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Dedicated to backyard explorers and those who make Houston a wilder place to live. Most of all, for our families.
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INTRODUCTION


When we think of nature, we often imagine faraway places. We envision nature as something we visit, not a place to dwell. More than a few Houstonians think connecting to the outdoors means hitting the slopes in Colorado. There’s no shame in that game, but we lose something when we don’t acknowledge the burgeoning biodiversity in our backyards. This book reimagines the concept of nature to include the wild things and wild places that we can find right in the city where we live. And rather than being a tale of woe, this book is about hope.


Although cities occupy just 2 percent of Earth’s surface, their populations consume 75 percent of the planet’s natural resources. Cities have always depended upon nature for ecosystem services such as floodwater absorption, carbon sequestration, water quality enhancement, and outdoor recreation. But because the urban footprint has extended so far and wide, wildlife now requires that cities manage vulnerable ecosystems and safeguard biodiversity. Wildlife needs sustainable cities as much as we do. We Houstonians can act now to create a city that protects and celebrates our biodiversity, just as we embrace our cultural diversity. The Bayou City’s biodiversity adds another feather to our cap, next to the world’s best people, best food, and best World Series winners.


Preserving biodiversity benefits plants and wildlife, but it does much more than that. Emerging research strongly connects environmental and animal health to human health. When we have fresh air, clean water, and abundant wildlife, our health directly benefits. This transdisciplinary approach, One Health, expands public health beyond human-centric terms to account for our interdependence with ecological health. This book was written in the shadow of the COVID-19 pandemic, and there is no better time to acknowledge that humans suffer when animal health and environmental health are not prioritized. It is our great hope that this exploration of bayou diversity instills connection and pride in Houston’s natural resources, and that those feelings precipitate action to safeguard the animals, fungi, and plants that live around us.



Let’s Explore


This book has three parts. The first is an exploration of the processes that formed our landscape, the people who shaped it, and the organisms that inhabit it. We acknowledge the Akokisa people as the indigenous inhabitants of Houston, though they certainly were not the only community that lived in and traversed the area prior to the Texas Revolution.


The second part spotlights 101 species important to Houston’s nature story. Some are rare and others are exceedingly common, but none are ordinary. We hope this helps you identify the inhabitants of your neighborhood and add a species or two to your must-see list. By the way, for optimal readability, we lowercase the common names of all taxa (except for proper nouns). We apologize to ornithologists and all others offended.


The third part features twenty-five field trips, both near and far from the city, which we hope will flesh out your weekend plans for the foreseeable future. We wanted this book to be something you could fit into your daypack (or diaper bag) to make exploring new places a little bit easier.


Hou Are You?


It’s tough to define Houston. Not only do we live in the fourth most populous city in the United States, but the Greater Houston metroplex encompasses a vast area of more than 10,000 square miles. That number balloons when nearby Galveston is thrown into the mix. There are city limits, extraterritorial jurisdictions, and rotating county precincts. Wild Houston focuses on the ecology and natural history of urban Houston, which encapsulates Harris, Fort Bend, and Montgomery counties. Greater Houston includes all the counties adjoining Harris, plus Austin County. Exurban neighborhoods may scoff at being lumped in with Houston; one of the authors grew up in Kingwood when it was annexed into the city, and we sympathize. We promise this designation carries no extra taxes and makes the book easier to read. Remember that, just as Houston is flexible with zoning, we are flexible in our definition of Houston. Hang loose.
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WILD HOUSTON
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Bayou-Diversity






“Is that El Gigante?!” exclaims Eric Munscher, a biologist for the Turtle Survival Alliance. He braces his legs against the sandy banks of Buffalo Bayou as his submerged hand rises from the murky brown water, holding a hoop net trap. Inside the net is a species so secretive, prehistoric, and stealthy that scientists only recently discovered its existence in Houston’s most urban waterway.


The creature slowly comes into view. His scaly claws grip the slick bayou mud, his mouth is agape, and his tongue is wriggling like an earthworm. His carapace (turtle shell) is jagged and tough, nearly identical to the shells of his ancestors some ninety million years ago. If any animal deserves the nickname “living dinosaur,” it is the alligator snapping turtle.


Alligator snapping turtles are the largest freshwater turtles in North America, with giant males exceeding 200 pounds and carapace lengths of nearly 3 feet. Like their alligator namesakes, the turtles’ backs are lined with hard ridges, or scutes, and their epic jaws are strong enough to break through bone. They possess a more placid demeanor than their cousin, the common snapping turtle. Instead of vim and vigor, they are full of patience and savvy. To attract a meal, the alligator snapper wriggles its red, wormlike tongue as a lure until a bamboozled fish is trapped in its jaws.


Threatened by harvesting, pollution, and habitat destruction, alligator snappers are listed as an endangered species in several states and classified as a Species of Greatest Conservation Need in Texas. Until recently, it was thought that these snappers thrived only in slow-moving river systems with natural stream bottoms; surely they would not populate a waterway as modified as Buffalo Bayou. Now we know that they are not only living in city waters, but they are thriving there.


Even as Munscher and his crew try to demystify the most urban, westernmost population of alligator snapping turtles known in the world, the turtle’s home is jeopardized by familiar forces. Plans to tame the waterways of the Bayou City threaten to alter the banks where the turtles lay their eggs. In the face of endless propositions to bend nature to human will, discoveries like the alligator snapping turtle remind Houstonians of our identity. Houston is a wild city with an untamed heart, nourished by the waters of our bayou systems and sustained by conservationists who understand the value of protecting our abundant natural resources.


[image: Image]

Houston is home to the urban-most population of alligator snapping turtles, as mysterious as the bayous themselves.
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Eric Munscher and Arron Tuggle measure the length of an alligator snapping turtle in Buffalo Bayou.






This morning’s catch is not El Gigante, the fabled 132-pound male who has eluded the traps since his initial capture four years ago, but it is still an impressive specimen: a veteran male turtle tipping the scales at more than 100 pounds. He has been roaming this stretch of the bayou for more than sixty years, weathering floods, human development, and habitat loss. Alligator snapping turtles rarely stray more than a mile from their home base, so this scaly sentinel has had a riverside view of ecological upheavals that have occurred in a geological instant. And yet, alligator snapping turtles in Buffalo Bayou exhibit fewer battle scars than turtles in more traditional habitats, indicating that the bayou provides plenty of food, shelter, and mates for all.


These turtles are not alone in enjoying the abundance of the bayous. From coyotes to crayfish, bumblebees to bobcats, the diversity of Houston’s flora and fauna matches that of its citizens.


