
This is a Good Year For Weeds----Or, Wildflowers! 

Despite the drought last year, there are more forbs than usual appearing on the ground 

this spring.  There are several reasons for this. First, although the 14 month period from 

the first of October in 2010 until early December of 2011 was the driest such period on 

record, we actually had some well-timed rains.  My rainfall records indicate that we 

received some good rains (two inches or more total) in the months of last September, 

November, December, this past February and of course March. 

Many native forbs (broad-leaved, herbaceous {non-woody} flowering plants) germinate 

and grow a small rosette of leaves close to the ground beginning in September, then sit 

apparently dormant until late winter or early spring when they begin more vigorous 

growth. The timing of the rains we received last fall and winter worked out well for many 

of these forbs. 

The warmer-than-usual winter probably contributed to the high forb production as well.  

But another cause of this year’s forb crop is the greater amount of bare dirt on the 

landscape.  As I discussed in a recent column, we have more bare dirt this year 

because there was so little, if any, native grass growth last year so the amount of grass 

cover on the ground is less than it has been in many years.  Forbs germinate and grow 

best on bare soil where they are not in competition with grasses for sunlight and 

moisture. Small seeds produced by plants must come in direct contact with bare ground 

in order to germinate.  Seeds falling on leaf litter will not germinate. 

Forbs in general are considered “early succession plants”.  This refers to the natural 

plant succession where the first types of plants to colonize an area of bare or disturbed 

soil are forbs, followed later by grasses, which are then followed by shrubs and finally 

by large trees.  The final plant collection, called the “climax plant community”, may 

contain some or all of these types of plants. Take a walk out in the pasture or any 

natural area and look down at all of the little, or maybe not so little by now, forbs 

covering the ground.  If the area has lots of deer, you will not be able to see most of the 

forbs by just driving by, as the deer will be keeping them cropped pretty low. 

The question is, will you be looking at weeds or wildflowers?  And what is the 

difference?  The answer is, perhaps, whether you like it or not.  Some define a weed as 

a wildflower growing where you don’t want it to.  People have really interesting likes and 

dislikes when it comes to plants.  Some people formed their opinions about these things 

early on depending on whether their mother liked this or grew this or hated that.  As a 

naturalist, I certainly favor native plants over non-native because the latter can disrupt 

native habitats.   

One thing about forbs appearing on newly bare or disturbed soil is that the particular 

species that are most common might not be your favorite.  Many people envision a 



beautiful field of bluebonnets, Indian paintbrush and Indian blanket, but instead wind up 

with lots of thistles, buffalo bur and silver-leaf nightshade.  It is not at all uncommon for 

people to remove some cedar bushes only to discover that on the bare ground where 

the bushes were will be lots of thistles and other prickly weeds.  In time, these forbs will 

give way to native grasses, but not always on the time scale we humans are satisfied 

with. 

One major difficulty in getting large drifts of desirable wildflowers in an area is that most 

of the forbs people most want to grow in the Hill Country also happen to be deer 

favorites, and many of the forbs people don’t like, are seldom eaten by deer. 

Around our place this year we have lots of bladderpod, pink verbena, crow poison, 

windflower, peppergrass and vetch. You may well have a different collection.  This year 

the huge drifts of bladderpod with their tiny yellow flowers gave the pasture a yellow 

hue. They weren’t around last year or the year before, so where did they come from? 

Will they be back next year? Each year different weather conditions favor some species 

and not others. The fact that the new plant composition is different every year is part of 

what makes life so interesting in the Hill Country. 

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. 

 

 

 


