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  Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date




  




    



  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.




  We welcome your comments concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart, and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  FalconGuides




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  246 Goose Lane




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Or you may e-mail us at:




  editorial@falcon.com




  Thanks for your input, and happy trails!




 




  



  
Best Wildflower Hikes New Mexico





  A Guide to the Area’s Greatest Wildflower Hiking Adventures




  Christina M. Selby




  [image: frn_fig_002]







   
[image: frn_fig_003]





  An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200




  Lanham, MD 20706




  www.rowman.com




  Falcon and FalconGuides are registered trademarks and Make Adventure Your Story is a trademark of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  Copyright © 2020 The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.




  Photos by Christina M. Selby unless otherwise noted




  Maps by Melissa Baker




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.




  British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available




  ISBN 978-1-4930-3917-3 (paper : alk. paper)




  ISBN 978-1-4930-3918-0 (electronic)




  [image: frn_fig_004] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.




  

    The author and The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc. assume no liability for accidents happening to, or injuries sustained by, readers who engage in the activities described in this book. Neither the author nor the publisher in any way endorses the consumption or other uses of wild plants that are mentioned in this book, and they assume no liability for personal accident, illness, or death related to these activities.




    








  
Acknowledgments





  Many thanks to all who helped me write this book. For their suggestions and guidance I would like to thank Craig Martin, Lisa Mandelkern, John Freyermuth, Patrick Alexander, Jan Martensen, Chick Keller, Bob Sivinski, and Al Schneider for taking the time to hike with me, help in identifying flowers either in the field or online, and sharing your enthusiasm and connecting me with so many wildflower enthusiasts. Of course, any plants wrongly determined in the text are my own responsibility.




  I appreciate the New Mexico Native Plant Society for the great work it does, its continued efforts to conserve native plants in our state, and for their support of my conservation storytelling efforts. I am very grateful to Daniela Roth, our state botanist, for her work in protecting and managing the rare and endangered plants of New Mexico through the NM Forestry Division’s Endangered Plants Program. My deep gratitude to Evan Helmlinger, Jessica d’Arbonne, and Alex Bordelon for directing the work at Falcon Guides. Thanks to fellow authors Stewart Greene, who graciously connected me to Falcon Guides, and Cris Kassar, Peter Stekel, and Pamela Irwin, whose preceding wildflower hiking guides, whether they know it or not, inspired this one.




  I would like to express my heartfelt gratitude to my family and friends for their support and encouragement during this all-consuming undertaking. Thanks to my husband, Taylor Selby, for holding down the fort while I chased blooms across the state. This book would not have happened but for you, your love and support. And to my two beautiful sons, Clayton and Oscar, for your patience with my absences and your own love for the outdoors. Thanks to my sister, Sarah; my parents, Jim and Judy; friends Bianca, Tanya, Rachel, Fernanda, Heather, Arturo, Caleb, Betsy, Satara, Sarah, Carina, Catherine, Tama, Mara, Zach, and Erin; and all the others (too many to list here) who hiked with me, provided wildflower updates from the field, physical therapy treatments, or just offered general encouragement and cheerleading (sometimes even pizza) to keep me going.




  Lastly, I would like to express my gratitude to nature and the flowers for the beauty and transcendent moments they’ve brought to my life. This book represents just the first step in reciprocating that gift by giving a voice to wildflowers and working to protect their habitats.




  —Christina M. Selby




  
[image: frn_fig_006]





  Sky-blue phacelia bloom on the desert floor in front of the Organ Mountains.







  



  
Introduction





  As snow recedes into the high peaks of northern New Mexico, Pasque flower and Easter daisy push through needle-covered ground. The foothills are sprinkled in cream and lavender. In the south, late winter rains moisten dormant Mexican gold poppy seeds. Blooms burst forth en masse turning the Organ Mountains gold and orange. Spring has returned! If you love wildflowers like I do, you heed the call and head back out on the trails. Spring rains release the sweet scent of fir forests and creosote bushes. As the days lengthen and the sun strengthens, rainbows of flowers follow the retreating snowpack up the slopes into lush alpine meadows and high tundra.




  In the arid lowlands, scarlet cup cactus burst onto the scene in wine-red alongside blue, pink, yellow, and purple blooms. The flurry of spring gives way to the heat of summer, and the blooms enter a period of rest for the desert while mountain flowers thrive. Then, late summer monsoons soak the parched earth and a second flush of color washes through the desert. Purple asters and cowpen daisy continue the show under golden aspen and along roadsides late into the fall.




  New Mexico is the fifth-largest state in the country by landmass. Most visitors picture arid desert terrain that indeed makes up the bulk of the state. Ecological life zones in the “Land of Enchantment” include semiarid grass-covered plains, forested mountains, woodland- and shrubland-covered hills, lava fields and volcanic plateaus, river floodplains, and arid deserts. Each of these ecoregions harbors unique plant communities. Ecological diversity here is enormous.




  Of the thousands of species of plants growing wild in New Mexico, over a third of them are wildflowers. The widely various habitats in the state have produced a remarkable abundance of wildflowers. Spectacular displays and unique treasures can be found throughout the year, if you know where and when to look.