Born on the Bayou


The amazing discovery of the alligator snapper in Buffalo Bayou is an important reminder that nature can be found everywhere! As human populations expand around the world, cities are becoming refuges for plants and wildlife. Backyards are being transformed into sanctuaries where displaced flora and fauna can find respite in rain gardens and pollinator pathways. In fact, some animals actually thrive in the urban environment. City-slicker coyotes, for example, live longer and grow larger than their country cousins. They are also more active in the evening hours to avoid confrontation with humans and vehicles. And white-tailed deer flourish in the edge habitat created where wilderness and city converge, munching on flower beds before leaping into the nearby forest.
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This Cooper’s hawk has deftly maneuvered to capture a slower city dove for a meal.
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A recent arrival to Houston, the highly nocturnal Mediterranean gecko parks next to artificial lights and chomps on visiting insects.






Put on your nature goggles, and it’s easy to see the abundant diversity teeming around your block. Pick up a hand lens and discover common purslane, a plant revered by many cultures throughout human history, poking through the concrete on your driveway. Slap on a pair of binoculars and spot a Cooper’s hawk snatching a pigeon and lunching on a fence post. Take a jaunt to the dog park and observe a monk parakeet perched next to a red-vented bulbul, two birds that are indigenous to separate continents. Species that are long-time Texans as well as recent arrivals thrive in our humid subtropical climate. Houston’s snaking network of bayous provides connections to water and habitat, serving as a veritable superhighway for wildlife to move around the city.


Bull sharks shimmy their way up the Ship Channel and occasionally swim as far inland as Buffalo Bayou. Thousands of Mexican free-tailed bats roost under the heavy traffic of Waugh Bridge. Beavers construct dams that fortify neighborhood ponds in The Woodlands, creating wetland habitat for herons, wood ducks, and leopard frogs. Bumblebees buzz along specially managed pipeline corridors in Deer Park, where less frequent mowing gives space for wildflowers to blossom. Red-shouldered hawks peruse a buffet of neighborhood koi ponds that serve up easy meals on the go. Rat snakes tucked beneath discarded wood in Third Ward avoid humans and feast on city rats. Leaf cutter ants create a tiny metropolis along the edges of an urban trail, where they march yaupon holly leaves to their underground compost pile to cook a fungus that feeds the colony. Rio Grande chirping frogs, transplanted from the Valley, delicately vocalize next to Mediterranean geckos patrolling porch lights for moths.


Bobcats prey on rats attracted by backyard bird feeders along Spring Creek. River otters frolic, form family groups, and snack on red-eared sliders in Buffalo Bayou. Opossums provide free neighborhood tick control and take advantage of the underground sewer networks to navigate the city. Purple martins explode from their summer roosts at shopping centers, including the Willowbrook Mall and The Fountains at Stafford, providing a nightly spectacle for shoppers.


Urban nature is a mosaic of old and new, wild and tamed. Species that have evolved here for thousands of years suddenly share space with unexpected new neighbors. Sometimes the transition is harmonious; other times conflicts arise for food and resources. This melting pot of flora and fauna is well-suited for the most diverse city in the nation, where long summers and mild winters attract humans and wild things alike. Our humidity—great for skin, bad for hair—creates a welcoming environment for species adapted to tropical climates elsewhere, such as parts of China, the Caribbean, Africa, and South America. These populations are sprinkled into an already robust diversity of plants and animals that weathered ice ages and raging rivers to settle along the Gulf Coast for thousands of years.


What Is a Bayou? And Other Questions


Before we continue our exploration of Houston’s wild nature, let’s pause to define a few key terms that will help frame our journey into the swamp. Our first and most pressing question is this: What is a bayou, anyway? The average Houstonian might point to the waterway behind their house, encased in concrete and flowing lazily downstream (until it rains!).


The word “bayou” originated from the Choctaw word bayuk, meaning “small stream,” and was introduced to American English via Creole French. Bayous are usually associated with Gulf Coast states, from Houston to Alabama and southern Florida. What constitutes a bayou has changed over time, but for our purposes, it is simply a slow-moving body of water, usually opaque, that flows toward a larger outlet. It can be brackish (a mix of salt water and fresh water) or fresh water.


Bayous are a key part of the culture in the Southern United States, with countless festivals, adult beverages, and community gatherings bearing the name. In Houston, waterways south of Beltway 8 are usually described as bayous, while farther north, the words creek and river are more common. The intricate mosaic of intertwined bayous and twenty-two major watersheds inspired Houston’s nickname, the Bayou City.


RIPARIAN


Riparian areas, or riparian zones, are habitats adjacent to waterways. Our bayous have natural reinforcements to stabilize the changes created by wind, water, and time, with banks cloaked in thick green ribbons of trees and deep root systems that prevent erosion and provide wildlife habitat. Houston’s riparian forests, or riparian corridors, are “skinny forests,” home to a huge diversity of trees, including massive sycamores, river birches, oaks, and cypress. Riparian forests are important buffer habitat between the open water of the bayous and the exposed prairie grasslands, and they provide a place for stormwater from upstream to collect, filter out pollutants, and flow toward Galveston Bay. Thanks to riparian forests, barred owls have safe shelter between their water sources and hunting grounds.


FLOODPLAIN


Floodplains are usually adjacent to waterways and low in elevation; these areas are most likely to flood in a storm event. Houston is flat, wide, and wet, so it’s no wonder we have thousands of acres of floodplains. Floodways are the parts of a floodplain that carry the most water. A much-discussed topic in the Bayou City is the distinction between the 100-year and 500-year floodplains. These terms can be misleading. A 100-year floodplain will not, in fact, flood only once every 100 years. In fact, many parts of the 100-year floodplain are inundated far more frequently because of an increase in severe weather events brought about by climate change, compounded by a rapid increase in concrete-covered development. Rather, the 100-year floodplain designates an area with a 1 percent chance of flooding every year. The 500-year floodplain denotes a 0.2 percent chance of flooding annually. Both of these floodplain areas are constantly changing as our built environment grows and our climate becomes warmer and wetter.


[image: Image]

Floodplains are great places for anglers and alligators but less hospitable for homes.






Storms such as Hurricane Harvey, Tropical Storm Imelda, and the Tax Day Flood emphasized that many of the human-made interpretations of flood risk are outdated and not representative of how frequently damage-causing floods actually occur. It is better to understand where floods happen and how often, and to provide room for rivers to swell, so people can be kept out of harm’s way.


Why Is Houston so Biodiverse?


