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Part One


Welcome to the
Best-Kept Secret
in Texas


“I must say as to what I have seen of Texas
it is the garden spot of the world.”


Davy Crockett, in his last extant letter,
written on January 9, 1836





 


When you think of Texas, do you think of flowers? Yes, wildflowers, of course, bluebonnets and winecups and great swaths of prairie painted with bloom. But what about orchids? Or water lilies? Roses, herbs, ferns, and phlox?


They are all here in great profusion. And much else besides.


Welcome to one of the best-kept secrets in Texas—its wealth of beautiful public gardens.


Gardens are cultivated plantings. They are neither parks nor wildflower meadows, though you may find them inside parks, and many will incorporate native plants. Gardens demand gardeners, for someone must design them, plant them, weed them, water them, and feed them. It is the human hand that shapes them, and it is that shaping to which we respond because, while gardens reflect nature, they do so through a human mirror.


Unlike parks and other natural areas, gardens are usually not mandated by governments. Nor do they just happen, especially not in Texas. Almost always they arise from the dream of an individual or group of individuals sharing a vision, sometimes a pretty loony one, about creating beauty and order out of chaos. Those people have carved out magnificent gardens in the most unlikely of places and left legacies for the public to admire and enjoy. You’ll find many of their stories—romantic, nostalgic, historically significant, or just plain colorful—in Touring Texas Gardens.


The element of surprise plays a major part in the charm of what you’ll discover as you visit here. Much of the state’s quarter-million square miles of land seems, and indeed is, inhospitable to gardens. The very unlikelihood of water lilies in San Angelo, irises in Abilene, or herbs in Fort Davis adds a special thrill to their discovery and raises questions about the people whose dreams made these wonders possible.


Few times in my life have I been more astonished than on the warm summer morning I drove through prairie grasses and mesquite thickets to discover Clark Gardens, a huge English estate garden atop a gentle hill near Mineral Wells.


“This just can’t be here,” I kept telling myself as I strolled the grounds. “It’s impossible.” Having grown up in exactly the same kind of country, I knew it was impossible. I felt as though I had somehow been snatched up from the rolling plains and plunked down in the English countryside, among sunken gardens, rose arbors, and black swans floating on dark pools of serenity. Once the shock began to wear off, I noticed something. While the effect of what I was seeing was that of a country estate in Britain, it was an illusion created almost entirely with plants native to Texas or with perennials, like daylilies and old garden roses, so perfectly adapted to the region that they had settled into permanent residence in local gardens a century and a half ago and so become “naturalized.” The designers of this magnificent garden had taken the best of both the native and the traditional and adapted it to express their own vision of beauty. The rugged setting, which seemed at first to provide such contrast, became, when studied, the perfect framework for a thing of order and elegance.


That garden struck a chord in my spirit. It flooded my mind with images of my own pioneering forebears, farmers all, who first worked this unpromising land and learned to love it fiercely. It brought back memories of my grandmother’s fragrant sweet peas and her petunias that never wilted in the sun, of her mother’s moss rose seeds, hoarded and passed down the generations like heirlooms. It helped me remember who I am and why, just one in a long line of Texas gardeners and garden lovers.


Texas is full of surprises. That’s why I call its gardens “the best-kept secret.”





The Five Different States of Texas



“The sun has riz,
The sun has set,
And here we is
In Texas, yet.”


A traveler’s lament


When it comes to gardens, you can almost think of Texas as five different states, each of them larger than many states in the Union, and each presenting very different conditions for growing things. Gardens in far eastern Texas share little in common with gardens in far western reaches of the state. And Amarillo and Galveston might as well be on different planets.


Some experts on gardening go so far as to divide Texas into 10, 12, or even 19 separate regions, according to such factors as climate, soil conditions, rainfall, and wind.


Gardeners and farmers need that kind of detail. As tourists, we may content ourselves with dividing the state into a simpler jigsaw puzzle. Five pieces are all we need in order to talk about the public gardens of Texas—north, east, central, south, and west.


In the eastern and southern regions, you’ll find gardens as lush and expansive as any in the nation. From the formalism of Houston’s Bayou Bend, to the cottage gardens of the Antique Rose Emporium in Brenham, these areas offer a rich variety of garden experiences. In the north, the Dallas Arboretum and Botanic Garden provides year-round displays, while Fort Worth’s Japanese Garden rivals any in the country.