  Life Zones


  

  


  

  New Mexico’s flora is one of the most diverse in the United States. With nearly 4,000 documented plant species, New Mexico places fourth nationally with respect to plant diversity. Over 11 percent of the native flora are considered at risk of extinction.




  Elevation and temperature are two main factors that influence where plants can live. As elevation goes up, temperature goes down. Thus, the plants that live in higher, colder areas differ from those that live in the lower, warmer areas of New Mexico. This also dictates what wildflowers bloom when. Lower elevations will bloom first, and last, in the season.




  Life Zones of New Mexico:









	• Alpine

	11,500 feet






	• Subalpine

	9,500 feet






	• Coniferous Forest

	8,500 feet +
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  Dakota mock vervain and Colorado rubberweed bloom on the plains.









	• Montane (transition)

	7,000 feet






	• Grasslands

	4,500–7,000 feet






	• Desert

	up to 3,000 feet











  Awareness of life zones and temperature can help us predict which flora we will find at a particular elevation, but keep in mind that Mother Nature is hardly predictable. A flower seen in stunning abundance one year may be scarce or nonexistent the next. In years with adequate winter moisture and summer monsoons, enthusiasts will revel in spectacular displays. When rain and snowpack are scarce, so are the flowers.




  Many other factors influence where and when a plant may invest in a bloom. Wind, snowpack, moisture, precipitation, aspect (slope), soil type, and altitude all affect a plant’s growth. Furthermore, insects, fire, disease, disturbance, and even people also determine what you will find in any given season.




  And still, every wildflower season offers unique treasures to the enthusiast. In New Mexico, you can chase wildflowers almost the entire year—from March to November.




  Weather


  






  New Mexico’s weather is as varied as its ecoregions. In late summer, monsoons bring afternoon thunderstorms, offering relief to the lowland deserts that bake in the hot summer sun. The cooler alpine environs of the mountains offer a respite from sweltering temperatures below. But mountains tend to gather their own dynamic weather. Lightning, rain, and hail can pose a hazard to afternoon hikers on exposed ridges and summits. Snow in the high country typically begins melting in March for the southern part of the state and lingers into May and June in the north. High temperatures and scorching sun begin early in the southern part of the state. The monsoon season from mid-July to early September brings heavy rains and some gray days. Severe thunderstorms bring a multitude of challenges, including flash floods, dangerous lightning, and cold rain or hail, which can lead to hypothermia in unprepared hikers.




  In spring and summer, start hiking early whether in the mountains or desert. Whatever the season, always be prepared for an array of conditions. Bring rain gear, a warm layer, and plenty of water and sunscreen on any hike. Weather can change quickly, and temperatures drop and rise unexpectedly at times.




  Wilderness Restrictions/Regulations


  






  Opportunities for adventure abound on New Mexico public lands. The state’s many and expansive national forests, wilderness areas, wildlife refuges, state and national parks, preserves, monuments, and open spaces offer endless exploration in many different settings and ecosystems.




  In the following chapters, we strive to give you the most accurate and up-to-date information on regulations. However, because rules change, we include contact information so you can check with the responsible agency.




  In general, wilderness areas have specific group size limitations; national parks, preserves, and monuments charge entrance fees and require backcountry permits for camping and sometimes for hiking. State parks impose entrance and camping fees. Each county open space has its own regulations.




  As you take advantage of this unique and vast state, remember our planet is very dear and requires our care. Regardless of regulations, strive to minimize your footprint on our natural areas, follow Leave No Trace principles, and leave a place better than you found it.




  How to Use This Guide


  






  This guide is designed for everyone with an interest in discovering more about wildflowers and their habitats in New Mexico. With full-color photographs and the use of the flowers’ common names, this book doesn’t require specialized knowledge, only an endless curiosity and a keen eye.




  Hundreds of hiking trails, many with abundant or unique wildflowers, crisscross the state. This book cannot cover every trail. It would have been easy to write an entire book solely on hikes in the mountains of northern New Mexico, where wildflowers are plentiful and bloom consistently from year to year. However, to include the full range of altitudes, habitats, and ecosystems, I’ve included hikes across a geographic range. Hikes in the northern mountain ranges highlight a landscape where wildflower abundance and diversity are at their greatest. Other areas have fewer blooms but feature wildflowers that are endemic or limited in range. This way, the guide more accurately reflects the broad range of mountain, mesa, and desert flora found in New Mexico. All trails have displays worthy of the effort to get there.
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  Foothills paintbrush lead the eye to oncoming weather in the eastern prairies.




  Geared to the average hiker, the treks within this book vary from about 2 miles up to 15 miles. Most fall in the 3- to 8-mile range so a hiker has time to stop and admire the blooms.




  At the front of the book, a Trail Finder indicates special features of the different hikes for those who are also interested in waterfalls, lakes, and history.




  Each section begins with a regional description where an introduction to the unique landscape is provided. After this overview, specific hikes within that region are described.




  In each hike description, the common names of selected wildflowers appear as they were encountered along the trail. For those with a further curiosity about the identity of the plants, sidebar “profiles” spotlight one or more wildflowers. These include a color photo, a plant description that even those with little or no formal training in botany will find useful in identifying the flower, Latin name, and interesting natural history information. In addition, you’ll find an index to wildflower profiles at the beginning of the book. An index of scientific and common names can be found in the back of the book.




