In Their Destruction Lies Their Salvation

by Marilyn Sallee

It started with a heart-breaker.  My friend Gailon had given me five Texas Mountain Laurel seeds to plant last October.  She did this to test my patience, I think.  Coddled through the fall, winter and spring, three of the seeds finally sprouted six months later, in May.  Two leaves, four leaves, finally little branches formed.  After hardening them off, I placed the three-inch tall trees outside to grow.  That's when the grasshopper discovered what a tasty morsel little trees can be.  By the time I caught it, all I had of that Mountain Laurel was a wisp of a stem with no leaves or top growth.  Disheartened, I just left the pot outside in an unvisited corner of the yard.  What worse fate could befall it?

A few weeks later, I was reading an article about the Mesquite and how much the Texas ranchers hated this native.  Their thorns tore up the cattle and the small, twisted trunks were good for nothing but burning.  Texans had not yet developed the taste for Mesquite Smoked BBQ.  For each Mesquite they cut down, ten more would spring up to replace it.  

It took awhile to realize that the very act of cutting down the Mesquite is what caused more to sprout.  This tough Texas native actually counted on being burned, trampled and broken.  Cut the main trunk and all the dormant buds in the root ends get the message to send up sprouts to make more trees.

This explains something else.  Last year I had to cut down a big Mimosa on the back hillside.  That single Mimosa had grown there for years, with no other Mimosa in sight.  While it is a popular landscape tree in Texas, the Mimosa is not a native Texan, but an Asian exotic from Iran to China.  This spring, the big old Mimosa was finally gone.  But I suddenly had Mimosa treelings all over the hill.  Quickly growing to knee high in one season, their feathery fronds were all over the place, and a dozen more sprouted from the stump.

Now, Mimosa is not Mesquite.  They are from a world apart, but they sure do look like cousins. Feathery fronds for leaves, fiber optic puffs for flowers, and long tough seedpods.  They are indeed from the same bean family, Fabaceae, so they share many traits in common.  One of those traits is the ability to sprout from roots if the main trunk is cut.  Could that trait apply to my poor Mountain Laurel seedling?  It is also of the Family Fabaceae.

I eagerly checked the corner of the yard where I had abandoned the hapless Laurel.  In the center of the pot still stood a naked twig, now brown and stiff.  But at the very edge of the pot, a bright green treeling grew, with a dozen oval leaflets on slender branches.  This new small tree grew so fast, it was actually larger than the two untouched pod mates.

In true Texas fashion, the worse you treat these trees, the hardier and more prolific they become.  And never assume a Texas native is dead; they have deep roots.

Kingdom: Plantae, Division: Magnoliophyta, Class: Magnoliopsida, Order: Fabales, Family: Fabaceae

Mesquite: Prosopis glandulosa 

Mimosa: Albizia julibrissin

Mountain Laurel: Sophora secundiflora

