Creating a Native Backyard Habitat: Keeping Austin Wild
By Jerry Mayfield
In the late summer of 2007, my wife Marie and I decided to do something different with our backyard.   We rarely used the yard – nothing special about it.  We had some aging, assorted roses growing in small beds under the breakfast nook bay windows and at the back fence.  Exotic cannas grew boldly in the southeast corner.  Red-tipped Photina had grown into a massive hedge and filled the area on the north side of the house.  St. Augustine grass covered the yard.  Tough-to-fight Bermuda grass and an invasive mint surrounded the rose plants in the beds.  Two small redbud trees were the only greenery in the yard that were native to Texas.
We discussed the possibilities and, having heard from a friend about the National Wildlife Federation’s goal to certify 100,000 new wildlife habitats across America, decided to turn our backyard into a native habitat.  We planned to build a small pond and several raised beds for native plants.
Off to School

I was quick to realize that I knew very little about the native plants of Central Texas.  I had been doing a bit of plant photography back in the spring, but couldn’t keep up with all the new names of plants…Wissadula what?!    Marie was far ahead of me.  She had taken classes at the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center in southwest Austin – only three miles from the house – several years before.  As an elementary school teacher, she learned how to create native plant gardens and took that knowledge back to her school where she passed on the education to her class. The kids learned great lessons, and had fun too.
The University of Texas was offering a series of six classes at the Wildflower Center that would result in certification for creating a native plant habitat.  I signed up.  Beginning in late August and continuing into October, I went to class every Saturday for 3 hours.  I learned how to design the garden lay out, choose the right plants, tend to the plants, and fight pests.  I took two follow-on classes and learned how to propagate plants as well.  Now, I was ready to begin the task at hand.
Constructing the Garden Beds

I have affection for the natural, rustic look when it comes to the planting beds.  I decided to incorporate native, local rocks and stack them loosely to a height of 8 to 18 inches forming the walls of the beds.  Coming off of the patio, I used store-bought limestone bricks to more or less match the natural limestone rock of the house.  After I finished each bed, I applied mortar to the backside only, and under the cap rocks.  This method left me with easy options down the road in case I wanted to remove or reshape the beds, yet it prevented the walls from tumbling down.  It also had a more natural appearance.
The Pathways

Wherever there wasn’t a raised plant bed, rain barrels, fireplaces, etc, there was St. Augustine grass.  I did not want grass as it consumed my gardening time with mowing.  So, I smothered it out by covering it with weed-block fabric and cedar/oak mulch that I obtained at no cost from county tree trimming contractors. The pathways ranged from 2-1/2 feet to 5 feet wide and would wind throughout the yard.  I found pleasure in looking out a second story window and comparing the bed and path configurations below to the landscape plan I had drawn during one of the Wildflower Center classes.  I was proud of the progress.  Marie just rolled her eyes because the newly forming beds had the appearance of a graveyard.  
Buying the Native Plants

Back to the Wildflower Center.  Every October and April, the Center offers native plants grown in their nursery for sale to the general public.  As members of the Wildflower Center, Marie and I were allowed to attend a special “day-before” sale to get a jump on the crowds.  Two things went wrong.  First, Marie was teaching school, so she couldn’t do the sale.  Yikes!  I had to rely on my training and choose the right plants by myself.  The second problem was not beating the crowd.  Arriving on time, I learned that the sale was a huge event and the Center had jillions of members that like to attend.  Plant hunters were crawling all over the place!  All the more fun, I saw many of my Center classmates and fought like a gentleman to grab up the plants I needed.  Well worth the effort, I loaded my specimens into my wagon and skedaddled.  I had remembered that Marie had asked me to pick up a few Bluebells – her favorite blossom. However, I failed.  The only one left was tiny and broken.  Marie was otherwise pleased with my selections and helped to lay out the locations where we would plant them.  
I was also able to find several great native plants at The Natural Gardener in oak Hill and Barton Springs Nursery in Westlake.  A few of the plants were collected from a relative’s property near Wimberley.

A trip west of Austin into the Texas Hill Country resulted in a few more native plants and a new friend.  Marie and I visited Natives of Texas nursery in Kerrville to pick a few plants from the vast assortment they had.  We met the nurseryman, Pablo.  A more animated person you will not meet!  Pablo delighted in showing us his plants, telling us what would do well in our backyard and what would not.  He sold me a Chollo cactus.  He said to me, “Water it once – no, twice.  Then, never water it again.  If it rains it rains. That will be OK.  But if you water it again, it will die!”  I asked about the passion flowers.  He tells me, “Everyone wants the passion flower.  It looks pretty!  But don’t turn your back on it.  It will grow and grow – grow where you don’t want it.  You pull it out on Sunday (as he demonstrates wildly)... and it’s back on Monday!  But, I will sell you one.”
Rain Collection System