  Each description starts with a short summary of the hike’s highlights. These quick overviews give you a sense of what you can expect from the trail ahead. Next, you’ll find the quick details of the hike: directions to the trailhead, nearest town(s), hike length, trail rating, bloom season, peak bloom, and a few common flowers to keep an eye out for on the trail.




  Most are self-explanatory, but here are a few details:




  Distance: The total distance of the recommended route: one-way for loops, round-trip for out-and-back or lollipops, point-to-point for shuttles. Options are additional mileage.




  Difficulty: Each hike is rated in terms of its difficulty: easy, moderate, or strenuous. Some hikes have two ratings if the trail varies greatly in difficulty. Difficulty is highly subjective based on your level of fitness, experience, distance, terrain, elevation gain, and altitude. In the high country especially, elevation gain and altitude can make short hikes more challenging than usual. Use these as guidelines only; you may find trails easier or harder, depending on you and the situation.




  Bloom season: The start and the end of wildflower season on the specific trail




  Peak bloom: When the most wildflowers are in bloom




  Flowers you might see: A list of a few interesting flowers commonly found; not a comprehensive list of all flowers you might encounter




  Schedule: Time of year the trail is open and accessible 




  Finding the trailhead: Dependable directions from a nearby town to the parking area. (GPS coordinates are in WGS 84 datum.)




  The Hike: This is the core of the chapter. Detailed and honest, this is a carefully researched impression of the trail. While it’s impossible to cover everything, we do our best to include the essentials and to discuss natural history and wildflowers commonly encountered along the way. We’ve made an effort to note timing on some flowers: spring, midsummer, late summer. Keep in mind that flowers will vary (sometimes greatly) from year to year depending on snowfall, temperatures, and the date you hike the trail. Flowers can bloom and disappear quickly, depending on the conditions. At times in the description, we mention historical or medicinal uses or edibility. This is meant solely for educational purposes and not as a definitive guide for plant use. Many plants, including those used medicinally or historically, are toxic and can cause harm or death. In addition, countless edible plants have poisonous counterparts that look similar. Because of the difficulties and uncertainties associated with plant identification, do not eat, use, or attempt to create medicine out of any of the plants or fruits you find.




  Miles and Directions: Mileage cues identify turns, intersections, and trail name changes, as well as points of interest.




  Hike Information: Details about local events and attractions, hiking tours, and hiking or local environmental organizations




  How to Use the Maps




  


  

  Overview Map




  This map shows the location of each hike in the state by hike number.




  Route Map




  Your primary guide to each hike, it shows roads, trails, points of interest, water, landmarks, and geographical features. We have highlighted the selected route, and directional arrows point the way. Shaded topographic relief in the background gives you an accurate representation of the terrain and landscape in the hike area.




  A Final Note




  


  

  There’s a great deal to be discovered in the diverse ecosystems of New Mexico. Elk, deer, coyotes, wolves, mountain lions, bears, marmots, and pikas fill in spaces where humans are scarce. Rare fish swim in the streams and springs. Some rare flowers thrive in undisturbed habitats, while others are endangered. Please remember that as an explorer of this enchanted land, you have a duty to leave things as you found them or better. Be aware of all regulations in the areas you visit, and please do not pick the wildflowers. Leaving blooms to develop into seeds allows nature to thrive for years to come. In some cases, collecting flowers is illegal. Instead, bring a journal or a camera to record memories that will outlast even the most spectacular blooms.




 

    Our lives attain a new level of enrichment when we gain the ability to recognize as friends the plants and animals of our own environment. We can go through the seasons expecting encounters with them at times and places magically predestined. They greet us on every hand and add dimensions of meaning and belonging to every outdoor experience.




  —Beloved New Mexican botanist and illustrator, 
Robert DeWitt Ivey







  This book is designed to help locals and visitors alike put themselves in those magically predestined places to come to know the colorful jewels that embellish our state.











  
Wildflower Profiles





  1. Wood nymph (Moneses uniflora)




  2. Spotted saxifrage (Saxifraga austromontana)




  3. Brook saxifrage (Saxifraga odontoloma)




  4. Violet woodsorrel (Oxalis violacea)




  5. Fireweed (Chamerion angustifolium)




  6. King’s crown (Rhodiola integrifolia




  7. Queen’s crown (Rhodiola rhodantha)




  8. Purple clematis (Clematis occidentalis)




  9. Elephant head (Pedicularis groenlandica)




  10. Chocolate flower (Berlandiera lyrata)




  11. Golden banner (Thermopsis montana)




  12. Canadian violet (Viola canadensis)




  13. Nuttall’s violet (Viola nuttallii)




  14. Western dog violet (Viola adunca)




  15. Spotted coralroot orchid (Corallorhiza maculata)




  16. Sandia alumroot (Heuchera pulchella)




  17. Sego lily (Calochortus nuttallii)




  18. Alpine clover (Trifolium attenuatum)




  19. Desert evening primrose (Oenothera primiveris)




  20. Prairie evening primrose (Oenothera albicaulis)




  21. New Mexico giant hyssop (Agastache pallidiflora ssp. neomexicana)




  22. Sierra Blanca lupine (Lupinus sierrae-blancae)




  23. Giant trumpets (Lithospermum macromeria)




  24. New Mexico penstemon (Penstemon neomexicanus)











  
Trail Finder
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Northwest





  Native culture nestled in spectacular red rock beauty, miles of lava flows, and mazes of badlands feature prominently in Northwest New Mexico. The region is home to the Navajo Nation; Zuni, the state’s largest pueblo; and the Jicarilla Apache Nation. Farmington, the largest city in the region, provides access to gems like the Bisti Badlands/De-Na-Zin Wilderness, Chaco Culture National Historical Park, Aztec Ruins National Monument, and Salmon Ruins.