The greatest treasures are sometimes hidden in plain sight. Houston’s coastal plain is flat, unassuming, and perhaps lacks the cover-photo grandeur usually associated with natural wonders. But closer examination reveals that it comprises bayous, prairies, and woodlands that are precious enough to be included in the North American Coastal Plain biodiversity hotspot, one of thirty-six biodiversity hotspots on the planet that have been so designated by the Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF), a global biodiversity conservation initiative. Biodiversity hotspots are areas with extremely high numbers of endemic species—organisms found here and nowhere else—and are affected by widespread habitat loss that requires urgent conservation efforts to curb species extinctions. The North American Coastal Plain, which stretches across much of the Southeastern United States and up the East Coast, includes more than 1500 endemic plants and areas that are experiencing greater than 70 percent habitat loss. Houston is widely recognized as a biodiversity epicenter, regularly placing in the top five in international BioBlitz competitions (community-based efforts that record as many species as possible in a specific area over a short period of time).


How have Houston’s exemplary natural wonders remained uncelebrated for so long? Much like an old-fashioned cover-up, the truth is complicated, but a few primary explanations rise to the top.


Houston is a geological baby. No one takes their younger siblings seriously, and the coastal plain is an awkward, flighty teenager among the grizzled formations of North American geology. Houston is nestled along the Lissie and Beaumont geologic formations, which were subject to frequent flooding and large-scale landscape changes during the Pleistocene. Because of our recent geologic temper tantrums, it was assumed that few species could have survived such harsh conditions to persist in the present day. But no one puts baby in a corner. In fact, the Gulf Coast historically exhibited more climatic stability than was originally understood, leading to more species of plants and animals.


Houston has no Instagram-worthy mountains. The only altitude in Houston that might make your ears pop is the entry ramp to Beltway 8. Because of the relative uniformity of Houston’s topography, it was long assumed that it did not support the species richness required for serious botanical investigation. However, a little elevation goes a long way in providing habitat niches that host a suite of species found here and nowhere else.
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There’s a lot to talk about in the Bayou City when it comes to our diversity.
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A marsh is one of the most productive ecosystems in the world, with amazing diversity above and below ground.
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Who needs great mountains when you have (dwarf) salamanders?






You can’t see the forest for the grasses. The predominant ecosystem found in urban Houston is the coastal prairie, but it shares the spotlight with pine savannahs and thick, wet woodlands. The intersection of multiple distinct habitats exacerbated some existing misconceptions about the origins and importance of grasslands. Only recently has the coastal prairie taken root as an old-growth ecosystem in its own right, worthy of protection and celebration.


We didn’t start the fire. Or did we? The age-old question, “Who started the fire?” delayed the coastal plain’s “Oprah moment” while scientists explored the ecoregion’s relationship to burning. Fires were long attributed to human interventions in natural ecosystem succession, which led scientists to question the legitimacy of the coastal plain. However, recent studies of fossilized pollen (yep, that’s a thing!) reveal that lightning-caused fires have occurred on the coastal plain for millions of years. Native Americans understood the importance of mimicking these natural processes, a lesson that was lost when fire suppression became the prevailing management practice.


Add to the mix the startling pace of land conversion in Houston. Consider several examples:




	
Harris County has lost 70 percent of the freshwater wetlands that existed there before Anglo settlers arrived.


	North Houston lost 25 percent of its tree cover between 2001 and 2021.


	Metropolitan Houston increased its urban footprint by 63 percent from 1997 to 2017, when about 400 square miles of impervious surface cover was added.





[image: Image]

The looming specter of development threatens to squelch unique species that make Houston so exceptional.
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Houston resides at the center of a convergence of ecosystems, where forest and prairie meet water and marshland.






Biodiversity is more difficult to achieve when organisms have little space to thrive. Houston’s natural areas have been commodities for sale since brothers Augustus and John Allen arrived in Buffalo Bayou in 1836, advertising its rolling hills to prospective settlers. Prairies were plowed and planted for farmland, which in turn was sold and slathered with pavement for strip malls and sprawling neighborhoods. Forests, plundered of mature trees, transformed into biological graveyards filled with loblolly pine plantations. Wild and winding bayous became encased in concrete and channelized to tame the rugged rivers.


Our wild nature needs help to blossom. Urban greenspaces are increasingly critical to the protection and preservation, and our enjoyment, of our incomparable biodiversity. Houston is fortunate enough to serve as an ecotone, a place of plenty, where multiple habitats converge and plants and animals intermingle. The Piney Woods, Gulf Coast Prairies and Marshes, Post Oak Savannah, and Blackland Prairie all play important roles in the city’s abundant ecology. With a bit of Lone Star grit, our backyards can be transformed into biosphere reserves, our schoolyards can become endangered species refuges, and our roofs can serve as flood-thwarting sponges.












A Velvet Grass Sea






Coastal Prairies and Marshes


On a spring afternoon in April 1836, the Texian Army slowly made its advance toward the camp of Mexican General Antonio López de Santa Anna. The Texians’ knowledge of Houston’s coastal prairie bestowed a significant advantage, even though they attacked in the daytime. Amid a field of bluestem and sage, the resourceful Texians easily overwhelmed Santa Anna’s troops, whose retreat was thwarted by the muck of a nearby marsh. Texas won its independence from Mexico that afternoon at the Battle of San Jacinto, and the prairie won a place of honor in the hearts, culture, and industry of Houston. One might go so far as to say that the coastal prairie built the foundation of Texas.


Backyard Coral Reefs


Grasses and forbs are the dominant vegetation in prairie ecosystems because of moisture levels, soil conditions, or natural disturbance (and sometimes a combination of all three). The Western Gulf coastal grasslands, known locally as coastal prairie, Cajun Prairie, or Gulf Coast Prairies and Marshes, are exquisitely diverse. Platinum prairies—grasslands that have retained their natural landscape and biodiversity—can pack 400 different plant species into an area the size of Houston’s NRG Stadium. That’s like sharing your backyard with a coral reef!


Prairie specialists such as dickcissels sing boldly from the tops of big bluestem, while the guttural snores of crawfish frogs echo from the burrows they pilfer from Houston’s favorite crustacean. Gulf muhly grass bursts with purple-pink flowers in summertime, filling the prairie with feathery sprays that evoke colorful sparklers. Prairie blazing star and coreopsis display their prairie pyrotechnics, guaranteed to rival any Fourth of July fireworks show, accompanied by the serenade of cicadas. Eryngo, rattlesnake master, scarlet sage, and Turk’s cap all find homes on the range, where native bees sip their nectar and dragonflies roost on their stems. Along Galveston Bay, fresh water and salt water mix in brackish marshes, providing critical nursery habitat for fish, birds, and invertebrates and serving as an important carbon sink, crucial for holding onto carbon to prevent its release into the atmosphere as carbon dioxide.


