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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 Mistletoe
(Phoradendron
californicum)

The reddish stems you see
growing on honey mesquite
produce the main food source
for the Phainopepla , a large
black or gray bird with a
feathered crest. The desert * B i
mistletoe produces very sticky ey :
berries that can pass unharmed A% F AT
through the digestive tracts B =
of these birds. When the bird excretes the ’EL\, ‘

mistletoe’s indigestible seeds, the small mound sﬁ.fﬂ}\“A \

of sticky, red pulp clings to the branches. If =

the seeds germinate on a suitable host plant, the mistletoe
will attach itself with specialized “roots.” It’s a win-win: the
mistletoe provides food for the Phainopepla, and the bird
helps disperse the plant’s seeds.

James Andre

Oligomeris
linifolia

Monoptilon bellioides

Achnychia coopen

Chaenactis
[fremontii

Rafinesquia
neomexicana

Trail Information

This short trail (0.5 mi/0.8 km) is located in Twentynine Palms
at the Joshua Tree National Park Oasis of Mara Visitor Center.
This oasis is unique within the Park due to the more alkaline
conditions, the large stand of honey mesquite, and the
surrounding playas and fans dominated by desert saltbush and
burrobush, which prefer heavier soils. This flat paved loop is the
most accessible place to view the California fan palm, as well
as a number of plant species found in very few places in the
park, such as arrow-weed and Mojave seablite. Along the way,
interpretive signs introduce visitors to the historical significance
and local ecology of this site, and there are several places to sit
down and enjoy the view.

The Oasis of Mara

An Ethnobotanical Perspective

Turkey vultures can often be seen resting or soaring above the palm trees at the
oasis, especially during migration.

Many people think of landscapes as being either natural or
human-influenced, and imagine a clear distinction between the
two. A cultivated garden is human made, this thinking goes, and a
landscape dominated by native desert species is natural. Reality is
more complicated. Most landscapes on Earth have a long history
of human use and management. The Oasis of Mara is a great
example: people have used the fresh water and natural resources
present here since time immemorial.

“Mara” is the name given to this place
by the Serrano people, whose traditional
songs describe the area around the oasis
as their first home in this world. The
deergrass (Muhlenbergia rigens) that

still grows at the base of the palms was

one of the most important basketry
materials in California. Arrow-weed
(Pluchea sericea) was used for making
hunting arrows and large, woven containers.
Some of these held the copious amounts of
pounded mesquite beans harvested each year
in late summer.

A roadrunner on the Oasis
of Mara path.

People have long gathered the fruit of palm
trees, used palm fibers for baskets or shoes,
and employed large palm leaves as thatch for
homes. Native Americans periodically burned

the palm groves to control for the palm borer mﬁ;ﬁ;ﬁfﬂ -
beetle, stimulate new fruit production, and ) gt

encourage deergrass growth.

While surveying the area in 1855, Colonel Henry Washington
(George Washington’s nephew) noted the presence of cultivated
rows of indigenous American crops such as corn, beans, and
squash. These crops were supported by abundant water that used
to rise to the surface at this oasis.

Today, coyotes eat the fallen palm fruit and birds flit among the
mesquite. People enjoy the shade, much as they have for centuries.
The landscape you see at the Oasis of Mara evokes many stories;
this is a place that is—and long has been—both natural and
human-influenced.
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Key to Symbols .‘ Creosote Bush

Deergrass Barrel Cactus
De"?;es bloom Elﬁilaygtéhef (Muhlenbergia | (Larrea tridentata) (Ferocactus cylindraceus)
montns. I uette ot a a
Green=spring; particular plant. rigens) Perhaps the most When immature the barrel cactus
Yellow=summer; Look for the - L L widespread perennial has an almost round shape, but
Orange=fall; form, then get The Oa“% of Maraisa place that of the North American as it grows it assumes a more
Blue=winter, closer for details. has been intricately tied to people

columnar appearance. Reaching
up to nine feet in height, you'll
often find barrel cacti on southern
slopes and frequently leaning
toward the sun. The yellow
flowers form a ring around the
top of the plant, resembling a
10,000 years old), making it one of the longest crown. Barrel cacti are heavily
living organisms on earth! Loaded with heavy harvested for sale as horticultural specimens
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oils and toxic alkaloids, creosote bush is well and to make cactus candy. Within the park, k}%} {m@
protected against herbivores and aridity. However, many gall- however, plant harvesting is prohibited. Al

deserts (except the
Great Basin Desert) is
the creosote bush. This
evergreen species is best
known for its ability

to grow into ancient
clonal rings (some over

for thousands of years. Many of
................................................................................ the plants that you see around you