  Carving through the Colorado Plateau, the San Juan River, a significant tributary of the Colorado River, cuts west through the high desert country to drain into Lake Powell. World-class trout fishing can be experienced along the San Juan River and on Navajo Lake.




  To the east, Ship Rock, meaning “winged rock,” rises 1,583 feet from the desert floor, marking the center of the area occupied by Ancient Pueblo People and the unique flora and fauna of the “hogback” formation. An eroded throat of a volcano, it’s the most prominent landmark in the Northwest and a destination for rock climbers, photographers, and filmmakers alike.




  Heading south and west through desert basin and juniper scrublands, Chaco National Historical Park preserves the massive buildings of the Anasazi people and some of the naturally darkest night skies in the state.




  Arrive at Gallup, the epicenter of Native American art, where five tribes in the region produce art sold around the world. Nightly Indian Dances and the annual Inter-tribal Indian Ceremonial offer a glimpse into traditional native culture. The red rock formations and Zuni Mountains surrounding Gallup offer ample opportunity for rock climbing and singletrack mountain biking.




  Heading east on US 40, pass through the stunning mesas of Thoreau and reach the volcanic peak of Mount Taylor outside of Grants. This inactive volcano is the high point of the San Mateo mountains at 11,306 feet. The blue cone is largely forested, providing habitat for black bear, mountain lion, extensive elk and mule deer herds, wild turkey, and a diverse variety of raptors and other birds. This high alpine meadow overflows with wildflowers after summer monsoons.




  South of Mount Taylor and visible from the summit, the richly diverse volcanic landscape of El Malpais National Monument, meaning badlands in Spanish, stretches to the horizon. A unique landscape of cinder cones, lava tube caves, and sandstone bluffs offers recreation and solitude to visitors. Wildlife abounds in the open grasslands and forests, while in a really good rain year, bright purple, yellow, and red wildflowers explode from moisture held by the black volcanic rock.









   

    

    
1 Gooseberry Springs Trail





    




    Taking the long approach to the summit of Mount Taylor, Gooseberry Springs Trail starts under mixed aspen-conifer forest and climbs onto the treeless side of the mountain with its vast wildflower meadows and far-reaching views of ancient volcanic fields below.




   




   Start: The green-and-white hiker sign across from the parking lot




   Distance: 6.4 miles out and back




   Hiking time: About 4 hours




   Difficulty: Moderate due to elevation gain




   Trail surface: Forested and dirt trail




   Bloom season: June to August




   Peak bloom: August




   Flowers you might see: Crag lily, Apache penstemon, sidebells wintergreen, Cardinal catchfly, New Mexico giant hyssop, pink skyrocket




   Other trail users: Equestrians




   Canine compatibility: Dogs allowed, but beware of grazing live stock along the trail.




   Land status: National Forest




   Nearest town: Grants




   Fees and permits: None required




   Schedule: Open all year but may be obstructed by snow December–March




   Maps: USFS Cibola National Forest, Mount Taylor Ranger District; USGS Mount Taylor




   Trail contacts: Cibola National Forest and Mount Taylor Ranger District, 1800 Lobo Canyon Rd., Grants 87020; (505) 287-8833; www.fs.usda.gov/detail/cibola/about-forest/districts/?cid=fsbdev3_065705




   Special considerations: Take water, there is no reliable water on the trail.




  Finding the trailhead: From the Mount Taylor District Ranger Station on Lobo Canyon Road, take a left onto NM 547, which becomes FR 239. After 11 miles, at the end of the pavement, turn right onto FR 193. After 4.7 miles from turnoff, reach the trailhead parking lot on the right in a grove of aspens. The trailhead is across the street from the parking lot. GPS: N35 13.196' / W104 38.230'




  


  

  The Hike




  




  Rising out of the surrounding mesas, the extinct volcano that is Mount Taylor offers the opportunity to explore the less-visited northwestern corner of New Mexico and its unique environs. From the trailhead parking lot, where the white trunks of the aspens have been thoroughly graffitied by past visitors, cross the road to reach Trail 77. Common yarrow, Rocky Mountain iris, and Colorado rubberweed surround the trail sign. Immediately begin climbing through mixed ponderosa pine and aspen forest. Spotted coralroot orchid grows at the base of the second-growth pine trees.