Central Texas is home to herb gardens and perennial borders, as well as more formal plantings in botanical gardens and arboreta. The Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center in Austin forms an icon of design, architecture, water, and native plants.


And in the west—ah, the west—cacti and succulents and desert shrubs abound, of course, as do botanic gardens and rose gardens and lily gardens, in the last places you’d ever expect to find them.


Texas holds botanic treasures far beyond its much-publicized wildflower displays, including cultivated gardens for every season and every visitor—if you know where to find them. That’s where this book comes in.


I am myself a travel-guide user. I rarely go anywhere without the latest edition of whatever guides are available to local bed and breakfasts, eateries, and tourist attractions.


I’m also a garden lover. Wherever I travel, and I travel extensively, I seek out the local gardens. In Texas, telephone books and chambers of commerce usually provide basic information to help me locate many of them. But the search is time-consuming and frustrating. No one source has known about all the gardens available for viewing at any one time, especially those at private homes that open to the public for only a few weeks in the spring or fall.


Until now, that is. Now I have Touring Texas Gardens tucked into my luggage, a guide that quickly and clearly provides all the information I need to plan visits to every region in the state, and so do you.





When to Visit Texas Gardens



“We ain’t got but two seasons here—summer and January.”


A Texas old-timer


In truth, gardens beckon visitors somewhere in Texas every season of the year, with the long spring and autumn seasons being especially inviting. The listings in the book will tell you when you may expect the most spectacular displays, as well as why you might want to visit a particular garden, even in the off-season.


We’re a funny lot, we garden lovers. I once dragged my poor husband through Kew Gardens outside London in a cold drizzle in the middle of February. Why? Because it might be the only chance I ever got to visit this most famous of Old World gardens, and I was determined not to miss it. Little was in bloom, of course. In fact, most of the perennials weren’t even visible, their tiny marker signs the only evidence that they lay sleeping beneath the soil. But I saw real yew hedges for the first time in my life. And black swans on the lake, and that glorious monstrosity of a conservatory they call the “Crystal Palace.” It was an absolutely splendid day.


Like the English weather, so much has been written and so many jokes made about Texas weather that you might not need to read this section. But if your main impressions about Texas come second hand, take a moment to scan it. It will help you plan your visit.





The Garden in Winter



If you insist on flowers in the winter, concentrate on conservatories (gardens growing in the protection of glass houses), or confine your visits to the southernmost regions, where even a light frost is rare and flowers bloom year round.


But if your interests range beyond flowers, you’ll find beauty enough in the winter gardens throughout the state. The bare trunks of ancient crape myrtles in Dallas, the splendor of towering pines in Nacogdoches, the irrepressibility of pansies in dozens of locations around the state fill the eye and draw the visitor even in dreary weather.


Japanese gardens capture the imagination as surely in winter as in any other season. This is when you can see the garden’s structure most clearly and best grasp how evergreen elements blend with deciduous to create year long interest. Stonework, bamboo fences, tearooms, lanterns, rocks, and boulders reveal the true purpose of their careful placement.


And the winter garden lures birdwatchers. Now is when viewing conditions are ideal for spotting and identifying the shyer denizens of grove and glade. Over 600 species of birds have been sighted in Texas, and many of them make their winter homes in both rural and urban settings, especially where a rich variety of native plants offer shelter and food. Vermilion flycatchers overwinter in the Houston area, rufous-sided towhees in Dallas. In El Paso, watch for the red-breasted nuthatch.





Spring in the Garden



Spring begins early in most regions. By early February, daffodils are beginning to brighten the woods of East Texas, and gardens everywhere are starting to color up with forsythia, Japanese quince, redbud, and dogwood. Azaleas and early-flowering perennials won’t be far behind, followed quickly by roses. A vast array of flowers holds sway throughout the state in April, May, and June. Bluebonnets and other showy wildflowers have found a special place in cultivated gardens lately, and you’ll see them in profusion.





