
A Naturalist’s Walk Around the Yard 

 

I frequently take a walk around the yard, either just to get out of the house for a little 

while, or to think about something like another topic for a column. A few days ago I did 

that and thought about doing a column on the walk itself and what I saw and thought 

about, so here it is. 

The first thing I saw as I walked out was one of our Eastern fence lizards (maybe a 

Texas spiny lizard, they look alike).  We haven’t seen a fully grown one in a while, but 

seem to have a couple or more medium- sized ones.  They are usually on the ground, 

on the house or sidewalks or in the flowerbeds, but they really blend in well on a tree 

trunk. 

Then I looked at the Turk’s cap growing on the south side and thought about the several 

times lately that we have seen Baltimore and Orchard orioles pecking at the little fruits 

that these perennials produce. 

I also noticed that the KR bluestem, which unfortunately makes up a significant portion 

of our “lawn” around the house, was growing quite well around the shrubs that we have 

been watering occasionally this summer to keep them alive.  I am glad to say that most 

all of the native shrubs seem to be doing OK, but I had hoped that the KR would not 

fare as well in this drought as our native grasses, but it seems to be competing quite 

well. 

I almost stepped on a Ground skink wiggling through the leaf litter under the Post oaks.  

They seem to thrive, even in this drought, living in leaf litter. Since they are so tiny, they 

can only be eating small insects, maybe pill bugs.  If you haven’t seen one, they look 

like very little (less than 3-4 inches long) brown lizards with very short legs. 

We had a couple of decent rains a few days ago, and I noticed in more than one place 

that the rain had run off even in fairly level areas and carried with it a lot of grass litter 

and probably soil as well, which piled up in little debris dams.  We don’t normally see 

this because when there is a normal amount of grass growing and less bare ground, it 

holds the water and litter back and slows down any runoff and actually allows the water 

to soak into the ground faster than the bare ground.  Since we haven’t had much of any 

grass growth this year, the dead grass is wearing out and we have much more bare 

ground than in “normal times”. Rain hitting bare ground causes soil particles to plug up 

the pores in the soil and slow down water infiltration and begin erosion. 

When I walked by the outside of the bathroom window, I remembered a few nights ago 

when I looked out at the window ledge and saw a baby Blotched water snake, maybe 9 



inches long and about half the diameter of a pencil.  He was probably waiting there for 

bugs that are attracted to the night-light.  A few weeks earlier, Priscilla had found him, or 

one of his hatchlings, in one of her potted plants. 

I noticed the Autumn sage seemed to be in full bloom after the rains 8 to 10 days earlier 

and it made me think that we will probably see the Cenizo (Texas sage) blooming in a 

few days. 

As I walked around I also noticed that virtually all of the “volunteer” native shrubs and 

trees we have inside our deer-proof homestead fence, none of which have been 

watered this year, seem to be doing relatively well in spite of the drought.  We have lots 

of Escarpment black cherries, Hackberries, Possumhaws, Flame-leaf sumacs, Virginia 

creepers and  

Grapes, as well as lots of root-sprouts of Post oaks, Blackjack oaks and Live oaks, none 

of which we planted and none of which were here before we built the high fence.  The 

interesting thing, however, is that virtually all of these small woody plants are growing 

under large trees where they are at least partially shaded, and, so far, they are surviving 

the drought without being watered.  Of course the root sprouts get water from the 

mother tree’s roots, but all of the others were “planted” by the birds sitting in the trees. 

You don’t have to have a huge ranch to find interesting things in Nature, just step 

outside and look. 

Until next time… 

Jim Stanley is a Texas Master Naturalist and the author of the book “Hill Country Landowner’s Guide”. He 

can be reached at jstmn@ktc.com. Previous columns can be seen at www.hillcountrynaturalist.org. 

 

 

 