[image: Image]

Platinum prairies, such as the Lawther–Deer Park Prairie, are extremely biodiverse, with plants, insects, birds, and carnivores.






Although the word “prairie” commonly evokes images of a flat expanse with nary a tree in sight, mature, woody vegetation plays a key role in the wildlife habitat value of coastal prairies. Mottes of oak, pecan, persimmon, and holly reliably produce food for deer and fox squirrels. Nutrient-dense switchgrass seeds nourish secretive Le Conte’s sparrows, while sugarberry–oak mottes camouflage screech owls and shelter striped skunks from summer heat. Karl Anton Postl, a nineteenth-century journalist who wrote under the pseudonym Charles Sealsfield, described the woodlots on the Katy Prairie in Far West Houston as “islands in a green sea” and “one of the most enchanting features of the Texas scenery.”


Near the water’s edge, native bunchgrasses and colorful forbs (wildflowers or, more crudely, weeds) intermingle with ribbons of riparian forest and dispersed woodlots to create exemplary wildlife habitat for birds, mammals, amphibians, and more. Early Anglo settlers hunted black bear, wild turkeys, and catamounts (mountain lion) that stalked the banks of Buffalo Bayou, where the grasslands interplayed with strips of forest that held the river in place. The bayou itself was chockful of catfish, buffalo fish, softshell turtles, and alligators. In fact, according to at least one account, Buffalo Bayou’s name was derived from the massive amounts of buffalo fish it held, rather than from the furry bison that roamed the surrounding grasslands. Them’s fighting words for some Houstonians, but what good is a city full of bayous without a few debates over its history?
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Prairies keep vocalists such as the dickcissel singing loud and proud, though grassland bird populations have declined as a result of habitat loss.






Pimples and Potholes: Diversity Is in the Details


While the coastal prairie will never be a destination for mountaineers, the grasslands do contain slight changes in topography that make a world of difference, at least as far as plants are concerned. A rise of only 8 inches creates enough contrast in soil moisture to support a completely different suite of botanical species. Gulf Coast yucca, a shrub of dry, sandy uplands, can grow within arm’s reach of obligate wetland species such as slender rush. These small ascensions are called mima mounds, or sometimes prairie pimples, and are found only in habitat that has escaped leveling, grading, and plowing. Prior to Anglo settlement, mima mounds covered a quarter of the grassland habitat in Galveston County.
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Prairie pothole and mima mound complexes hoard biodiversity through slight changes in elevation.
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Crawfish frogs, a species of conservation concern, depend on coastal prairies for making nests in crawfish burrows and for breeding habitat.






Contrasting the mima mounds are microdepressions of slightly lower elevations than the surrounding land. Coastal prairie ecologists describe these wet depressions as prairie potholes. When rain is abundant, prairie potholes collect stormwater, and clay-packed soils and thick roots of grasses gradually soak up the moisture. During periods of dryness, the water evaporates, but moisture is retained through the root systems. Ephemeral wetlands experience regular periods of inundation and dryness, and their temperamental nature is important to wildlife. Amphibians depend on wetlands to keep their eggs moist, and ephemeral wetlands are less likely to become colonized by egg-gulping fish.


Prairies are shy about revealing their secrets, so the creation of these pimples and potholes is still a subject of scientific inquiry. Some say ancient pocket gophers deserve credit for the mounds. Likely, the pimple/pothole wetland mosaic is a legacy of past rivers and bayous, changed gradually by the indefatigable forces of wind, water, and time. The irreplicable combination of precise conditions that birthed these prairie complexes is unlikely to occur again, so the conservation of old-growth prairies is an imperative initiative that benefits both wildlife and people.


Grazing Cane


As you travel around Houston, you may notice that many areas feature the word “cane” in their names—Caney Creek, New Caney, and Cane Island, to name a few. Although sugar cane had its heyday as a crop in the nineteenth century, this moniker also harkens to an ancient, impenetrable ecosystem: the canebrake. Canebrakes are dense thickets dominated by native bamboo species of the genus Arundinaria, known as river cane or switchcane. Canebrakes historically blanketed the riparian areas of the Southeastern United States, towering more than 20 feet high and extending for miles. The tender shoots provided excellent forage for woodland mammals, and the thick vegetation sheltered panthers, canebrake rattlesnakes (also known as timber rattlesnakes), and Swainson’s warblers from heavy storms.


[image: Image]

A grassland of another kind is created by towering canebrakes, which bracketed bayou banks for miles.






As European settlers made their way through Texas, they discovered canebrakes growing in fertile river valleys that were well-suited to agriculture and cattle grazing—plus, the bamboo was easier to clear than trees. Travelers through Houston welcomed canebrakes as a change in scenery from the endless prairie, even though canebrakes are simply another type of grassland (river cane is a member of the grass family). Cane Island, near the present-day city of Katy on the west side of Greater Houston, grew along an upper tributary of Buffalo Bayou. Described as an island of cane surrounded by tall grass, Cane Island could not withstand the zealous land-clearing efforts of settlers. Canebrakes were converted en masse to agriculture or unintentionally transformed into woodlands by the suppression of fire and introduction of invasive understory species such as Chinese privet. Remnant canebrakes can still be observed (at Spring Creek Nature Trail and Trinity River National Wildlife Refuge, for example), and urban ecologists are examining river cane cultivation methods. Reintroduction of this ecosystem could provide significant benefits for bank stabilization within Houston’s dynamic urban bayou systems.


Marshes Are Ecological Workhorses


Wet grasslands, particularly estuarine marshes, are rivaled only by the Amazon rainforest in total ecological productivity. This biological boon is driven by ample solar energy (ask any Texan in August), rich nutrient sediments from upstream rivers, and long growing seasons supported by Houston’s humid subtropical climate. Whereas the Amazon’s biomass is easily observable in sky-high canopies that shade the ground below, the prairie is more like a rainforest turned upside down. Bunchgrasses such as Indiangrass and switchgrass sink deep, sprawling roots into the soil that soak up rainwater, sequester carbon, and enhance water quality. Brackish marshes leverage mud algae, phytoplankton, and super-plants such as smooth cordgrass to tip the scales as the most effective primary producer ecosystem on the planet. This provides a strong foundation for complex and elaborate food webs—from algae to alligators—that render marshes inordinately valuable. Marshes provide a suite of ecosystem services—benefits to humans derived from healthy ecosystems—such as storm buffering, floodwater retention, and the best seafood platter the Gulf has to offer. The Galveston Bay Foundation brings marshes to the mainstream with its annual Marsh Mania planting event, which has restored more than 200 acres of saltmarsh habitat around the bay.