Coping with the Texas Summer



Every part of Texas gets hot in the summer. Some smaller gardens may close their gates for six to eight weeks during July and August to let themselves and their plants have a break. Even the largest and best-maintained gardens may lose much of their spring luster during these weeks. Roses, including the ever-blooming types, take a rest, and only tough native perennials or constantly watered annuals keep gardens attractive. Many are, nonetheless, well worth a visit, even in the summer. Study the listings in the book, call ahead to ask what’s worth seeing, and plot your excursions accordingly.


During the height of summer, plan your visits for as early in the day as possible. Wear loose, lightweight clothing and good walking shoes. Not all paths will be paved. Don’t carry any more than you have to, but that might include sunglasses, sunblock, insect repellent, and a small container of drinking water.


If you’re not acclimated to the heat, remember to move slowly. Set your pace according to the needs of the youngest or oldest members of your party. Gardens, after all, invite leisurely strolls. Take advantage of the opportunities they offer to take life easy for a while.


Except in desert regions, most Texas gardens are designed around large shade trees. You will particularly note (and appreciate) this fact if you visit during July and August when the sun is at its fiercest and humidity in some regions is high enough to fog up your sunglasses. In the best-designed gardens, shady walks meander beneath the leafy branches of huge native pecans, oaks, and elms, permitting visitors to view the sun-drenched planting beds without getting scorched themselves.


When you visit the deserts, shade may be offered only by man-made structures, and you’ll have to seek it out, but you won’t be having to cope with high humidity at the same time.


Wherever you are, substantial shade will usually be nearby. Look for it. Use it. Cool off. Rest. Often.


Another blessing in most parts of the state is a fairly constant refreshing breeze. Be aware of it, too, and use it to your advantage whenever possible. In other parts it can become a dehydrating factor, so don’t let it dry you out.


Visitor centers and gift stores where present will be air conditioned. You can often seek momentary refuge in one of them.





The Blessings of Autumn



Fall is a time of renewal throughout much of the state, second only to spring in its boons. Temperatures drop, droughts end, and gardens refurbish themselves. Roses bloom. Wildflowers abound. The first frost holds off until early November, even in the Panhandle, until December on the Gulf Coast. In the Valley, it may not freeze at all. Everywhere, deciduous trees begin their blaze of glory. Pistachio, gingko, ash and oak, maple and gum put on a show, while chrysanthemums echo their colors at their feet.





What to Expect in Texas Gardens



“Texas should look like Texas, and Vermont like Vermont.”


Lady Bird Johnson


Growing conditions in Texas are tough. They call for tough plants. But of course, tough is not enough. Gardens must be beautiful, too.


You won’t find many delphiniums here, or dahlias, or any of the delicate darlings of the northern garden. If your concept of gardens admits nothing but wide expanses of green lawn flanked by clipped hedges and dotted with parterres or other formal plantings, you’re going to have a short trip to Texas.


You will find a few of those, all right, especially in historic sites and large botanic gardens, but they form only a small percentage of what Texas has to offer. When you visit only these formal sites, you miss the delights of the desert, the hills, the scrub, and the river valleys, where lie some of the most intriguing gardens of all. That’s where you’ll discover just how beautiful “tough” can be, in the bounty of native and adapted plants and carefully maintained specialty gardens Texas is home to.





Native Plants



“The native flora of Texas is still among
the most beautiful in all the world.”


Benny J. Simpson, native plant pioneer


Native plants form the heart of some of the most successful gardens in Texas. In fact, part of the charm of such places lies in the skill and creativity with which designers have incorporated natives into their schemes. The beautifully exotic looking Asian gardens in Fort Worth, San Antonio, Houston, and Austin, for example, depend on natives to achieve many of their effects. And native pecan, elm, oak, cypress, magnolia, and pine trees make possible the very existence of others, providing a shady backbone around which to frame the planting beds we tend to think of as “the garden.” That’s why so many places you’ll visit include the word “arboretum” (a place to preserve and study trees) in their titles.


Besides the native trees, many flowering shrubs and perennials that have graced the land forever untended now shine in planned gardens throughout the state.


That was not always the case. In the not-too-distant past, if Texas gardeners’ interest in perennials went much past daylilies, irises, and other introduced species, they were likely to find few resources to which to turn, especially for native flora. The situation is very different now.


