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Leave the 21st century behind and 
explore the prehistoric Hill Country 

at Texas Botanical Gardens

LEFT: A bison sculpture in a grassy meadow symbolizes the immense bison herds that once 
blanketed the Hill Country and provided food and tools for Native American people.
ABOVE: Indiangrass was an important component of the tallgrass prairie that provided food 
for bison herds across much of North America.

continued on page 14

There’s a time machine in Goldthwaite, Texas. 
Well, maybe more of a time “warp.”

When you step into Goldthwaite’s Texas 
Botanical Gardens, you’re stepping back in 
time — thousands of years back — to when the 
only humans in the Hill Country were Native 
Americans and the only grasses, trees and 
flowers were native plants.

Although the Gardens sit on busy Highway 
183 in downtown Goldthwaite, 21st century 
traffic and commerce are left behind once you 
enter the peaceful, natural space. In an area less 
than the size of one city block, you can walk 
along a flowery streambed, climb a grassy hill 
and rest underneath a sprawling pecan tree. 

Everywhere in the Gardens, the plants you see 
are the same ones the Native Americans would 
have seen, and used for food or other purposes, 
thousands of years ago along the Colorado River 
in Mills County.
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I visited the Gardens in October as part of a tour with the Browning Garden 
Club, but you don’t have to be with a tour group to be welcomed into the 
space. We did learn a lot from our tour guide, though, as we meandered 
along the gravel paths, stopping frequently to get a closer look at particular 
plants. Garden manager Savannah Early was in charge of our group, and she 
had a lot of knowledge to share, emphasizing the value of native plants to 
pollinators, wildlife and landscaping and their uses in Native American foods 
and medicine.

In the dry creek bed, where a clump of brilliant yellow goldenrod was 
blooming, Early defended the plant against people who claim to suffer from 
a goldenrod allergy.

“Goldenrod pollen is heavy, too heavy to be blown around by the wind,” 
she said. “Goldenrod is actually pollinated by bees.” The real allergy culprit 
for most people, she continued, is likely to be ragweed. Ragweed tends to 
hide itself — and its tiny blossoms loaded with lightweight, easily windblown 
pollen — amongst goldenrod plants.

“Goldenrod actually helps medicinally with allergies,” Early told us. “A 
cup of goldenrod tea — using the leaves and flowers — can really help with 
allergy symptoms.”

Another plant you may never have considered ingesting is flame-leaf 
sumac. In a sunny grove of the small trees, all loaded with conical clumps 
of small, hard, red berries, Early explained that the fruits are packed with 
Vitamin C and make a tasty “sumac-ade” when steeped in water. Malic acid, 
also found in lemons, provides the tangy tartness.

On a bank of a stream, Early pointed out some small black willow trees. 
We learned that before there were aspirin tablets, there was willow bark, 
which contains salicin, a natural anti-inflammatory and pain-reducer. “Black 
willows are also good plants to control erosion along creek beds,” Early said.

ABOVE: Gravel pathways and stone steps take visitors 
through a landscape populated with native trees and grasses 
that would have been growing in the Hill Country thousands 
of years ago.
FAR LEFT: Frogfruit, a vigorous, drought-tolerant ground 
cover, fills spaces between rocks.
LEFT: Birds love the tasty, Vitamin C-packed berries of flame-
leaf sumac, and they’re good for humans, too. To make tart, 
tasty sumac-ade, steep the berries in water.

Colorful pigeonberry likes to grow in the shade. Its berries are toxic to humans, but birds 
love them.

continued from page 13
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At the base of a tree near a rock wall, a low, sprawling 
shrub with green and maroon leaves bloomed with flower 
stalks like tiny pink and white bottle brushes. “Pigeonberry 
is a great shade-tolerant plant,” Early said. “Its berries are 
toxic to humans, but great for birds.”

Although humans designed the Gardens, Mother 
Nature has made her own contributions to the native plant  
collection. A sturdy young sycamore, its leaves showing 
the first signs of fall color, “came in on the wind,” Early 
said. A vigorous and fast grower, the sycamore has had to 
be severely cut back to keep it from hitting overhead power 

lines (admittedly an anachronism in the otherwise prehistoric 
ambience of the Gardens).

Throughout the Gardens are reminders of the ancient Native 
American peoples who once were the sole inhabitants of the 
Hill Country. I especially found interesting a reproduction 
of a midden that shows how people used mounds of layered 
rocks, dirt and plant material to cook large quantities of food 
— basically, it’s a giant, organic slow cooker.

The Gardens are located next to the Goldthwaite Welcome 
Center, which captures rainwater from its oversized, 

LEFT: Autumn colors are beginning to show in the 
landscape in late October.
ABOVE LEFT: A spray of heath aster rests on a rock. 
A perennial, heath aster is a valuable nectar source for 
pollinators looking for food after summer-blooming flowers 
have gone to seed.
ABOVE: A late-blooming button bush provides food for a 
honey bee. Button bush likes moist areas and can often be 
found in wet ditches and near waterways.
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Take your own trip back in time at  
Texas Botanical Gardens!

The Gardens are open Monday through Saturday, 9 a.m. –  
4 p.m. Parking is available near the Goldthwaite Welcome 

Center at the corner of Highway 183 and 2nd Street. 

Admission is $5 for adults; kids ages 17 and under get in free.

 You can find more information at legacyplaza.org.  
Contact the staff to schedule field trips and presentations. 

distinctively angled roof and stores it in a 40,000-gallon 
underground cistern. Another rainwater harvesting system 
is planned for the huge pavilion, which is often rented for 
weddings and other events. Also planned is the construction 
of a Native American Interpretive Center, which will adjoin 
the Gardens area.

Whether you’re interested in native plants or Native 
Americans — or both — I encourage you to take your own 
trip back in time at Texas Botanical Gardens! 

continued from page 16

Texas persimmon trees, agarita and lantana shrubs and grasses grow 
outside the Goldthwaite Welcome Center, which harvests rainwater from its 
distinctive roof and stores it in a 40,000-gallon underground cistern.

LEFT: Inland sea oats gleam in the sun in a dry creek bed. 
ABOVE: A monarch butterfly feeds on a cowpen daisy.
OPPOSITE PAGE: Native grasses surround a peaceful “spring-fed” pool.
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