Returning to Our Roots


Prairies are resilient, vital, and, unfortunately, imperiled. Only 1 percent of the original coastal prairie remains intact, with the rest lost to development, plowing, or conversion to forests. Many Houstonians do not realize that they live in one of the most endangered ecosystems on the planet. The prairie paradox is stark: despite providing food, fiber, medicine, and industry, prairies have long been overlooked, undervalued, and intensely exploited. The results have been harrowing: drastic reductions in grassland-dependent wildlife, shoreline erosion accelerating land loss in coastal communities, and reduced stormwater absorption.
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Coastal marshes are rivaled only by the Amazon rainforest in ecological productivity.
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Urban pocket prairies have surged in popularity as Houstonians understand their myriad benefits.






Thankfully, with better science and a bit of image rehabilitation, prairies are getting a long-overdue glow-up. Today, conservationists understand so much more about the importance of prairies, and this new appreciation has sparked a prairie boom in Houston. Platinum prairies such as the Lawther–Deer Park Prairie and Nash Prairie contribute seeds to urban rewilding projects around the city to celebrate Houston’s prairie heritage while providing important ecosystem services. Pocket prairies measuring less than an acre create urban oases in schoolyards, provide hands-on science lessons, and establish critical pollinator habitat. Prairie remnants offer a window into the past and establish an important sense of place for Houston’s native ecosystem.












America’s Ark






Coastal Prairies and Marshes


Not so long ago, the children of Houston’s forestlands knew a secret code. It was a code best understood in the swamp, where the tallest cypress trees and knottiest oaks cast shadows over the flooded landscape. The game was simple: go to the river and knock twice. KNOCK-knock.


The first rap is loud, accented. The second one follows immediately after, and is quiet, furtive, and like an echo of the first. KNOCK-knock. KNOCK-knock.


When the first Anglo families and Black slaves settled on Atakapan land in present-day Montgomery County, they learned the code too. Walk to the swamp—a place such as the wide bottomlands of Lake Creek will do. Grab two sturdy sticks, and rap twice against a tree trunk. KNOCK-knock.


This special code stirred a creature that exists no longer, at least according to nearly every ornithologist. Although the last generally agreed-upon sighting of an ivory-billed woodpecker was in 1944, the hopeful naturalist can’t help but try to coax it out of hiding with the fabled double-knock. Like the start of a bad joke, we knock twice and listen for who’s there.


Our great-great-grandparents, if they were fortunate enough to live in East Texas, would have heard a double-knock response from an ivory-billed woodpecker. The male of the nation’s largest woodpecker bore a red crest similar to that of the still extant pileated woodpecker, but the ivory-billed woodpecker’s distinctive bill was heavy, straight, and white. White, too, were the washes along its back, and dotting each side of its head was a beady, sock-puppet eye that bestowed a cartoonish appearance.


As time marched on, the response to an ivory-billed overture may have been the echo of a saw or the crack of gunpowder. John James Audubon described the woodpeckers as “very abundant along Buffalo Bayou” in the 1830s. After boring beetles laid their eggs in the soft wood of old trees, the woodpeckers feasted on the resulting larvae before swooping to the next buffet, casting shadows over the bayou with their 30-inch wingspans. Unfortunately for the woodpeckers, these old-growth forests also contained valuable timber. By 1890, most of the bayou’s mature trees had been harvested, and the ivory-billed woodpecker became rare enough to attract scientific attention. It became the Holy Grail of birders, nicknamed the “Lord God Bird,” as it was sure to evoke the Lord’s name from anyone lucky enough to catch a glimpse. Even as the ivory-billed woodpecker descended into mythology and extinction, the swamplands of East Texas were considered prime real estate for its revival.
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Before its extinction, the ivory-billed woodpecker hunted for boring beetles in the forests of Buffalo Bayou.






From Top to Bottom(lands)


Houston’s bayous, streams, and rivers are bracketed by thick ribbons of sycamore, bald cypress, boxelder maple, and river birch. Take a step back from the river, and you’ll enter a transition zone between quick-draining uplands and the riverbanks. Plunge deeper into the mucky, thousand-skeeters-per-square-inch quagmire, and you’ll reach the legendary bottomlands, which experience periodic flooding throughout the year but are free from standing water during much of the growing season. That means plenty of water is available to nourish roots and recharge nutrients but not enough to stagnate plant development. Bottomlands exhibit a classic forest structure of ground cover, midstory, and canopy, fostering ample diversity of every biotic kingdom. Cherrybark oak and swamp chestnut oak tower over American hornbeam and holly, which in turn provide cover for dwarf palmetto and raven’s foot sedge. Tiny variations in soil or topography produce unique assemblages of plants and animals, such as the canary-yellow carnivorous bladderworts and striking eastern newts.
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An oxbow lake develops when the river charts a new course for itself and leaves a meander behind.






In the wettest pockets, such as oxbows and sloughs, plants must develop special adaptations to survive the swampy conditions. Consider the bald cypress, which yearns for the rich soils of the floodplain. All that water makes it tough to breathe, even for a tree. Buttressed trunks allow for roots to remain near the surface where oxygen exchange is easier and to provide stability to keep the large trees upright in the mire. Bald cypresses also have knees, the woody structures that rise above the water’s surface and are commonly associated with very wet conditions. Some 200 years after cypress knees were described, their exact function remains a mystery. The bottomlands do not reveal their secrets easily.


The purest forms of bottomland ecosystems can be explored along the Trinity River east of Houston and in the Columbia Bottomlands along the Brazos River. Both places provide critical habitat for migratory birds. The Columbia Bottomlands extend to parts of the Texas coast within the San Bernard National Wildlife Refuge, where they are the first source of shelter for 239 million birds annually. Exhausted avians seeking rest from their grueling northern migration find respite in the colossal coastal live oaks decorated with Spanish moss. The habitat is also incredibly insect-rich, with plenty of mosquitos to satiate birds, bats, and humongous orbweaver spiders. Grievously overlooked, though incredibly valuable to wildlife and humans, the Columbia Bottomlands are highly fragmented and have become a conservation priority for environmental organizations.
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Flat, wooded floodplains like those on the West Fork of the San Jacinto River provide extra room for the river to swell after heavy rains.