  Among the lichen-covered rocks and boulders, small-leaf pussytoes, with their tiny silvery leaves, bloom in early summer. Notchleaf groundsel, Rocky Mountain groundsel, Rocky Mountain sweetpea, tufted fleabane, harebell, purple thistle, common yarrow, scarlet penstemon, Bahia, and woolly cinquefoil paint the oak understory.
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  Panoramic view of Mount Taylor




  This area, like most of the Mount Taylor Ranger District, has been heavily logged historically. Left-behind stumps dot the landscape as evidence of this zealous resource use. The trail takes a right turn and straightens out along a ridge above the canyon bottom. Keep your eyes open for the periodic crag lily, an amber-colored, relatively uncommon flower in New Mexico. Cardinal catchfly also lights up the dry forest.




  A boulder wall snuggled against the trail provides ample crevices for scarlet hedgehog cactus to grow. Notice the purple flowers of silverleaf nightshade alongside woolly cinquefoil, thorny gooseberry bush, most beautiful daisy, and tiny ferns covering the ground around the boulders. Find large clusters of violet woodsorrel, with its pink blooms pushing up from the pine needle litter. A small oak grove harbors velvet umbrellawort and pearly everlasting.




  [image: chpt_fig_002]




  Cardinal catchfly (Silene laciniata)




  The trail then descends into a wash with black gravel, evidence of the volcanic geology of the area. The yellow flowers of Colorado rubberweed pop against the black rocks. A short-grass meadow is dotted with trailing flea-bane, purple asters, dandelions, and a few lupines. The grass is kept short by grazing cattle. After a good rain, the drainage fills with water, perking up Apache penstemon and sticky geranium. Cross the wash and pick up the trail on the other side, where the Youth Conservation Corp constructed a sturdy footbridge. Turn right onto an old road and continue uphill through the forest, admiring a few large old-growth ponderosa pines.
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  Tufted fleabane (Erigeron caespitosus)




  After walking through the forest awhile, the trail takes a sharp left where a sign reads “Mount Taylor 2 miles, Trail 77.” The path continues up through the forest on a dirt singletrack. Do not use the old route along a wide road, which the USDA Forest Service is working to restore from erosion. Mountain parsley and parasitic pinedrops flank the trail.




  Pass through an aspen grove where Richardson’s geranium, giant red paintbrush, giant fernleaf lousewort, and western dog violet thrive.




  The trail pops you out into the open where deeply rutted tracks from an old road head up the mountain to a ridge. Be sure to look behind you for stunning views of the desert country below. The open hillside is blanketed in Colorado rubberweed and dotted with stunted ponderosa pines. The summit of Mount Taylor is now visible to the left.




  Reach the top of the ridge you’ve been climbing, where small-leaf pussytoes and trailing fleabane cover the ground. The trail drops over the ridge and curves to the north around the back of the knoll that you’ve been looking at as you climb. Large masses of hairy golden aster announce a coming abundance of wildflowers on the hillside meadows. As you sidehill across a saddle, look for tall New Mexico giant hyssop, part of the mint family, with its telling square stem. Purple, white, and yellow flowers and pops of red paintbrush are tucked into the bunchgrass. Cattle graze along the trail here as you now follow the ridge of a lesser peak.




  Reach the only two switchbacks on the trail to ascend a steep grassy slope to the summit. The bright pink flowers of Mount Taylor’s unique variety of skyrocket make their debut here, along with the purple-blue pleated and little gentians, yellow notchleaf groundsel, yarrow, James’ buckwheat, fuchsia velvet umbrellawort, rock-jasmine, tassel flower, deep purple harebell, slimleaf plainsmustard, showy goldeneye, and bright orange sneezeweed. The decorative cardinal catchfly paints the trail in red bouquets. Mountain parsley in its bright red form pops from the alpine grasses. Tufted fleabane, bushels of mountain spray, cheery yellow bladderpod, foothills paintbrush, Wooton’s butterweed, goldenrods, and blue flax accompany a final short rocky stretch that takes you to the summit.




  Views from the top of this ancient stratovolcano are spectacular; the peak is wide open in three directions, with dense forest on the northwestern slope. A metal sign marks the summit at 11,301-foot elevation. Take in the endless views over lunch. Silvery lupine, both blue-purple and the less common albino form with all white flowers, dots the summit.
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  View from Mount Taylor summit




  The winds can be strong at the top, but thick trees on the north side offer good shelter when needed. Explore the spruce-fir forest along the north-side to find sidebells wintergreen, which is prolific on the forest floor. Also find simple catchfly, mountain deathcamas, Virginia strawberry, nodding groundsel, Franciscan bluebells, pretty cinquefoil, Whipple’s penstemon, Canadian violet, two varieties of draba, western red columbine, and—if you’re lucky—the stunning, single white blooms of wood nymph. After the monsoons begin, the alpine forests on Mount Taylor also become a treasure trove of colorful mushrooms.




  

     

  FLOWER PROFILE




  Moneses comes from the Greek meaning “single delight.” Along with several varieties of wintergreen, the wood nymph is one of few wildflowers that flourish in cool, shady, moist woodlands. The flower, which has five bright white petals around bright yellow stamens and a bright green style and ovary, nods at the end of an unbranched green stalk. Its unique look makes this charismatic circumboreal wildflower easily recognizable and a treat to spot. This flower is quite fragrant and irresistible to bees, even though it produces no nectar. In a phenomenon called “buzz pollination,” large bumblebees visit the flower and shake the anthers by vibrating their wings, releasing clumps of pollen. Wood nymphs can produce 1,000 seeds per fruit, a testament to the effectiveness of this method of pollination.