These days, a great deal of money and time are being expended by horticulturists trying to whip wildflowers into shape for use in the landscape. Breeding programs designed to produce smaller plants with bigger blooms and less invasive habits are common at universities and private greenhouses throughout the state. The result is a growing treasure house of blooming perennials and shrubs, bred from natives, but more manageable in controlled plantings.


Now you’ll find azaleas, bluebonnets, salvias, hibiscus, columbines, cone flowers, daisies, penstemons, phloxes, rudbeckias, verbenas, and dozens of other natives among the ranks of blooming plants available in retail nurseries and on view in public gardens. You’ll even find native herbs like bee balm and chile pequin, along with an ever-widening selection of ornamental grasses, shrubs, and trees. In fact, many public areas have come to depend on the tough beauty and tenacity of natives to inform the spirit of the whole garden. They can, for the most part, be maintained without synthetic fertilizers or toxic pest and disease controls, keeping the air free of harsh chemical smells. And all xeriscape (low-water usage) gardens depend on native plants.





Hardy Adapted Plants



Despite their reliance on natives, public gardens welcome introduced plants, once they have proven they can stand up to local conditions and perform. Annual beds, in particular, often fill up with colorful tropicals, showing off in the heat. Lantana, bougainvillea, and tropical hibiscus, not cold hardy in most parts of the state, are planted as annuals to brighten gardens throughout the summer. Impatiens, begonias, and caladiums join them in shady beds.


During colder months, pansies, dianthus, snapdragons, and other less-tender beauties bloom everywhere except the furthest northern and western reaches of the state.


Hardy, adapted perennials, such as Russian sage, scabiosa, rose, iris, narcissus, daylily, and foliage plants are grown throughout the state. In fact, some of them are so well adapted that entire gardens are dedicated to them.





Specialty Gardens



“Experiencing visual beauty depends upon our
response to things sensed visually.”


Jules Janick, Perdue University
or, as someone once said,


“Beauty lies in the eye of the beholder.”


Though cacti have never held much appeal for me, I know people who collect and grow them with great fondness. Others are mad about irises, orchids, daylilies, ferns, water lilies, or roses. Gardens showcasing such specialty interests abound in Texas. So do thematic plantings, celebrating a motif, like butterflies, fragrance, or medicinal usage. You’ll find herb gardens and organic gardens and gardens dedicated to romance, meditation, or a single color, wildflower plantings, cutting gardens, wetlands, and conservatories full of tropical plants. Whatever your special gardening interest, the chances are good you’ll find a place where it’s being expressed by others who share your passion.





What the Gardens Expect of you



“Gardens need and deserve the respect of all who
visit them. They can’t exist without it.”


Anonymous groundskeeper, 2001


The main thing to remember about visiting gardens is that they are not parks. They require a different set of rules of etiquette. Created to preserve and display beauty, gardens should be treated more like museums, less like playgrounds.


In fact, while many gardens seem park-like, with expanses of lawn or other open areas, their purpose is very different from a park’s, and in most you will be expected to leave your Frisbees and balls in the car.


Flowers delight us all, of course. And while one daisy beheaded by curious fingers won’t seriously injure a planting, systematic picking (or whacking with a stick or tromping through) most certainly will. The garden is a “look, don’t touch” experience for everyone.


Please teach your children to stay on marked paths, off the trees, and out of the flowerbeds. If you want to take their picture, pose them in front of the flowers, not inside a bed.


Water features are forms of art, not wading pools.


Wildlife, like butterflies, caterpillars, toads, squirrels, and other creatures, make their homes in the garden. They have as much right to remain undisturbed there as your family has to be left alone in your own home.


Be aware, too, that pets may not be welcome in some gardens. If you’re traveling with pets, make some accommodation for them that doesn’t include leaving them inside a closed vehicle. Ambient temperatures can reach the 100s even in early spring in some areas, creating dangerous conditions very quickly in cars or vans.





Visiting Gardens on Private Property



Some of the loveliest gardens grow on private property. They are open during certain days of the year only through the graciousness of the private citizens who own them, and only at their owners’ discretion. Such sites will be marked, “Private, please call for information,” in the listings. Please treat these residences as you would the home of any stranger, making sure your visit will be welcome by calling the number in the listing before setting out.