The bottomlands of the Trinity River are also visited by half of all US bird species throughout the year. The spirit of the ivory-billed woodpecker emanates from the cypress–tupelo swamps that now echo with the soft hoots of great horned owls and choruses of yowling coyotes. The Trinity River also provides generous freshwater inflows to Galveston Bay, which will only become more critical as the rising sea threatens the delicate balance of downstream estuarine marshes.


Many of Houston’s urban watersheds have their own bayou wildernesses: broad, flat floodplains with periodically flooded forests that eventually give way to drier uplands. Cedar elm, water oak, and sweetgum border thickets of yaupon holly, cherry laurel, and redbay (with some invasive Chinese privet thrown in). Although we humans have undoubtedly impacted the natural courses of our waterways, the majority have been spared the concrete treatment of White Oak Bayou. That means the natural floodplains in parts of Buffalo Bayou, Cypress Creek, Spring Creek, and more have been preserved, along with some massive trees. The Spring Creek Greenway in North Houston contains trees of record size, particularly understory species such as two-winged silverbell and redbay, that benefit from miles of connected habitat with plenty of space to grow. Their roots trap pollutants and heavy metals before they find their way into our drinking water, and they produce berries, nuts, and acorns that sustain wildlife, including the pileated woodpecker and gray fox.


It’s a good marriage for a city desperate to control its floodwater and ecosystems longing to soak them up. Leaning into these tendencies can provide natural flood solutions that keep our homes and businesses dry while wilderness flourishes.


Houston’s Little Thicket is America’s Ark


Farther from the coast, habitats begin to shift. As the elevation creeps up, there is a slight undulation in the landscape. Grasslands intermingle with expansive forests. Flooded thickets border primordial swamps. Arid sandylands drain into lush river basins. This is a biological crossroads, known as the Big Thicket, a mosaic of eastern hardwood forests, southeastern swamps, midwestern prairie, and even elements of the southwestern desert. Those most familiar with the area claim a subtle, yet undeniable, fondness for its kooky cocktail of residents. Thanks in part to species migrations during the Last Glacial Maximum (about 20,000 years ago), roadrunners now share the forest with American woodcocks, and Kentucky warblers trade sonnets with vermillion flycatchers. Timber rattlesnakes ambush and devour eastern harvest mice or six-lined racerunners. If America built an ark, Houston would be a good place for the on-ramp.


The deep, impenetrable Big Thicket lies within the Piney Woods ecoregion at the westernmost tip of the Eastern Deciduous Forest, which includes much of the Eastern United States. The southern reaches of the Piney Woods end in North Houston, a place affectionately known as the Little Thicket. Imprecisely bound by Spring Creek to the south, Lake Conroe to the north, and US Highway 59 and State Highway 249 to the east and west, the Little Thicket represents the last gasp of eastern Americana and a microcosm of all that America’s ark can offer. Eastern and Appalachian plant species such as mayapple and wake-robin reach the western limit of their distribution, while grassland stalwarts such as snow-on-the-prairie stretch east in the pine savannahs.


The Little Thicket represents a place of transition, a lilting identity born out in the land. Prodigious bottomland swamps, dense thickets, sweeping prairies, and open pine savannas all flourish within a river’s reach of Lake Houston. Spring Creek forms the border between Harris and Montgomery counties and also demarcates a changeover from the coastal prairie ecosystem to the Piney Woods. Where the woodland and grassland habitats melt together, they create an ecotone. Ecotones are famously rich in biological diversity, as species from several different communities meet and integrate there.
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A gray treefrog sings for joy in the wondrously diverse Little Thicket.
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Mayapples don’t mosey much farther west than Houston, where they intersect with species from the Eastern and Western United States.
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Scissor-tailed flycatchers are abundant in cities such as San Antonio and Austin, but they don’t mind flying eastward to the open prairies of Greater Houston.






North Houston is still intensely urban, with fast-growing communities such as The Woodlands, Tomball, and Conroe sharing space with river otters and bobcats. The bounty of biota (animal and plant life) in the Little Thicket is compounded by the proliferation of edge habitat, where human-made infrastructure gives way to wildlands. Edges can be harsh places to live, as space and resources come at a premium in crowded developments. But they can also be cornucopias of plenty. A pipeline corridor planted with prairie natives next to a forest can harbor a multitude of residents, including buttermilk racers, eastern cicada killers, painted buntings, and eastern moles. Living on the edge isn’t so bad when the edge is America’s ark.












From Pangaea to Present






Coastal Prairies and Marshes


The past is not behind us; it is below us. Beneath the streets we walk on, under the trees we climb, and below the bayous we paddle is a hidden story of what defined Houston long before the Allen brothers landed at Buffalo Bayou. To understand the Bayou City, we must climb into our time machine and travel all the way back to Pangaea, the world’s most recent supercontinent that formed 335 million years ago.


Houston: In the Heart of the Mountains


You read that right. Houston, whose landscape has been ungenerously described by even its most ardent advocates as flatter than a pancake griddle, was once the center of a massive mountain range that extended thousands of miles, from present-day Canada to Mexico. This colossal formation, the Appalachian-Ouachita orogen, swept through what is now New England, Appalachia, and much of the Southeastern United States. It was briefly bisected by an ancient sea before reconnecting in today’s central Arkansas, cascading southward through present-day East Texas and into Mexico.


These prehistoric mountains were, in a word, gargantuan! In the Permian geologic period, about 250–300 million years ago, the Ouachita Mountains were five times higher than the Ouachitas in Hot Springs National Park today, and parts of the Appalachians were taller than the grandest heights of the modern Himalayas. In fact, a peak or two near what is now North Carolina may have been tall enough to cast a shadow on Mount Everest! By comparison, the Rocky Mountains were only 2000 feet high at the time, or about as tall as the present-day Ouachita Mountains. In the middle of the range, the area now occupied by Houston was high and mighty, a central part of the Ouachita orogeny that produced the Llano Uplift in the Hill Country and the Marathon Uplift in West Texas.
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In a postcard sent to prospective settlers, the Allen brothers famously depicted Houston as a hilly hamlet rather than a flat prairie.






If you dig deep enough, you’ll eventually hit the bedrock of Permian mountains. Perhaps the Allen brothers’ postcard showing the lofty hills of Houston wasn’t so much misleading as it was outdated—by a few hundred million years.