  [image: chpt_fig_005]




  Wood nymph (Moneses uniflora)
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  The La Mosca Fire Lookout and antenna farm are visible a mile to the northeast, a wind farm to the north, the Zuni Mountain to the west, and the lava flows and sandstone bluffs of El Malpais National Monument to the south. After taking in the views, follow the path heading west off the summit and retrace your steps back down Rinconada Canyon to the trailhead parking area.




 Miles and Directions




  




  0.0 Trailhead.




  0.8 Sharp left and trail sign indicating 2 miles to Mount Taylor.




  2.0 Reach ridge at top of canyon.




  2.5 Switchbacks.




  3.2 Mount Taylor Summit. Retrace the route.




  6.4 Arrive back at the trailhead.




  Option: If you’ve left a car shuttle on the La Mosca lookout access road, follow the faint trail heading east off the summit and down to FSR 453.




 Hike Information




  




  Local Information




  Grants Chamber of Commerce: www.grants.org




  Local Events/Attractions




  Mountain Bike Events and Trail Info: www.ziarides.com




  Mount Taylor Winter Quadrathon: www.mttaylorquad.org




  El Malpais National Monument: www.nps.gov/elma/index.htm




  El Morro National Monument: www.nps.gov/elmo/index.htm




  Bluewater Lake State Park: www.emnrd.state.nm.us/spd/bluewaterlakestatepark.html




  Acoma Pueblo/Sky City Cultural Center and Haak’u Museum: www.acomaskycity.org




  Zuni Pueblo: www.ashiwi.org




  Gallup Inter-Tribal Pow Wow and Ceremonial, annually in August: https://gallupceremonial.com




  Organizations




  Zuni Mountains Collaborative: www.zunimountainscollaborative.org




  Other Resources




  Robinson, Sherry. 1994. El Malpais, Mt. Taylor, and the Zuni Mountains: A Hiking Guide and History. University of New Mexico Press.




  

  
WHAT’S IN A NAME?



 

  While traveling across New Mexico to research this book, I noticed that the same wildflower was often called by different common names in different parts of the state. Sometimes in the same location, a plant had multiple common names. Even more complicated, plants in New Mexico often have English, Spanish, and Native American names.




  Professional and amateur botanists spend a lot of time talking about plant names. Those just coming to know plants might wonder, “What’s so important about what we call a plant?” As writer and naturalist Robert Macfarlane observed, “By noticing and naming we take the first step into friendship and understanding, crossing the gulf between species.” Unless we agree to the name of the plant, we could be confusing entirely different species. And that’s no way to start a friendship. The only way to know is to use the scientific names.




  Naming conventions can cause some confusion, even among those with years of experience. Here’s a simple primer that will give you some insight and make things clearer.




  Common names: While often descriptive and lovely, common names are unreliable. Most plants have several common names, and a common name in one region or language may apply elsewhere to a totally unrelated plant.




  Scientific names: Because of the confusion surrounding common names, the scientific name of the plant is necessary to label a species accurately. Rendered in Latin or Greek, these names are more universal; scientists across the planet usually use and accept the same scientific name. The scientific name consists of two words. The first word, the genus, is the name of a group of plants with similar characteristics. The second part is the species name, which distinguishes a plant from all others in its genus. Thus, there are many species found within a single genus. In a few cases, the scientific name for a plant will have a third part, preceded by the word “variety” or “var.” or “subspecies,” abbreviated “ssp.” These plants differ slightly but consistently from plants of the same species and often have distinct ranges.




  Besides being consistent, scientific names can describe characteristics of the plant (hairless, tall, five nerves), honor a place or person, or be derived from historical knowledge about the plant. Perhaps most important, scientific names show relationships by identifying species in the same genus. For example, Mertensia franciscana, the scientific name for Franciscan bluebells, identifies the species as franciscana and part of the larger genus Mertensia. This gives you a clue that it shares DNA and characteristics with Mertensia ovata var. caelestina (celestial bluebells).




  How this guide handles naming: To make this guide easier to read and more user-friendly, we use common names of plants within the narrative. To avoid confusion and ensure we accurately label each species, we have included a list of corresponding scientific names for reference in appendix A.




  That said, with the advent of DNA testing, and the different approaches taxonomists take to naming (e.g., “lumpers,” who prefer to group related species together, versus “splitters,” who find ways to divide one species from another like leaves on a tree), plant names are rapidly changing and not everyone agrees on the changes.




  There are many exceptional scientists studying and naming plants in New Mexico. For instance, Kelly W. Allred’s Flora Neomexicana III: Identification Manual, illustrated by Robert DeWitt Ivey, 2012, is an outstanding resource widely used by botanists to identify the state’s plants. However, because things are changing so rapidly, we decided to follow an authoritative online resource that uses the most up-to-date taxonomy available. Most scientific names in this book reflect the name published on the Plants of the World online portal (www.plantsoftheworldonline.org) managed by the Royal Botanical Gardens, Kew. This resource is user-friendly and readily accessible to the general public. If you have questions or comments about the names used in the book, or anything else book related, I welcome you to contact me through my website: www.wildflowerhikingnm.com.