If you Live and Garden in Texas



“What with Indian raids, droughts, Santa Anna, the Civil War, and
assorted other bothersome situations, early Texans had precious little
time to think about gardening for pleasure.”


Sally Wasowski, Native Texas Plants


Time is still a precious commodity, but today gardening for pleasure is a lot more doable, as the shrub borders, perennial beds, lawns, and vegetable plots around private homes testify all over the state. Texans love to garden. And we get some of our best ideas by visiting the public gardens in our areas. There’s where we see the newest plants being tested for use in the landscape and get reacquainted with the tried and true stalwarts; where we learn what to plant in the shade, what will lure butterflies, which perennials will truly survive under our growing conditions, and what blooms even in the heat of the summer. Visit your public gardens, and support them, too. They are some of your very best resources for successful gardening in the state of Texas.





Making the Most of Your Guidebook



Sections of the book are devoted to each of the five regions we’ve divided the state into. Gardens are listed within the regions alphabetically, according to the nearest town or city. If you’re looking for a particular garden by name, the index at the back of the book will guide you to its listing. You can also use Appendix D to locate gardens of a particular type, such as Japanese, English, or butterfly garden.


Within the listing for each garden, you’ll find the information you need for planning your visit, including hours of operation, accessibility, and special features you won’t want to miss. Have fun, and welcome to Texas.


“What sport shall we devise here in this garden,
to drive away the heavy thought of care?”


William Shakespeare







Part Two


The Gardens of
North Texas


Dallas, Ennis, Fort Worth,
McKinney, Paris, Sherman, Waco,
Weatherford, Whitewright





 


The countryside in the North Central region of Texas is mostly savanna and prairie, with soils ranging from almost black to near white and browns and reds in between. Rainfall varies across the region from about 45 inches a year in the east to no more than 30 in the west. In winter, temperatures in the north can dip to 10 degrees Fahrenheit, in the south to 15. Summers are hot all over the area, with mean maximum temperatures in July hovering in the upper 90s and 100 degree days not uncommon.


Most gardens will be open year round, though activity at the smaller sites may well slow down (or stop altogether) during the coldest and hottest times of the year. April, May, June, September, and October provide optimal experiences everywhere in the region.


In years of normal rainfall, some kind of native flower is showing off along this region’s highways from late February through mid-November.


In the spring, wildflowers can be spectacular on state and local highways, though bluebonnets (the state flower) will be found only where the Texas Department of Transportation has planted them, usually on sharply sloping embankments along the road. Spring-blooming flowers native to the area include coreopsis, both purple and yellow coneflowers, blue-eyed grass, bee balm, standing cypress, and prairie verbena. Attention-grabbing non-natives blooming at this time include crimson clover and purple vetch.


Wildflower production during the summer depends heavily on rainfall. Normally, common sunflowers, ironweed, black-eyed Susan, Texas thistle, partridge pea, verbenas, and blue salvias bloom through the hottest months.


Come September, a completely different complement of native blooms brightens the roadsides, with gay feather, asters, goldenrod, Mexican sage, and Maximillian sunflower stealing the show.


You’ll find these and many other native flowers integrated into planned landscapes in almost every garden you visit. That’s one of the ways they manage to have something in bloom nine months out of the year.


One of the major pleasures of driving through Texas is the birdlife visible and active along the roadways. In this region, you’ll start up eastern meadowlark along country roads, glimpse belted kingfisher perched on branches or wires over creeks and marshes, and maybe race a roadrunner down a fence line. Other highly visible roadside birds include red-tailed hawk, northern harrier, American kestrel, northern mockingbird, eastern bluebird, and great blue heron all year, plus barn swallow, scissor-tailed flycatcher, and eastern and western flycatcher in summer.


Gardens, parks, nature trails, and a National Wildlife Refuge offer abundant birding opportunities. If you are using a national bird identification guide, you will need the Eastern version for this region.





Dallas




Dallas Arboretum



[image: image]


8525 Garland Road
Dallas, Texas 75218
214-327-8263
214-327-4901 Event Hotline
http://wwwdallasarboretum.org


[image: image] Fee: Adults $6; Seniors 65+ $5; Children 3-12 years $3; Children 2 and under free; members free. Parking $3.


