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See inside of guide for a selection of plants found on this trail.

The Flora of Joshua Tree National Park
Three distinct biogeographic regions converge in Joshua Tree
National Park, creating a rich flora: nearly 730 vascular plant
species have been documented here.

The Sonoran Desert to the south and east, at elevations
less than 3000 ft (914 m), contributes a unique set of plants
that are adapted to a bi-seasonal precipitation pattern
(winter and summer), as well as a low frequency of freezing
conditions. The higher elevations of the park are dominated
by the Little San Bernardino Mountains, an eastern extension
of California's Transverse Ranges. Although this desert
upland area represents the southwestern corner of the
Mojave Desert, it also serves as a conduit for many plants
to reach their easternmost distribution, thus providing for an
interesting mix of chaparral, montane, and desert species.

It is the intermingling of species from all three of these
biogeographic regions that lends the Park its incredible
diversity: shrub assemblages here, for example, are among
the most diverse vegetation types in North America. To
appreciate the full floristic richness of this area, try to catch
the fleeting bloom of annual plants, which represent half
the species found in the park. Many of these annuals will
only flower after hot monsoonal rain events, at a time of
year when many people assume the desert to be completely
dormant. Looking at plants is a year-long activity in Joshua
Tree. Pair the list in this guide with a botanical field guide
and see how many you can identify.
Happy hiking!
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Desert Alyssum
(Lepidium fremontii)

The desert alyssum is a
relative of such plants
as broccoli, kale, and

brussel sprouts; they are
all in the mustard family
(Brassicaceae), Although
the leaves smell like green
vegetables, the flowers
have an aroma of sweet honey. The leaves
are thread-like and sometimes lobed; the

seedpods are round, flat, and seamed down
the middle.

Brownplume
Wirelettuce

(Stephanomeria
pauciflora)

This small shrub

has an intricate

branching pattern,
with inconspicuous
leaves. The pale pink to
lavender flowering head
is a composite of multiple
flowers, as with all members of the Sunflower
family (Asteraceae). In this case, you will see
only strap-shaped florets called ligules, or ray
flowers. The sunflower family is one of the largest plant
families in the world with approximately 24,000 species.

Parry's Nolina
(Nolina parryi)

Nolinas are frequently
mistaken for a species of
Yucca or Agave, and while
they are closely related
they differ in two major
ways. First, Nolitm have
pliant leaves that will not
hurt if you bump into
them; secondly, they are
dioecious— meaning
individual plants produce female or male
flowers, but not both. The 4-12 foot tall
(1-4 meters) inflorescence of Parry's nolina
consists of small white flowers, which are visited by a number of
pollinators including Mesepiola specca, a member of the yucca
moth family. The larvae of these moths feed on the seeds and
then drop to the ground to pupate.

Joshua Tree
(Yucca brevifolia)

Seeing Joshua Tree
National Park's

namesake indicates

that you are definitely
in the Mojave Desert,
the only place in the
world where it grows.
You can't age a Joshua
tree by counting its
growth rings because there aren't any: these
monocots do not produce true wood. Like all
yuccas, Joshua trees are pollinated by yucca
moths (Tegeticula spp.) that specialize in active pollination, a
rare form of pollination mutualism. The female moth lays her
eggs inside the flower's ovary, then pollinates the flower. This
ensures that when the larvae emerge, they will have a fresh
food source—the developing seeds!

Desert Needlegrass
(Stipa speciosa)

Each flower of this species
has a 1.5 inch (4 cm) long
bristle, known as an awn; this
needlelike structure has a bend

in the middle and short white

fuzzy hairs just below the bend.
You can see the fuzzy awns
from a distance, giving this
perennial bunchgrass a feathery
appearance. Many species of
Stipa have grains that were gathered, cooked,
and then eaten like rice by Native Americans

Mojave Aster
(Xylorhiza tortifolia)

The Mojave aster is a
showy species due to the
large flowering heads with
purple ray flowers and
yellow disc flowers in the
center. This small shrub

is the larval host plant for
the desert checkerspot, a
common desert butterfly,
as well as a fuzzy Noctuid
moth, Schinia ligeae. If you
watch, you may see one of these insects visit
the plant.
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Keys View
A Botanical Trail Guide
Situated on the crest of the Little San Bernardino

Mountains, this trail is a fully paved 500 foot (150 m)
loop. From the top you will have a spectacular overlook
of the Coachella Valley, the Salton Sea, Mt. San Jacinto,
Mt. San Gorgonio, and the San Andreas fault. The steep
south-facing canyons below contain representatives of
the Sonoran components of our flora. To the northwest
you will witness the biogeographic connection to the
coastal regions of Southern California.
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