The roof of our house consumes approximately 1,700 square feet.  Five 75-gallon rain barrels at the four corners of the house collect rain water from the gutter downspouts.  In Austin, it is estimated that they could expect to harvest an average of 1,088 gallons of rainwater per month, or 13,056 gallons annually.  Originally, each barrel was independent of the others and was connected to a garden hose to water plants using gravity.  The experience was frustrating because the water flow was so slow.  I connected all of the barrels together using buried rubber hoses and a PVC plumbing gizmo that I engineered, with one output hose.  Next, I installed a 300 gallon plastic tank on the lowest part of the property.  The outlet hose from the barrels was connected to the intake port on the tank.  The top of the tank was lower than the bottom of the lowest rain barrel, so the water would run from the barrels into the tank using gravity.  I lashed cedar pickets around the tank for the old-fashioned cistern look.   The outlet of the tank ran underground to a control box where I integrated a small pump into the plumbing to provide water pressure suitable for the garden.  A 75 foot long hose on a reel and an adjustable spray wand completed the project and everything worked great.  

The control box was positioned close to the main supply line for the backyard sprinkler system.  I had refitted the old grass sprinkler heads with new heads suitable for watering the flower beds.  Each bed has at least one sprinkler head.  When I tie into the rainwater system, I will be able to use the automated sprinkler system to dispense rainwater without a large investment of dollars or time.  I have verified that there is a positive-stop valve and a backflow valve installed to prevent rainwater from entering the city water main.  Marie insisted that I had gone overboard on the water system.  She rolled her eyes as she was afraid that I would buy a plethora of these green barrels. When would I stop?
From a financial standpoint, the Mayfield rain water harvesting and dispensing system falls short of saving us money.  With about $460 invested, and the value of the annual harvest estimated at $37.91 per the City of Austin billing schedule, it would take 13 years for us to recoup the money, or longer depending on the routine maintenance costs.  However, there is an added value in using rain water.  Plants love the water that nature intended for them. They grow better, happier.  There is also the sense of satisfaction for me and my wife, having reduced the amount of water the city would have to process and supply to us.
The Ponds and Meandering Streams

The original discussion we had about building a small pond for the garden didn’t stick.  As I designed the gardens during my classes, the pond grew.  One pond grew into a large pond and two smaller ponds connected by narrow streams meandering around the yard.   We expect the pond system to support frogs, turtles, fish, plants, birds, and insects of all types.  Our healthy pond is well balanced with moving water, plants, and fish.  In several parts of the stream, I created small back-washes and filled them with sand.  This allows for a constant bed of wet sand that butterflies can use for “puddling” – something male butterflies require in preparation for mating.  Sunshine will also play an important part in filtering and conditioning the water as it runs through the steam and into the lower ponds before being pumped back up to the main ponds. 
I put gold fish in the ponds until I got everything going well.  I plan to replace them with native Texas fish at some point.  The goldfish eat mosquito larvae that may be harboring in the waters and are also good indicators that the water is healthy for fish.

As an extra attraction and a way to utilize a resource, I added two shallow clay trays under the drip hose coming from the condensation line of my home air conditioner.  This made a great birdbath and water source for wildlife on the north side of the house.  A large tray caught the dripping water which then cascaded into a smaller tray.  The flow of water prevented mosquitoes from growing in the trays, but it is important to clean the trays weekly all the same.  During winter months I put them away.
Toad Houses

When I installed my rain barrels, four of the five needed to be elevated a bit and made level.  I decided to build up the 16” x 16” red concrete pavers using 2” x 8” x 16” concrete blocks.  The pattern that I erected using the blocks created two small openings on opposite sides of the structure.  An 8” x 8” x 8” cinder block in the center helped to support the pavers.  Very strong, the structures supported the barrels and the 75 gallons of water they would hold.  Meanwhile, under the pavers was a haven for toads and insects.  The soft, moist soil was perfect for hibernating toads.  A check shortly after the construction of the first rain barrel toad house revealed a nice, plump toad checking out the digs.

Our backyard is the home to approximately 5,000 pounds of native rocks.  The rocks were used to construct the ponds, garden bed borders, and meandering streams.  I was mindful as I created dozens of nooks and crannies in the rocks for housing toads and other deserving creatures.  One recent evening, I counted no less than eleven happy toads hopping around in the yard.
Patio Fireplace

Okay.  So a fireplace was not in the original plans – or the budget.  But I went ahead and built one.  Using leftover prefab stones and large pavers, I constructed a nice sized fireplace.  An inexpensive log rack purchased from the hardware store and a pile of firewood gratis of my brother-in-law and Hurricane Ike finished it off.  Again, being mindful of the yard critters, I raised the concrete paver floor of the fireplace to create a sort of basement where toads and such could hide out.  No, the basement “ceiling” will not get hot enough to harm the wildlife underneath – I tested it.  Several weeks after construction, I confirmed that there was a toad in residence under the fireplace.  I was very excited.  Marie just rolled her eyes.
Our Plant List

Marie took on the task of cataloging all of our plants in a computer spreadsheet. She categorized them by color, and noted the height that they would grow, the blooming seasons, how and when to prune, etc.  This tool would become invaluable in the coming years as we tweaked our gardens.

