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GO AND SEEK ANOTHER PARADISE. . . . A PROMISED LAND, ALL FLOWERS AND BLESSINGS.


—Joseph Conrad, Tales of Unrest


FROM THESE TWO, ART AND NATURE, IT IS FITTING, IF YOU RECALL HOW GENESIS BEGINS, FOR MEN TO MAKE THEIR WAY, TO GAIN THEIR LIVING.


—Dante, The Inferno, trans. Allen Mandelbaum





Preface to the Second Edition



Many new plants, especially bunchgrass, have become widely available in New Mexico and the Southwest since the 1990s. A number of them are included in this new edition. Botanical names for several species that are commonly used in this part of North America have also been updated, with the older binomials shown for reference.


The addition of a number of new photographs and sketches will give readers a good sense of the forms and usefulness of many species that flourish in New Mexico. City and town recommendations are also updated, with more area photographs for ease of reference.


New Mexico has been a dry place for the most part since the Pleistocene, and its thin soils and high altitude have challenged gardeners throughout the centuries. Droughts, urban expansion, climate change, and tremendous ultraviolet radiation pose significant planting problems. But with a little ingenuity and good water management, a New Mexican garden or landscape can always be successful, providing shade, color, oxygen, soil protection, wind-screening, and opportunities for outdoor enjoyment that anyone can appreciate.


BHM


Albuquerque


May 2015





Preface to the First Edition



These are plants that I am very fond of, as they have helped to complete my landscape design schemes for over two decades. They are, for the most part, great popular favorites as well. I like them for their toughness, adaptability, and sturdy beauty in a difficult climate. I also admire their cheerfulness and their ability to grace our lives with shade, helpful protection from the wind, and an endless series of wonderful colors.


Although a careful study of the trees, shrubs, ground covers, and smaller plants used throughout the state turns up a number of species that seem to thrive everywhere, we must be cautious. New Mexico ranges in altitude from a bit over 3000 feet (915 m) near Carlsbad to just over 13,000 feet (3965 m) at Mount Wheeler near Taos. In precipitation, the range is from 7 inches (175 mm) a year in the White Sands to over 30 inches (750 mm) a year in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. Soils in the state can be loose and gravelly, thick and hard with clay or lime, or dark and rich along moist river bottoms and in the plains counties. It’s no wonder that each city or town and its surrounding area displays horticultural peculiarities. That is why each species described in the plant file section is followed by a note on where it grows best.


I have carefully selected a wide range of plants for everyday use in home, commercial, and public landscape plantings, but there are also numerous species that can be planted for special conditions. The top hundred-plus species for each location are listed, and these plants are tried and true: they’ll grow quite well under local conditions. For more adventurous souls, I have also indicated a number of species that may not be common in a particular locale in New Mexico but that will nonetheless thrive with a little extra effort.


New Mexico is blessed with historic landscapes—old gardens, parks, plazas, streetscapes, and the like—that have contributed to the cultural development of their times. Where practical, I have listed local examples of these. They’re usually found just out the door and down the block, and they’re well worth a visit. Anyone interested in the historic plant favorites of New Mexico will also enjoy “A Southwest Legacy of Trees and Stone” in section 1 of the book. It’s quite possible under most circumstances to design a modern landscape made up of many of the authentic plants of New Mexico’s past.


In addition, there is usually in each community a favorite garden or other landscape that has been well planned and well maintained and that is open to the public for a visit. I have tried to list these wherever they occur; they are frequently worth seeing because of their high plant quality, good design development, or the general effect they create with nearby buildings.


Native southwestern and Rocky Mountain plants increase in popularity every year, and most gardens and larger landscapes throughout the state contain at least a few of these hardy and colorful trees, shrubs, and smaller plants. Best Plants includes a large number of these valuable plants and discusses their general availability, often the single limiting factor in their usefulness.


By and large, I haven’t listed plants that are not consistently available for home, commercial, or public landscape use. Most of the trees and shrubs in the plant file can be had in a number of different sizes to fit most pocket-books, and many of the ground covers, flowers, and vines can be found not only in a container of some sort but also as seed.


I have included a series of design tips in section 2. It is not difficult to select trees, shrubs, and smaller plants that will handily satisfy most New Mexican landscape situations, and fundamental information on growth habits, general form and color, and interesting peculiarities is also listed for each plant.


With over 4400 native species and many hundreds of exotic species, New Mexico is surprisingly blessed with one of the largest and most diverse assortments of plant types to be found in any temperate climate. Pick one or several of these for use in your own garden or landscape; you’ll be surprised, delighted, shaded, and perhaps even fed by the results for many years to come.
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Quick Reference



How to Use This Book


1. To find a specific plant listed by type (such as deciduous tree, bulb, evergreen shrub, and so forth), turn to section 3, “The New Mexico Plant List.”


2. To find the plant recommendations for a specific town or city, turn to section 4, “City and Town Plant Recommendations and Notes.”


3. To find the best plants for special landscape situations, turn to section 2, “Tips for New Mexico Gardening and Landscaping.”


