SEASONS OF THE DESERT

Spring--The Wildflowers

When will the wildflowers bloom?  This is one of the most often asked questions; unfortunately, it is also one of the most difficult to answer.

Rain is needed throughout the winter.  Too little rain provides a poor climate for seed germination; too much, and the seeds could rot or be washed away.  Showers too early or too late in the season may not help the flowers bloom.  Temperature is critical.  Warm days are a good indicator of a full bloom ahead.  If the sun gets too hot though, the seedlings may scorch.  Cold temperatures are also bad for the young plants.

The following is not an exhaustive list of flowers at Tonto National Monument, but it will help identify some of the more common ones.

Orange/Apricot

Desert Globemallow - The 1½” wide flowers have 5 petals, and grow on stalks to 40” tall.

Pink/Red
Indian Paintbrush – The flower resembles a clover.  Flower and leaves are fuzzy.

Penstemon – The bright red, tubular flowers grow on purplish stalks that may reach 2’ in height.  The dark green leaves mostly appear on the base of the stalk.

Yellow

Mexican Gold Poppy – the 1½” wide flowers have 4 petals and only open in full sunlight.  The 2 ½” leaves are fern-like.

Desert Marigold – A single 2” wide daisy-like flower grows on a nearly leafless stem.

Brittlebush – The 2” wide daisy-like flowers grow in branched clusters.

Blue/Purple
Lupine – There are 2 varieties at Tonto.  Arroyo has wide, rounded leaves; Coulter’s has narrow, pointed leaves.  The flowers of both varieties are ½” long and form an elongated cluster.  The seedpod resembles a peapod.

Spiderwort – This flower has 3 petals, so it’s easy to identify.  The leaves are long and grass-like.

Desert hyacinth – Several 6-petalled flowers cluster on the end of a long stem.  The leaves are long and grass-like.

Owl Clover – the flower resembles a clover.

White/Cream
Fleabane – the small daisy-like flowers have very narrow petals.

Mariposa Lily – 3 creamy white to lavender petals.

Popcorn Flower – Tiny, 5-petaled flowers grow in a cluster on bristly stems.

Stalking Wildflowers
Many people travel to the desert to view the spring flowers.  You can help make everyone’s trip more enjoyable by not picking the flowers.  If you miss the peak flowering season, take consolation in the fact that you’ve missed the peak crowds as well.  A tranquil walk through the desert will reward you any time of year.


















