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  INTRODUCTION


  The Southwest between southern California and western Texas comprises three deserts, each with characteristic flora. The westernmost, the Mojave Desert of California and Nevada, is the lowest in elevation, sinking below sea level at Death Valley. It is the warmest and driest of the three, with five or less inches of annual rainfall mostly occurring in winter. Large areas are bare sand dunes. The tall branched yucca, the Joshua tree, is the signature plant.


  The Sonoran Desert of Arizona is recognized by the tree-size saguaro cactus. Here the rainfall occurs in both winter and summer, resulting in two annual blooming seasons. Higher in elevation than the Mojave and receiving more rain, this desert is cooler and wetter. Large cacti predominate the landscape.


  Separated from the Sonoran by low mountains, the Chihuahuan Desert is the largest, extending east to the Pecos River and south deep into central Mexico. The northern, or U.S. portion, occupies southern New Mexico and the Trans-Pecos region of Texas. This is the highest in elevation of the three deserts and the coolest, occasionally dropping below freezing at night during the winter months. Rainfall is heavier here and, occurring as it does in summer, it moderates the daytime temperature during the hottest time of the year. Shrubs and grasses are prominent, and creosote bush and sotol are dominant plants.


  Hot, dry, and windy, the Northern Chihuahuan Desert is home to a unique community of plants. The seventy-five representative species in this guide illustrate diverse strategies for adapting to the harsh environment. Many are restricted to desert conditions, but the ranges of some extend north to the central United States and some species are at home from our northern area to the south throughout the Mexican portion of the desert.


  HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


  When you find a new plant, you will want to look up its name in a guidebook. Then, still in the field or perhaps back home, you can use A Guide to Plants of the Northern Chihuahuan Desert to learn about the plant: its strategies for survival; cultural history; medicinal, nutritional, and toxic properties; origin of plant names; or other interesting facts. With this information you will feel a connection with the plant and you will know what to look for the next time you encounter it.


  Moreover, a book on desert plants will necessarily include descriptions of geology, ecology, and fauna, and the discussion of human impact through time will help you understand the changes we are seeing today in this fragile landscape. The information is gathered from scientific and other sources and presented here in an interesting, readable account.


  The seventy-five plants treated in this book represent the varied flora of the Northern Chihuahuan Desert. Each plant profile includes the common and Latin names, a brief description, a drawing by botanist Robert DeWitt Ivey, and a photograph by the author. Beyond that are discussions of particular interest for the species. Plants are arranged in five sections according to growth form: Trees and Shrubs, Succulents, Cacti, Wildflowers (further grouped by flower color), and Nonflowering Plants. Within each section, plants are listed by common names, and Latin names are as they appear in Flora Neomexicana I by Kelly W. Allred. Flora of New Mexico, 5th edition, by Robert DeWitt Ivey is the authority for the common names.


  Plant descriptions include only features easily seen in the field with the naked eye or relating to other senses, for example, smelling the leaf or flower may aid in identification, as well as feeling the texture of a leaf or stem. Technical terms are kept to a minimum. The glossary on p. 175 is helpful and the drawings on p. 177 illustrate better than words the descriptive terms for flowers and leaves.


  SUGGESTED FIELD GUIDES FOR IDENTIFICATION


  West, Steve. 2000. Northern Chihuahuan Desert Wildflowers. Helena, MT: Falcon Publ.


  • Descriptions and photographs of more than 250 species


  Ivey, Robert DeWitt. 2008. Flowering Plants of New Mexico, 5th ed. Albuquerque, NM: Ivey Publ.


  • Meticulous line drawings of more than 1,500 New Mexican plants with explanatory labels


  Taylor, Ronald J. 1998. Desert Wildflowers of North America. Missoula, MT: Mountain Press.


  • Descriptions and photographs of more than 500 plants of the Southwestern deserts


  Niehaus, Theodore F. 1984. A Field Guide to Southwestern and Texas Wildflowers. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.


  • Descriptions and line drawings of 1,500 plants of the Southwest and Texas


  Cary, J. 2009. Butterfly Landscapes of New Mexico. Santa Fe, NM: New Mexico Magazine.


  • For those who enjoy learning about the butterflies seen around the flowers


  TREES AND SHRUBS


  


  Catclaw Acacia


  Acacia greggii, Legume Family
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  Light yellow cylinders of small flowers hang from these small bushy trees. Long stamens on the two-inch-long clusters project beyond the tiny sepals and petals. The wide, flat, twisted seedpods are constricted between each seed and turn from light to dark as they mature. Paired small leaflets appear only during the rainy season. Curved spines the size and shape of the claws of our feline pets are scattered irregularly along the branches. Catclaw acacia is common on sandy flats, blooming from May to August.


  The unique shape of the spines distinguishes catclaw from other acacias. Their insidious sharp tips impale the flesh of moving animals; then, as the unfortunate victim moves away, the spine’s curvature causes it to penetrate deeper. Catclaw, with higher water requirements than other desert shrubs, prefers dry washes or stream bottoms with a relatively shallow water table. Another acacia commonly seen in the desert is the white-thorn acacia, Acacia constricta, with white straight thorns, small round flower clusters, and narrow red seedpods.


  SEED DISPERSAL


  Acacia seeds are dispersed by grazing animals and, during summer floods, by flowing water. Cactus wrens also spread these seeds when they construct their nests from acacia plant material, including seeds, that they carry as far as twenty yards from the plant. You frequently see these brown-and-white spotted birds around acacia plants.