Ealiforiita Ban Paln were used in a variety of ways, and

s : deergrass is no exception. The
(Washingtonia most recognized use of this species
filifera)

was for making coiled baskets with
One of the quintessential members of the flowering stalks. This practice
any oasis, these majestic trees indicate was widespread among California’s Native
the presence of water. Remnants of a

Americans, and resulted in careful cultivation
more subtropical time when forests of

and management practices to help promote

palms were widespread, you can now the growth of the plant. forming insects have adapted to its toxins, and some animals,

find themonlyinisolatedareasthat | "(NEEESSSSNEF| &~ S T e D e e s [ e e s R R e
have permanent water sources. Palms of less toxic tissues like the flower petals. :

may keep their dead leaves hanging for Beavertail Cactus Silver Cholla

ROy yea s The restliniz setticoats o (Ovuntisvasiario. NSRRI UMAN |- i g (Cylindropuntia

skirts of old fronds help to protect the trunk wel . . echinocarpa)

during fires and are home to many species of (2= 1 This cactus has flat, bluish gray Mojave Se?bllte

wildlife. 11 pads that are spineless and (Suaeda "lgra) Assilver colored papery

sheath surrounds the
abundant spines of this
cactus species, thus its
common name. If you
look inside the flowers,
which are yellow with a
greenish tint, you’ll see
numerous stamens and -
abundant pollen—a common trait in the
cactus family. The fruit forms from an ovary
deeply recessed in the stem and matures
from within this receptacle, which is why
the fruits also have spines or barbed hairs.

appear fuzzy and soft, tempting
people to make the mistake of
touching them. Beware: instead
of spines, they are armed with
many small bristles known as
glochids, which are painful and
very difficult to remove! The

Mojave seablite is a salt tolerant

species, also called a halophyte

‘ (“salt-lover”). Worldwide, you

| can find this genus growing

i on beaches or in highly saline
habitats, e.g. coastal salt marshes.

Desert Starvine

(Brandegea

bigelovii)
A native member of the
cucumber family, you will find
this scrambling vine climbing
over and around shrubs and
other vegetation, particularly
along washes where its deep
taproot can access seasonal
water. The small fragrant white

St R h e ns This species collects saltin its

P 2 ; : NG leaves and sheds them, increasing
regal, referring to its beauty when covered with 5~\/5 the salinity of the soil and thereby
the large, nearly neon pink flowers. Ants can : l‘lf B e et
often be found swarming the newly formed P 8

; in, rby.
pads and flowers due to the copious amounts of nectar they TSl TR )

produce. Native Americans traditionally used beavertail cactus Thl.s paricilir specics Sclstenn Dlackacye:
e which was used by Native Americas to color

Stepe Matson

flowers emerge after rains in the spring or M ET ol (P SRR D e sl e 1 RGP B e e e O T O B S S R O D O AT TR
::r:':ir:;:’;'t{i;egfgzﬁt]zg fggi‘:jgi;lglé;a;;hﬁ Se 3 . R SRS e b e g Artowweed
2 3 = urroopus . e . 4
lobes and white oil glands dotting the upper (Ambrosiciduniosa) \ Honey MequIte (Pluchea sericea)
surface. The fruit is dry and prickly. [ (Prosopis glandulosa) e
: As the name indicates, the long,
................................................................................ BURTOB CHiAL d ore0sote Mesquite has a long and

straight stems of this species
were used to make arrows.

It was also used for making
baskets, cages and storage bins.
Like many other members of
this genus, arrowweed has a
unique scent and was used for a
variety of medicinal purposes.
It can form dense thickets

in low washes or canyons

rich history of human use.
Native Americans have used|s
every part of this plant;
examples include using the
roots for fiber, leaves for
tea, or collecting the black
oozing pitch from the trunk ==

for hair dye or pottery paint. They harvested
and consumed the pods in a variety of ways, 4
often pounding them into fine flour and baking 13 throughout the North American deserts, but

rolls and cakes. Mesquite rootsl can re?ch - ' you'll only finditin two locations in Joshua
water more than 60 feet below the surface, making mesquite Tree National Park.

a phreatophyte, a plant that has its roots constantly in contact
with the phreatic zone (water table).

Desert Saltbush
(Atriplex polycarpa)

bush dominate basins and

fans of fast-draining gravelly
s0il throughout the desert
Southwest. Like creosote bush,
this compact shrub is long-
lived— up to 75 years! Flowers
of the genus Ambrosia are small
and hard to recognize, but the
spiny burs are easy to spot. The
wind-blown pollen of this genus
is perhaps its most recognized
feature, as it is often the culprit for springtime
allergies.

You will find this species thriving
in salty soils, such as alkali sinks
and playas. Like many members of
this genus, the desert saltbush has
the ability to accumulate salts in
bladder-like leaf hairs. Eventually
these hairs burst and discharge salt
granules onto the leaf, giving it a
blistered or shredded appearance.
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