Butterflies

It didn’t take long before many of the plants were in bloom and we began seeing butterflies flitting about.  Several Gulf Fritillary butterflies laid eggs on the passion flowers.  Several days later, the passionflowers were under attack by caterpillars.  A few days later, one of the caterpillars had formed its chrysalis on a small dead branch I had placed near the vines.  A fresh butterfly eventually emerged to start the process all over again.  Many species of skippers, including white-striped long tails, queens, pipevine swallowtails, and several yellows visited frequently.  The queens favored the mistflower, and the pipevine swallowtails favored, of course, the pipevine plant.  A Giant Swallowtail also made the scene.  A rare Hermit Skipper flew in one summer morning, posed for photos, and then was gone.  
Monarchs were common in the fall.  I found Monarch caterpillars on two of the milkweed plants.  Later, hanging off a Burr Oak sapling I had in the nursery, was a chrysalis.   I watched it for days.  I did not see the new Monarch emerge, but the empty casing indicated it did.  Excited about providing everything the Monarchs had needed to sustain their lives, I went online and read more about them.  After reviewing the requirements, I certified our garden as a Monarch Watch way station, a University of Kansas project created to helping the migration of the Monarch butterflies.
Moths
White-lined Sphinx Hummingbird Moth
Nessus Sphinx Moth
Southern Pink Moth (Pyrausta inornatalis) 

Birds

Marie and I hung three hummingbird feeders, four mixed-seed bird feeders, a finch seed feeder, and four suet feeders around the yard.  Very quickly, the yard was visited by various sparrows, doves, cardinals, wrens, mockingbirds, lesser finches, and two types of hummingbirds – the ruby-throated and black-chinned hummingbirds. Barn swallows frequently flit and dart overhead eating flying insects at dusk. One evening, a great-horned owl swooped in from a neighbor’s rooftop.   Another special visitor swooped in one day and landed very close to me.  I was pretty sure it was a red-shouldered hawk.  Although I had my camera in hand at the time, its visit was so brief I was unable to get a shot of it.  It was probably trying to grab a sparrow at one of the feeders.  I dutifully added the hawk to my list of bird species using my backyard habitat.  

Various birds flit around at the feeders most of the day, bathe and drink at the ponds.  The Mockingbirds would charge through the flower beds scaring up a nice menu of insects.  They would eat the ripe Lantana berries.  The hummingbirds visited the plants with blooms that suited them first.  If those plants were not plentiful enough, then they would suckle on the feeders.  It is important to keep the feeders clean and the mixture fresh. The Black-chinned Hummingbirds have been seen fighting for their territory, and performing their odd mating rituals.  They would fly up into the sky, then dive down and back up in a loop, continuing this feat for several minutes.  A battle between two males was the highlight of one April morning.
Other animals
Green Tree Frog

Gulf Coast Toads

Striped water Snake

Insects

Ladybugs/aphids

Nessus Sphinx moth

Bumble bees

Honey bees

Various wasps

Dragonflies

Fire ants

Spiders

Praying mantis

Rewards of the Habitat
My wife and I continue to enjoy our backyard habitat immensely.   

No gasoline operated tools had been used in the backyard since the day we began building the habitat until recently when I employed a shredder to grind up the winter-killed woody stems into a fine mulch material.
No insecticides were used (with the exception of a carefully controlled fire ant bait)

Only Roundup weed killer has been used to remove the most stubborn of hangers-on from the yards previous life, primarily Bermuda and nut grass.  The St. Augustine grass died quickly and without fanfare.   
No fertilizers used other than natural compost.  We gave away our yard fertilizer spreader.
Plant rescue:  frog fruit and Hierba del Marrano plant?

Seed Harvesting

As a special bonus, there are thousands of seeds put out annually by most of our native plants.  Some plants propagate easily from their seeds; others require stringent rituals for the seeds.  Still others rarely do well from seeds.  When I take seed, I never take many from each plant, leaving most for the wildlife to enjoy.  Some of the plants I propagate go back into the gardens.  Others are used in a nearby greenbelt by a park support group.  We plant only those native plants that are already growing naturally in the park.  I continue to hone my skills at propagating plants from cuttings, but this, as I’ve concluded, is not as easy as I thought it would be.   More experienced friends tell of growing plants from cuttings effortlessly.   More power to them.
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