Accessibility: Excellent throughout the grounds. Wheelchairs are available at the front gate on a first-come basis, and volunteers run comfortable motorized trams throughout the grounds (except in January and February).


[image: image] Days and Hours: Open every day except Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s Days, 10-5.


Special hours: June, July, and August, the garden stays open until 9:00 on Thursdays for live musical performances and is open 8:00 A.M. till 6:00 P.M. on weekends.


Garden type: Arboretum, botanical garden, devoted to research and education, as well as to public display.


Garden size: Sixty-six acres; plan a full day here in spring or fall, at least three hours in summer or winter. Bring your camera.


Themes and Special Features: Dedicated gardens for azaleas, camellias, ferns, roses, white flowers, four-season annual flowers, and culinary herbs. The oldest tree in the Arboretum—a 200-year-old pecan. A magnificent southern magnolia allee planted in 1940. Bronze sculptures of Texas wildlife and other artwork throughout the grounds. Ingenious and handsome water features. A Woman’s Garden with reflecting pool. A trial garden for testing newly introduced plants for adaptability to local growing conditions. Restored historic gardens.


[image: image] The Garden: “Big D” is a city that likes to think itself sophisticated, even cosmopolitan, with its world-class high-rises and sports complexes, its restaurants and high-tech industries. This garden helps to legitimate that claim. Built on the grounds of two historic estates overlooking lovely White Rock Lake, it’s truly a four-season delight and deserves a visit no matter what time of year you happen to be in Dallas. If January is particularly dreadful, the pansies and other winter-blooming annuals may suffer, but they will quickly spring back or be replaced. And while lesser gardens languish in August heat, here native perennials and annuals from the tropics keep the planting beds ablaze with color.


The estate houses around which the plantings lie are the white brick Camp House and the 21,000-square-foot DeGolyer home, built in 1940 in the Spanish colonial revival style. Mrs. DeGolyer’s extensive gardens remain true to the period, including a sunken feature and several striking sculptures.


[image: image]


“Texas Pioneer Adventure” is a two-acre exhibit featuring a sod house surrounded by vegetable and cottage gardens, looking very much as they would have in the 19th century.


[image: image] What’s in Bloom: From late winter through April, look for a succession of blooms, starting with jasmine in A Woman’s Garden, and followed quickly by dogwood, redbud, azalea, flowering fruit trees, and bulbs. Roses begin blooming in April and will continue to put on a show until the weather really warms up, then again in autumn. Summer-blooming perennials and annuals for both sun and shade keep interest high throughout the grounds, to be supplanted by later bloomers in the fall. Camellias highlight the early winter garden, backed by ferns and other evergreens, and pansies and white narcissus will bloom well before Christmas.


Don’t-Miss Feature: You will love Toad Corner, an ingenious and enchanting water feature, located at the end of an allee of old, smooth-trunked crape myrtles on the far eastern side of the grounds. Also, look for life-like bronze sculptures of Texas wildlife placed artfully throughout the Lay Ornamental Garden to surprise and delight.





[image: image] Bird Alert: Blue-gray gnatcatcher, Carolina chickadee, Carolina wren, downy woodpecker, northern mockingbird, red-bellied woodpecker, ruby-throated hummingbird, scissor-tailed flycatcher, tufted titmouse all appear here. Over 200 species of birds have been recorded in the vicinity of White Rock Lake, and the varied terrain, with both open spaces and wooded areas, encourages a variety within the Arboretum’s grounds. This is especially true during the winter months, when an American white pelican or a great blue heron might soar by. Check the leafless trees for warblers like orange-crowned and yellow-rumped, as well as the tiny kinglets, golden-crowned and ruby-crowned.


Sponsored activities: Three special events held every year attract thousands of visitors: “Dallas Blooms,” in the spring, “Dallas Blooms Harvest of Cultures” in the fall, and “Holiday at the Arboretum” in December. All are weeks-long celebrations of the seasons, designed to show off the gardens at their best and to provide special entertainment for the whole family.


An extensive schedule of special and educational events also keeps visitors flocking in year round. School bus parking is free, and groups of school children glory in both freeform and guided tours designed to teach life sciences and respect for the natural world.
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