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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!

Creosote Bush

(Larrea tridentata)

Perhaps the most
widespread perennial
of the North American

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 (over 10,000
years old), making it one of the longest living
organisms on earth! Loaded with heavy oils
and toxic alkaloids, creosote bush is well
protected against herbivores and aridity.
However, many gall-forming insects have adapted to its toxins,
and some animals, such as the desert iguana (Dipsosanrus
dorsalis), consume less toxic tissues like the flower petals.

Hairy Milkweed
(Funastrum

hirtellum)

This vine is a member of the

Apocynaceae, or milkweed family.
Generally, milkweeds are highly
toxic. One insect that has evolved

to take advantage of this is the
striated queen butterfly, a relative
of iJie monarch, which uses the
hairy milkweed as a host for its
larva. Caterpillars sequester these
toxins in their bodies, making
both them and their adult butterfly forms
unpalatable to potential predators.

Groundcherry
(Physalis crassifolia)

This plant gets its name from
the inflated calyx, which
encapsulates the fruit in a
papery husk akin to a Chinese
lantern. The genus name
Physalis means "bladder" in
Greek, and refers to this papery
calyx. This species is a close
relative of the tomatillo often

used for green salsa, but you should take care
with plants in this family. Groundcherry is
a member of the nightshade family, a group
of plants known for being both the most toxic and the most
edible family throughout the world.

Cheesebush

(Ambrosia salsola)
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Cheesebush is a short

lived pioneer species,
often a dominant

member of sandy washes
and benches throughout
the park. This plant does
not stand out for any
reason other than its

abundance in disturbed

areas. A member of the

ragweed genus, it reproduces abundantly and
quickly, with seeds that spread easily by wind
and germinate soon after wetting. The common
name derives from the smell emitted by the leaves when
damaged: some people think that the crushed leaves smell
like cheese.

Joshua Tree National Park

Jojoba
(Simmondsia

chinensis) A
A characteristic member of

the Sonoran Desert flora,
jojoba may be familiar
to you as ingredient in
moisturizing lotions or
hair care products. The oil
from the seeds is highly
resistant to going rancid and is stable at high
temperatures, making it a very high quality
lubricant. Because of jojoba's many uses and
drought tolerance, it is now widely cultivated. It is ecologically
important throughout the lower elevations; many animals
consume its seeds and foliage.

Trail Information

Approximately 12 miles (20 km) south of the park's
north entrance is the 0.25 mile (0.4 km) Cholla Cactus
Garden Nature Trail; this flat loop leads hikers through
nearly 10 acres (4 hectares) of landscape dominated
by the teddybear cholla. This unusual stand of cacti is
located in the Pinto Basin, a large expanse of alluvial
fans covered with creosote bush {Larrea tridentata)

and burrobush {Ambrosia dumosa) for as far as the eye
can see. There are very few teddybear cholla stands in
the park.