  











  
North Central





  The high desert of North Central New Mexico, painted with spectacular colors, lies in stark contrast to the two gorgeous mountain ranges, Sangre de Cristo and Jemez. The broad valley of the Rio Grande separates these tail ends of the southernmost Rocky Mountains, which begin in Canada. Adding to the region’s diversity, rivers cut deep channels through sage flats and meander among volcanic cones and mesas.




  The significant variations in elevation of the region produce unique local conditions, seasons, flora, and fauna. At higher elevations snow lingers in the high peaks well into spring. Six ski areas draw visitors for year-round recreation with winter activities, summer mountain biking, and hiking. Eight Native American pueblos dot the region, with some ceremonial and festival days open to the public.




  Rising to 13,161 feet above Taos in the north is Wheeler Peak, the state’s highest mountain. Nestled against three wilderness areas and the Rio Grande del Norte National Monument, Taos provides a great launching point for outdoor adventure. Several rivers cut steep canyons through this sage-covered landscape. The champion, the Rio Grande, carves an 800-foot-deep gorge through layers of volcanic sediment.




  The lush Jemez Mountains, a major mountain range to the west of Santa Fe and the Española Valley, are home to Los Alamos, Bandelier National Monument, Valles Caldera National Preserve, San Pedro Parks Wilderness, and plenty of attractions and recreational opportunities.




  One of the world’s great travel destinations, Santa Fe serves as the southern gateway to the region and is famed for its beauty, culture, and art. While the cultural attractions take a front seat in Santa Fe, the nearby mountains and high desert environs offer a diversity of outdoor recreation. The Sangre de Cristo (Blood of Christ) Mountains, ending southeast of Santa Fe, provide a beautiful backdrop to the town. Santa Fe is bordered to the east by the extensive Pecos Wilderness and lies in the shadow of several 12,000-foot peaks.











    




   

    
2 Stewart Lake





  




    A lovely loop hike to a serene mountain lake passing through aspen meadows and cool conifer forests overflowing with wildflowers. The showcase of abundant and rare flowers makes this long and sometimes steep trail worth the effort.




  




   Start: Winsor Creek Trailhead




   Distance: 11-mile loop




   Hiking time: About 6.5 hours




   Difficulty: Moderate to strenuous, due to distance and elevation gain




   Trail surface: Dirt trail




   Bloom season: June to mid-October, snow conditions permitting




   Peak bloom: July to mid-August




   Flowers you might see: Brook saxifrage, spotted saxifrage, cardinal penstemon, pretty cinquefoil, subalpine larkspur, pipsissewa




   Other trail users: Equestrians, mountain bikers




   Canine compatibility: Dogs permitted




   Land status: National Forest, Wilderness




   Nearest town: Pecos




   Fees and permits: No fees or permits required for day hikers




   Schedule: Open all year but often obstructed by snow December to March




   Maps: National Geographic Trails Illustrated 731; USGS Cowles; USFS Pecos Wilderness




   Trail contacts: Santa Fe National Forest, Pecos–Las Vegas Ranger District, 18 Highway 63, Pecos 87552; (505) 757-6121; www.fs.usda.gov/recarea/santafe/recarea/?recid=75446




   Finding the trailhead: From Santa Fe, head north on I-25 to exit 299. Turn left over the highway then turn right onto NM 50. Drive 6 miles to the town of Pecos and the junction with NM 63. At the stop sign, turn left and drive 20.2 miles to Cowles. Make a left turn over the Pecos River and drive 1 mile to the Winsor Creek Trailhead parking area. GPS: N35 48.7794' / W105 39.7296'




   


   

 The Hike




  




  From the parking lot pick up Trail 254 (Winsor Trail) through a dew-soaked meadow dotted with aspens and ponderosa pines. Pass stemless evening primrose, mountain woollywhite, eye-catching scarlet penstemon, the pink-streaked bells of spreading dogbane, Wyoming paintbrush, showy milkweed, Richardson’s geranium, sticky geranium, red clover, American vetch, grass-leaved peavine, orange sneezeweed, hairy valerian, and blue flax. The flowers are already off to a spectacular start, and this is only a hint of what’s to come.




  Walking under an aspen glade with the creek to your left, watch for the purple and blue hues of tall Franciscan bluebells, yellow mountain parsley, delicate lime-green meadow rue, shrubs of honeysuckle, and giant fernleaf lousewort with its fern-like leaves and cream-colored flowers tinged with rusty streaks.




  Cross the signed wilderness boundary and a few minutes later cross a creek lined with large-leafed cow parsnip, roundleaf snowberry, darkthroat shooting star, false bugbane, Fendler’s waterleaf, twinberry honeysuckle, and more Franciscan bluebells. Stay right when the trail branches, following the sign for Trail 261. The trail is not maintained, and some fallen trees lie across it. It rejoins Trail 254 in 2 miles.




