
native species.

« Use native plants that produce seeds, nuts,
berries and nectar. Plants of varying sizes
and seasons have the greatest effect.

» Water is vital. Shallow pools, birdbaths,
planter trays and water troughs work well.

* Rock walls, brick piles and stacked wood
make excellent cover and homes for
insects, reptiles and small mammals. Place
several yards from the house.

« Providing a variety of bird feeders, feed
trays and nest boxes will diversify the
wildlife attracted to a wildscape.

« Composting provides natural sources of
nutrients to a developing wildscape.

Excerpted from brochure, “Texas
Wildscapes: Gardening for Wildlife”

Checkered|setwing oniaMexican hat.

Nest Boxes

+ Screech owl boxes made of cedar. Handmade
in Nacogdoches, $50 plus tax and shipping.
Order forms available at www.owlshack.com
(no orders by phone).

« Bat houses. For vendors of certified models,
contact Bat Conservation International (BCI)
at (512) 327-972(; www.batcon.org. BCl mar-
kets several designs ranging in price from
$77 to $240,

LARRY RITTO

Blaekzehinned HUmmine!

LARRY QITTO

Hummingbird Feed

" Mix | part regular household sugar to 4 parts

water. Red food coloring is not necessary.
NEVER use honey in place of sugar. Refrig-
erate leftover mixture. Change sugar water in
feeder every few days to keep it from ferment-
ing. Scrub the feeder at each filling to prevent
molds from growing.

Texas Parks and Wildlife Department

Pesticides vs.
Repellents

Limited use of pesticides and herbicides is
permitted. Remember, though, pesticides
never Kill just the targeted pest. They often
harm other animals as well. The only com-
pletely safe way to deal with chemicals is not
to use them.

Here is a recipe for a popular homemade
repellent spray. The concentrate will keep in
the refrigerator for a month or more. When
ready to use, put | tablespoon into a pint of
water in a spray bottle, then add a few drops
of liquid soap. Shake gently and spray directly
on plants.

Cayenne Repellent Spray Concentrate

| unpeeled onion

| unpeeled head of garlic

| tablespoon cayenne pepper

3 pints water
Chop onion and garlic. Combine all ingredients
in saucepan. Simmer 20 minutes. Cool and
store in jar. Refrigerate.
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A sulphur butterfly enjoys a coneflower.

__Grace Burr with her red-eared slider,

(contined from page 8) tool for visitors,” said
John, an animal curator at the El Paso
Zoo. “Our yard is often a part of local
garden tours.”

BENTSEN PALM

DEVELOPVMENT
Lori Rhodes emphasizes education, too.
She and her husband, Mike, own one of
the state’s largest certified habitats: a
2,000-acre master-planned community
under way in the Rio Grande Valley
town of Mission. The entire Bentsen
Palm Development, which will include
single-family residences, a gated adult
community and RV park, embraces the
Texas Wildscape program.

“Our roadways, parks, common
areas, entrances and community cen-
ters are all certified,” Lori said. “We're
teaching the concept of Texas Wild-
scapes to homeowners and how to
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Texas horned toad

plant natives. One way is through our
35-acre Texas Wildscape Demonstra-
tion Site, which flourishes with more
than 10,000 plants and trees that feed
and protect wildlife. We follow a natural
organic program and have an abundance
of wildlife, especially butterflies.”

In some of the development’s parks,
the Rhodes purposely left dirt piles and
other “wild” areas where youngsters
can dig around, explore and create
their own adventures. “We believe that
in order for people to want to protect
our environment and be a part of the
solution, not the problem, they need
opportunities as children to experience
nature,” Lori explained.

=

Like children, James and I love finding
weird bugs, strange egg cases and crit-
ters of all kinds, including toads and
an occasional rat snake (they're harm-
less). We admire the snakes from a
respectable distance and relocate the
toads to a tangle of vines, shrubs and
dead limbs that's overtaken a small
backyard corner.

“There’s someone in the sanctuary!”
I exclaim whenever I spy a toad lan-
guishing in one of the shallow water
bowls we put there. Then we both dash
out to see.

Yes, the neighbors probably think

were both nuts, but we sure have fun in
our wildscape!
Sheryl Smith-Rodgers is a frequent con-
tributor to Texas Co-op Power. Shes
written about everything from Greater
Tuna to the Caverns of Sonora for us.
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