  PREHISTORIC USES FOR CATCLAW


  Early inhabitants of the Chihuahuan Desert made use of all parts of acacias. They ate the pods raw or roasted and ground them into flour to make mush or bread. The seeds were fed to domesticated animals. The wood furnished construction material and firewood. Pods served as scrapers in the deerskin curing process. Coiled baskets were woven and cradle boards fashioned from the twigs. Split twigs were made into brushes. A resin extracted from parasitic insect larva living on the acacia was used to seal food-storage vessels.
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  NITROGEN-FIXING BACTERIA


  Nitrogen, the most abundant gas in the atmosphere, is essential to plant growth. Unfortunately this common element is not available to plants until it is chemically “fixed” by soil bacteria. Growth in most plants is limited by the supply of fixed nitrogen in the soil. Yet legumes such as acacias as well as some other plants are not dependent on the soil nitrogen. They harbor nitrogen-fixing bacteria in their roots by providing them with carbohydrates and a moist environment. In return the bacteria fix nitrogen for the plant, with the excess remaining available in the soil for other plants.


  As far back as Roman times farmers recognized the restorative effects on soil of rotating crops of the legume family. Even today farmers plow alfalfa, clover, or soybeans into a field of nutrient-poor soils to enrich it.


  Quinine Bush


  Allenrolfea occidentalis, Goosefoot Family
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  The three-foot-tall shrub has many green fleshy branches on dark woody stems. The branches are jointed and covered with thick triangular leaves. The constricted stems look like a string of pickles and because of the salt content taste like pickles. Flowers and fruit are small and inconspicuous. Quinine bush is a common shrub near salt playas.


  The genus honors Robert Allen Rolfe, the first curator of the Orchid Herbarium at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, south of London. Pickleweed and iodinebush are other common names.


  SALT PLAYAS


  Thousands of shallow lake beds, or playas, are scattered through the Northern Chihuahuan Desert. These are barren depressions in the landscape, some measured in square feet, others in acres. In the rainy season water runs down from higher ground and collects in these bowls, leaving a deposit of salt when it evaporates in the dry season. Over the years, the salt builds up. No plants can live with the high sodium concentrations in playas, and only a few can tolerate salt levels near playas.


  SALT-TOLERANT PLANTS


  Quinine bush, one of the few plants seen near playas, avoids salt toxicity by isolating the poison in specialized cells and is so well adapted to saline soil it cannot grow elsewhere. It faces little competition for nutrients and water in this salty soil. Also, relying as it does on wind for pollinationand there is no shortage of wind in the desertit does not compete with other plants for insect visitors. Still, freedom from competition comes at the cost of being confined to saline soil.


  The seeds are not as salt tolerant as the mother plant. They remain dormant in the soil until an influx of fresh rainwater temporarily dilutes the salinity of the playa. Then they quickly germinate before high saline conditions return.
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  THE GOOSEFOOT FAMILY


  Leaves of some members of this family resemble the outline of a goose’s foot. Spinach, chard, and beets are familiar edible family members. The fresh, tender foliage of lamb’s quarters, an Old World annual weed that is naturalized throughout North America, is gathered and cooked as a pot herb. Lamb’s quarters is sometimes called wild spinach. In the Andes of South America the seeds of quinoa are a staple in the diet of indigenous people, who prepare it like a grain. The ability to thrive in arid lands makes quinoa a promising cultivated food crop for other regions of the world.


  Wright’s Beebrush


  Aloysia wrightii, Verbena Family
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  This graceful woody shrub forms extensive five-foot-high thickets. Open spikes of small fragrant white flowers grow on brittle stems. The small leaves are richly textured and deeply veined. They are green and crinkled above, hairy and white beneath, with evenly spaced toothed margins. Stems are slender with fine white hairs. Wright’s beebrush is common on dry rocky slopes, blooming in late summer.


  When crushed, the leaves smell like oregano and can be used in cooking. The plant provides browse for livestock and makes excellent honey. Aloysia was named for the wife of a Spanish king.


  CHARLES WRIGHT (18111885)


  One of the earliest plant collectors in the Chihuahuan Desert, Charles Wright has an unlikely background for a field botanist. After graduating from Yale with a liberal arts degree, he moved to Texas to teach school. There he developed a passion for botany and eventually left teaching in order to collect plants for Harvard botanist Asa Gray, augmenting his meager stipend by surveying. At the end of the Mexican War, he was offered a job with the United States to survey the new international border, an offer that he eagerly accepted, even though it meant traveling the seven hundred miles to his new job by foot.


  Working in this botanically unexplored region of the newly acquired territory, Wright had ample opportunity to find new plants, and in fact fifty-one plants carry his name. Gray considered Wright one of his most trusted collectors and acknowledged his persistence with the opinion “No name is more largely commemorated in the botany of Texas, New Mexico and Arizona than that of Charles Wright.”


  COLOR VISION IN BEES


  At the beginning of the mutual association of bees and flowers, bees were color-blind and flowers were dull green. Through millennia of increasing dependence on one another, flowers became colorful and conspicuous while bees developed color vision, allowing them to spot flowers among the foliage. Unlike humans, bees are unreceptive to red, but they see ultraviolet as a distinct color. Some flowers we see as white appear as a vibrant ultraviolet color to bees. Thus bees may bypass red flowers and frequent blue, yellow, and white ones, especially when the latter appear to them as ultraviolet.


  [image: Images]


  Sand Sage


  Artemisia filifolia, Aster Family


  Gracefully drooping slender stems branch from the four-foot-tall grayish shrub
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  Curlycup Gumweed
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  Creosote Bush
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  Little-leaf Sumac


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Desert Rose
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