  
[image: chpt_fig_007]





  View of Stewart Lake with Santa Fe Baldy towering above




  The aspens give way as you tackle a steady climb into cool conifer forests accompanied by a profusion of blooms starring thimbleberry, cow parsnip, peppergrass, western wallflower, Canadian violet, star Solomon’s seal, and shiny Macoun’s buttercup. Early in the season you’ll find the spreading vine of purple clematis, brook saxifrage, and golden banner. Slow down to spot the diminutive and breathtaking pink calypso orchid, or fairy slipper, which pushes through the leaf litter under Douglas firs and spruces as soon as the snow melts.




  The sound of the creek fades as you continue climbing past Woods’ rose, Canadian lousewort (distinguishable from the other louseworts in the forest by its bright yellow flowers), pinedrops, spotted coralroot orchid, small-leaf pussytoes, notchleaf groundsel, and monument plant. Part of the magnificent Gentian family, monument plant can take up to sixty years to blossom. Get close to ground level to catch green-flowered wintergreen and the bright pink pipsissewa with its waxy arrow-shaped leaves.




  The trail begins to level out through the grassy meadows of aspen glades blanketed in lavender Richardson’s geranium. Continue under ponderosas and Douglas firs shading neon giant red paintbrush. Sickletop lousewort hugs rocky outcrops.





[image: chpt_fig_008]





  A variety of wildflowers dot the trail under a grove of aspens
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  Wood’s rose (Rosa woodsii)
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  Bog orchid (Plantanthera ssp.)




  Copious Franciscan bluebells, extra tall Canadian violet, Wooton’s butterweed, false Solomon’s seal, and western red columbine cover the ground between fallen logs.




  Continuing on the level path of Trail 254, cross a creek over a downed tree. The stream is dotted with glossy white marsh marigold, cowbane, the ever-abundant Franciscan bluebells, and a newcomer: American bistort with its cotton ball–like top.




  Reach the junction with Trail 251 (Skyline Trail) and turn right to Stewart Lake. From the banks of this spring-fed alpine lake, drink in the western vista where Santa Fe Baldy, the second-highest peak in the Pecos Wilderness, rises to 12,622 feet. Take time to rest and eat lunch.




  Meander to the far side of the lake, where you’ll find the aptly named magenta elephant heads growing in the hundreds among the grasses. Look closely at the individual flowers to note elephant trunks each hemmed by a set of floppy ears. Hot pink darkthroat shooting star, Macoun’s buttercup, white marsh marigold, clumps of heartleaf bittercress, umbrella-shaped cow parsnip, and pretty cinquefoil color the path worn by anglers. You’ll need to get down at water level to enjoy light green bog orchid, the fragrance of purple nodding onion, and white Geyer’s onion.




  Loop around the lake through neck-high corn lily and back to the main path, where a log crossing over the outflow will take you to a second lake. Many of the same flowers appear here, with the addition of cowbane and a glut of white marsh marigold.




  After crossing the outflow from the second lake, the trail takes a sharp right off the Skyline Trail and onto Trail 271 (Winsor Ridge Trail). This part of the trail is smooth walking, perfect to fix your eyes on the lovely spotted saxifrage, draba, pennycress, and golden smoke that dominate the rocky trailside.




  Gradually descend under enormous Douglas firs, aspens, and ponderosas that open for panoramic views of the Winsor Creek Canyon and Santa Fe Baldy with Lake Peak behind. This section of the trail comes alive with western wallflower, mountain parsley, small-leaf pussytoes, Wyoming paintbrush, shrubby and pretty cinquefoil, sneezeweed, trailing fleabane, salsify, yarrow, black medic, scarlet penstemon, northern bedstraw, a riot of geraniums, Franciscan bluebells, mountain woollywhite, Woods’ rose, and deep purple blue flax washing the understory meadows in color. In late July and August, tall subalpine larkspur—its purple flowers with a telltale spur at the back—dominates the forest understory. Stop to twirl the fragrant square stem of dragonhead, a member of the mint family, between your fingers. Continue descending through aspen glades full of nodding wood sunflower and Rocky Mountain iris in bloom.




 [image: chpt_fig_011]




  Nodding wood sunflower (Helianthella quinquenervis)




  Hillsides are covered in corn lily interspersed with Wyoming paint-brush, Richardson’s geranium, and mountain woollywhite. Other sections of the trail are covered in waist-high bracken fern dotted with heartleaf arnica. This section is a true showcase of the breadth and abundance of wildflowers in the Rocky Mountains, with red, pink, yellow, purple, and white flowers crowding the trail.




  The habitat dries as the trail descends a number of switchbacks adorned with many-flowered stickseed, showy daisy, yellow sweetclover, and grass-leaved peavine. Sticky geranium stands out with its purple petals and bright yellow stamen, as does burnt-orange dandelion, which in these hills can appear more yellow than orange. Close-flowered cardinal penstemon makes a rare appearance along the trail. Pass back through the wilderness boundary and reach a trail junction. Continue straight ahead to Cowles, stay right at the next trail fork, then cross the road that heads to Panchuela Campground and arrive at a kiosk. Take a bathroom break before walking the final mile up the road to your car at the Winsor Trailhead. Admire the stemless evening primrose, scarlet penstemon, and sneezeweed along the way.
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