In prehistoric times, the area teemed with life, though the flora and fauna looked quite different from today’s residents. Long before Southeast Texas was covered in pines and prairies, the lycopods (club mosses) dominated. Although these spore-producing vascular plants are relatively small nowadays, ancient lycopods were anything but. Giant club mosses, or scale trees, towered 100 feet high, with spores that burst forth to populate vast tropical forests in prehistoric swamps. Beside them were horsetails of the genus Equisetum, an easily recognizable resident of present-day wetlands that still grow along the sun-soaked streambeds and provide helpful perches for dragonfly nymphs transitioning to winged adults.


During the transition from the Carboniferous period to the Early and Middle Permian periods (300 million years ago), the number of lycopods declined as many swamps began to dry up, and early conifers and seed ferns adapted to the new climate. Lycopods didn’t become extinct, but as their wetland habitats declined, masses of plants died and piled atop one another more quickly than they could decay, eventually contributing much of the organic matter that eventually formed coal deposits in these coal swamps. Houston’s contemporary lycopods are vastly reduced in size and quite different in appearance from the ancient trees.


The swamps were populated by aquatic invertebrates, ancient terrestrial insects, and tetrapods (four-limbed animals). Many of these creatures eventually became extinct, but a few gave rise to the animals that crawl, fly, and walk today. Reptiles began to evolve slowly into the lineages that would later produce mammals. Colossal insects flourished in the oxygen-rich environment, long before creatures required lungs to grow to a substantial size. Huge griffinflies (which resembled giant dragonflies) zipped through the atmosphere with a wingspan exceeding 28 inches! These early predators feasted on their fellow insects as well as fish and young amphibians. Griffinfly nymphs in turn fell prey to prehistoric sharks, which loomed along with the first bony fish and ancient corals.
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Synapsids like this member of the genus Dimetrodon may look like dinosaurs, but they are more closely related to you and me.






Among the earliest tetrapods were gigantic amphibians, including species of Eryops, which grew to more than 6 feet in length. They matured from their tadpole stage to resemble curious crosses between modern-day alligators, salamanders, and frogs. Picture a beefy tiger salamander blown up to the size of an alligator, featuring a similar nose and teeth, with the rotundity of an unbothered toad. Eryops species were among the few animals that could stand their ground with the toughest carnivores of the Permian: the synapsids.


Synapsids dominated the Permian period. The sprawling, heavy tetrapods had differentiated teeth that were suited to diverse prey. Some sported a sail on their back to help regulate their body temperature. Others were protected by thick, bony plates, or scutes, along their belly. Synapsids of the genus Dimetrodon, for example, were sail-backed Permian apex (top) predators that hunted reptiles and amphibians with razor-sharp, teardrop-shaped teeth. Although synapsids resembled reptilian dinosaurs, they were something entirely different, and categorizing them has been confusing for paleontologists: they had scaly skin like reptiles, they laid leathery eggs, and they were probably ectothermic (cold-blooded). But they aren’t really related to reptiles at all. They are related to mammals, like us.


Proof of the existence of these ancient rulers can be found relatively close to home. The Red Beds of Texas and Oklahoma contain fossils of many Permian tetrapods, including synapsids and species of Eryops. Despite the synapsids’ dominance, most of them were eliminated during the Permian extinction, and even fewer survived later mass extinction events. Today, they are gone and mammals remain, continuing the synapsid trait of ecological dominance.


An Ancient Tidal Wave and the End of the Dinosaurs


Dinosaurs. The Brazos River. Mass extinction. Sometimes our waterways hold the key to unlocking prehistoric mysteries. The mighty (and muddy) Brazos, which borders the southwestern edge of Houston in Fort Bend County, revealed a monumental clue to scientists studying dinosaur extinction. The third longest river in Texas, the Brazos runs 1280 miles from eastern New Mexico all the way to the Gulf. Most of the riverbed is muddy, sandy, and silty, fitting in well with Houston’s brown-water bayous. The exception is a small, rocky outcrop, 30 miles southeast of Waco. Here, our story begins.


About sixty-six million years ago, 80 percent of all living organisms disappeared in a cataclysmic extinction event. Fossils show that dinosaurs existed in the Mesozoic era, but no later. For decades, scientists puzzled over what might have happened to yield such unfathomable destruction. Competing hypotheses battled for scientific preeminence, each with threads of evidence to back it up. But the Alvarez hypothesis, which posited that a massive impact precipitated the extinction, began to gather serious momentum. Physicist and Nobel laureate Luis Alvarez and his son, Walter Alvarez, a geologist, postulated in 1980 that a large asteroid collided with Earth, clouding the sky and triggering catastrophic tsunamis of up to 300 feet high.
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The unassuming coastal village of Chicxulub Puerto was ground zero for a devastating asteroid impact that occurred sixty-six million years ago.






Prior to the Alvarez hypothesis, in 1978, a massive void, dubbed the Chicxulub crater, was discovered on the Yucatán Peninsula. The crater, 93 miles long and 12 miles deep, contains concentrations of iridium, a chemical element uncommon on Earth but abundant in space. An impact of this scale would have created a tsunami wave beyond our imagining, and even sixty-six million years later, traces of the wave and its impact could still be visible. This brings us back to the Brazos River, dubbed Río de los Brazos de Dios (the River of the Arms of God) by early Spanish explorers. As the colossal tsunami gathered force in the Gulf of Mexico, it traveled toward land now in Texas and Florida, churning up heavy rock and debris from the ocean floor. After the waves settled, the ocean dumped the rocks on the sea floor, which were later exposed by receding waters.


Paleontologist Thor Hansen believed the Brazos River outcrop could be a prehistoric “trash pile.” During his study of the river in the mid-1980s, he discovered fossils of sharks’ teeth and jumbled sandstone consistent with an ancient upheaval. Most importantly, Hansen discovered iridium there. Space rock in the Brazos. The scientific evidence in favor of the Alvarez hypothesis became overwhelming, and today scientists accept the Chicxulub impact as the most likely scenario for the mass extinction of the dinosaurs—thanks, in part, to a little pile of rubble two hours northwest of Houston.


On the Edges of Ancient Rivers


The present is the key to the past. This fundamental principle of geology, known as uniformitarianism, is alive and well in our city. In terms of Big Time, the land that makes up Houston’s surface was born yesterday, and the same forces that gave us Galveston Bay are still at work right now, creating changes that will marvel future geologists. The Gulf of Mexico is the perfect classroom to begin understanding our geologic history. Throughout the ages, rains have saturated the landscape and washed mud, silt, and sand into rivers, which eventually carried the sediments to the Gulf of Mexico. There they were deposited, layer upon layer, the individual grains compressed together until rock was formed. This rock is of particular importance to Houston’s economic geology, because oil and gas hide in the tiny spaces between the sand grains.