4. To find out about New Mexican planting conditions, turn to section 1, “Background to Landscape Plantings for New Mexico, Southern Colorado, and El Paso.”


5. For the names of local and governmental organizations that can furnish additional information and help regarding plants, horticulture, and landscape design, see the appendix.


6. To find quick, immediately useful information on plant choices, see “The Gist List” at the end of section 2, “Tips for New Mexico Gardening and Landscaping.”





Section One
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Background to Landscape Plantings for New Mexico, Southern Colorado, and El Paso






The Nature of the New Mexican Landscape


A knowledge of exotic and native plants is critical in the design of modern landscapes of all kinds in New Mexico. Cultivated food plants of the Southwest, both Indian and European, have made a great imprint on human life throughout the West. But very little civilized life is possible without ornamental plants. Their friendly, useful, and often colorful forms have graced human habitations and helped to create highly practical outdoor space since villages began to appear at the end of the last Ice Age.
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Believe it or not, there are remnant palm jungles at the mouth of the Rio Grande in far southern Texas.


Many if not most of the native plants of New Mexico are not unique to the state. In the larger view, they form part of the flora of the Rocky Mountains, the Great Plains, the Mexican deserts and cordilleras, and the Colorado Plateau. They are simply segments of a great continuous (and sometimes discontinuous) pattern that enters the state from all directions. Some of our trees, such as the aspen and the bigtooth maple, have continental ranges. Others, such as the ponderosa pine and white fir, show our strong connections with the Rockies and the Mexican Sierra Madre.
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Lower Sonoran grassland.


New Mexico’s buffalo, grama, and wheatgrasses are found throughout the central continental plains. Particularly tough and durable, they historically have been able to withstand the constant grazing of the bison and the gnawing of the smaller prairie mammals and have in many instances adapted well to the endless munching and trampling of domestic livestock.


The lyrically beautiful oak woodlands of the southwestern New Mexico foothills are visible reminders of the state’s proximity to Old Mexico. In the canyons and swales of this sun-swept ranching and mining country, cottonwoods, soapberries, ashes, hackberries, and the stark, giant Arizona sycamores mark the slow fall of the land to the Pacific Basin. The hills here are now harder pressed than they were before the coming of men with cattle. In Arizona, Sonora, Chihuahua, and elsewhere in New Mexico, the story is much the same: cows and people and sometimes sheep working hard—sometimes too hard—to wring a living out of a rolling, dry, reluctant, and now legendary landscape.


[image: image]


Lower Sonoran Zone.


The uplands of the Colorado Plateau are scrub juniper and piñon country, with a mixture of unusually sparse brush and intermittent grasses. On the high ridges and in the isolated mountain ranges of the plateau, ponderosa pines and Gambel oak, skunkbush, greasewood, and tall stands of narrowleaf cottonwood lend their character and color to the landscape.


The dry lowlands in the southern part of the state constitute the northernmost extension of the Chihuahuan Desert. Mesquite, creosote, broom baccharis, and littleleaf sumac are found here in tremendous stands, with tough desert grasses in isolated pockets scattered among them. The desert willow and screwbean—and sometimes the ash—are the classic arroyo trees in this desert. Along permanent streams and near springs, various willows and hulking mountain and valley cottonwoods (Populus fremontii varieties) add a great deal of welcome green life to the tawny desert hills.


In the Rockies and their offshoot ranges, evergreens predominate. Ponderosa and limber pines, Douglas fir, white fir, and Engelmann spruce are the standards of these relatively wet mountains. Aspens, maples, New Mexico locust, box elder, serviceberry, chokecherry, elderberry, and a host of other appealing trees, shrubs, and lesser plants make these true forests rich in concentrated plant life.
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Transition Zone.


All in all, it’s a most attractive mixture of natural conditions and plants. But this diversity raises a few nettlesome questions about the nature of a good designed landscape in New Mexico.


First, the native plants of the southwestern mountains have not naturally occurred in the lowlands for thousands of years, since the last Ice Age. Though very appealing in their natural habitat, they often do not adapt well to city life on the plains or along the river valleys. The soils may be too thin, the drainage too poor, or the air too dry. The reverse is also true. Plants now adapted to the hot deserts and plains, or to low valleys, generally do not thrive in the higher, wetter, cooler mountains.


To complicate matters, many plant species in New Mexico, whether in the lowlands or the highlands, are found only along watercourses. These riverine or riparian species are genuine water guzzlers, even though they are as thoroughly native to the Southwest as the drought- resisting ocotillos, junipers, piñons, and prickly pears of the hillsides. Some species grow only on north-facing canyon slopes; others thrive in sunny south- or west-facing locales.


These complications point to one good generalization about the native plant communities of the New Mexico countryside: most landscapes in New Mexico are transitional in nature—mountain into desert, arroyo into river, plain into foothill, forest into mesa. The native landscape seems always to be on the verge of changing into something else—whatever is just around the corner.