What’s more, Houston is home to a bevy of salt domes, such as the Humble, Pierce Junction, and Hockley domes scattered throughout Harris County. Salt is lighter and more buoyant than other sediments and “floats” above them, sometimes high enough to be penetrated during oil and gas explorations. Some of the richest fossil fuel deposits are found near salt domes, where the upward intrusion of salt masses trapped oil and gas and prevented them from sinking deeper into the rock layers. Mining salt domes, however, can cause the adjacent land to sink, as was experienced at the Hockley dome.
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These fossilized teeth of Pleistocene megafauna were discovered in Fort Bend County.






The surface on which we stand today in Houston was formed by sediment deposition from ancient rivers such as the Brazos and Trinity. During the Pleistocene Ice Age (which began about 2.6 million years ago and ended 11,700 years ago), which is part of the Quaternary period, giant glaciers trapped water and sea levels fell, extending the coastline at least 50 miles out into the Gulf of Mexico. At this point, charismatic megafauna (large animal species) migrated south to warmer climates. What is now Houston was once home to mammoths, mastodons, bison, camels, saber-toothed cats, wolves, sloths, and more. The earliest human inhabitants hunted these mammals before their extinction, the exact cause of which is still hotly debated among scientists.


After the Last Glacial Maximum, the planet began to warm and ice sheets began to melt, raising sea levels. Freshly flowing rivers dropped clay, sand, and silt until the Gulf of Mexico was filled in and the shoreline extended to the present-day Texas coast. Rising sea levels also created barrier islands such as Galveston Island. The sediment layers eventually organized to form distinct geologic formations. Today, Texas’ geology resembles a terrace system, with the older formations to the north and west and the younger ones to the south and east. Houston’s primary geologic formations are, from north to south, the Willis, Lissie, and Beaumont. There are cameos of other geology, such as the Deweyville terraces and alluvium that follow the San Jacinto River, but Houston is largely a triumvirate of young fluvial (from a river) rock sheets originating from the Pleistocene. This is one of the reasons we observe mostly sand, mud, and clay in our bayous, rather than handsome skipping stones. We live in a depositional zone that carries the least dense sediments from upstream waterways. Still, despite undergoing turbulent changes over millions of years, our bedrock is ancient mountains, our subsurface catapulted an oil boom, and the ground we walk on tells stories of ancient rivers that built our land.












Rodeos, Rivers, and Rice






The year is 1720, and you are stranded along the shores of Galveston Bay, in need of food and shelter. For you, finding food is not easy, but this is not true for the other living creatures on the bay. A ruddy turnstone flips pebbles on the mudflats and gobbles disoriented beetles for lunch. A pod of dolphins pierces the water’s surface and rounds up schools of mullet fish. A reddish egret erratically dances to and fro in the shallow water, spearing small fish with its pointed beak.


A day earlier, you and a group of French officers were aboard the ship Maréchal d’Estrées, which was bound for Louisiana, but it ran aground due to the negligence of its captain, Gervais de La Gaudelle. After abandoning you and several fellow countrymen in an unknown wilderness, the captain and crew maneuvered the ship back to sea, and your friends gradually succumbed to starvation and the elements. Two months later, as the only surviving member of the expedition, barely subsisting on oysters, grubs, and boiled grass, you’re desperate for help in any form. Bleary-eyed from exhaustion, you piece together a vision of ridges dotting the shoreline. You can see that they are not sand dunes, but what else would rise up from the ground here? Squinting harder, you can see that the ridges appear to be composed of oyster shells.


Shell middens. You’ve found signs of the Akokisa tribe of Native Americans.


A small group of Akokisa approach, collecting bird eggs from the shore into baskets woven from cane. They offer you bird eggs to eat, and your hunger finally subsides. Unfortunately for you, this meal comes at the cost of all your possessions, which your new companions confiscate. Still, the Akokisa are your only chance of survival, so you join them.


Their village homes are roundhouses topped with animal skins and palmetto leaves that provide shelter from rains while enabling air to circulate in the stifling heat. During winter months, they fortify their huts with animal hides to insulate from the surprisingly brisk coastal breezes. Their culture is full of dancing and spirituality. Community members consume a black drink made from the leaves of yaupon holly to spark their ceremonies. The land is their home, and they are at one with the land. They have spent thousands of years living and learning the landscape, animals, and plants.
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Thatched palmetto roofs kept the Akokisa dry while allowing air to circulate during the suffocating summer months.






This describes the journey of Francois Simars de Bellisle, a French officer abandoned by his captain and found nearly dead by the Akokisa. He accompanied them on their migrations north and west, hunting buffalo near the Katy Prairie, excavating wild potato roots (wapato), and remarking on the beauty of his surroundings. In one account of his experiences, he wrote, “We arrived at a prairie that seemed endless in every direction and where numerous buffaloes were grazing. . . . This is the most beautiful country in the world. The earth is black. Grass grows to a prodigal height, and in abundance, which is a certain sign that the earth is good.”


Although his treatment by the Akokisa turned harsher when his hunting ineptitude became apparent, Simars de Bellisle was fed and kept alive until he was rescued by members of the Hasinai Nation, who were allies of the French. His account provides the first and most detailed Western record of Akokisa customs and culture.
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A member of the Atakapa society is shown at the far right in one of the few depictions of the broader ethnic group that included the Akokisa.






River People


By the time Simars de Bellisle met the Akokisa, they had inhabited the Gulf Coast for 13,500 years. They had produced 650 thriving generations that lived sustainably on the flora and fauna of the area. Compare that to the earliest Anglo settlers who arrived only nine generations ago! Modern Houston has much to learn about the great care and love for the land espoused by its earliest inhabitants.


The English translation of the word Akokisa, “river people,” reflects their lives along the rivers, bayous, and bays of this area, which provided opportunities for food, transport, and trade. They lived in a hunter-gatherer culture, traversing the tributaries and finding food. During winter, they fished, crabbed, and oystered near the mouth of Galveston Bay and along the barrier islands. In spring and summer, they moved as far north as Lake Creek in today’s Montgomery County, where their more permanent settlements enabled them to hunt large game, collect fresh berries, and avoid hurricane storm surges. Their encampments near Galveston Bay were demarcated by shell middens, large mounds of seafood shells that had been discarded, some for thousands of years. Shell middens also became sites for religious worship and cemeteries.
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