The same is true of the cultivated landscape developed by the people of New Mexico over the past thousand years. An ancient Indian influence (an old Pueblo plaza or terrace, a Mimbres irrigation sluice) can combine almost effortlessly in a backyard or along a storefront with a Spanish patio or Mexican plazuela of the last three and a half centuries. An Anglo-American picket fence can surround a green lawn that features as its pride and joy a classic Mexican glorieta, or gazebo. New Mexico’s gardens and other man-made landscapes always seem eager to reflect the long, rich history of the state. More often than not, they, too, have an appealing quality of transition. The capacity for change and integration seems to be built into them as strongly as it is built into the state itself. They add a great deal to the character of modern New Mexico.
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Canadian Zone.


New Mexico’s best plants, then, can be natives, exotics, or naturalized selections—outside species that came in with settlers, later escaped, and have done well on their own. We need not be too troubled by questions of origin. What should concern us is whether we have chosen the right plant for the situation—the best plant to produce shade, block the wind, provide a little winter greenery, add color, or hold the soil in place.


The right plant also should be available with little or no trouble. It should not be too susceptible to disease or insects. It should do well in our unconsolidated, young, often thin soils. It should gulp little sips of water wherever possible. And, more frequently than not, it should not take a lot of maintenance.


Add up all these qualities and you will find the best plant for a New Mexican garden or landscape.
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Lower Sonoran Zone.
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New Mexico Life Zones.



Life Zones


C. A. Merriam conducted a groundbreaking study of typical southwestern plant distribution in 1889 on the slopes of the San Francisco Peaks near Flagstaff, Arizona. He devised a listing of six basic life zones of native vegetation that corresponded well to northern and southern exposure and to altitude in Arizona and New Mexico. From lowest to highest, these included the Lower Sonoran, Upper Sonoran, Transition, Canadian, Hudsonian, and Arctic-Alpine Zones.


Merriam found that typical trees, shrubs, and ground covers would tend to occur together in predictable patterns given certain geographical conditions. A simplified version of his premises follows:


1. The lowest-altitude life zones (Lower Sonoran, Upper Sonoran) cover the largest areas. Each successive life zone occupies a smaller geographical area.


2. Southwestern life zones are tied to altitude and are related to latitude. A trip of 1000 feet (305 m) up a mountainside is equal to a trip north of several hundred miles.


3. Life zones in mountainous terrain are much like the fingers of two folded hands, with one hand held higher than the other. They extend up and down canyons, valleys, and hillsides because of northern or southern exposure, soil conditions, water availability, and related geographic factors.


4. Typical overstory (tree), understory (shrub, small tree), and ground-cover plant species occur in all life zones but the Lower Sonoran. In the Lower Sonoran Zone, this sequence is found only at streamside locations.


5. Riparian (water’s edge) vegetation is almost always the exception, not the rule, in all zones.


Merriam’s work was overtaken in the twentieth century by much more precise systems of soil, plant, and animal classification. Yet his essential life-zone classifications remain very useful in grasping the essence of a botanically complex region.
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Upper Sonoran Zone.
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Hudsonian and Arctic-Alpine Zones.
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Canadian Zone.
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Transition Zone.



A Few Essential Cultivation Requirements


Human societies in the Americas have been cultivating plants for many thousands of years, so it would be logical to assume that most plant-rearing practices would be more or less standard by now. After all, the ancient Pueblo people built a very successful (and spectacular) civilization in the Southwest on the basis of a few well-cultivated species—corn, amaranth, several kinds of squash, beans, and cotton. Their neighbors, the Hohokam of modern-day Arizona, were masters of constructed irrigation works, which they used for centuries to supply their well-planned fields. And the Europeans brought their time-tested, centuries-old agricultural practices and tools with them when they came to the New World.
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However, there continue to be many competing schools of thought when it comes to preparing the soil for virtually any kind of ornamental planting.
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Disking recycled organic amendments such as manure or bark into the soil can control erosion and create a very healthy planting base.


In agriculture there is very little quibbling about soil preparation: farmers traditionally will modify their soil as extensively as their budgets allow to ensure a good crop. Traditional gardening practices also make good use of compost, manure, and local mulches to ensure success with ornamental plantings. However, many ornamental species planted in thin southwestern soils will live but never thrive. Their growth may be stunted and their appearance anemic. Where lawns are planted, many will soon be chlorotic or awash in weeds.
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Topsoil has developed over a period of centuries in New Mexico.


Agricultural chemicals, largely derived from petroleum, have helped to make it possible in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries to feed many billions of people. These same chemicals, when used in ornamental landscapes, often will give quick results in terms of growth, flowers, seeds, and fruit. Their essential flaw is that they do nothing to build topsoil; worse, they cause hard lenses to form in lower soil horizons that prevent water and air from getting down where they should be, and they sometimes contaminate water supplies.


In New Mexican landscapes, the soils are frequently typical of deserts: young, generally unconsolidated, and still in the process of very slow formation. Because they are developing under dry conditions, they often contain little organic material and are alkaline, or basic, as a result. Their pH rating may be high.


They may not fit classifications based on soil studies made in wetter climates. They will support native plants, exotic plants (those that come from outside the region), and naturalized plants (exotic species that now thrive on their own in the Southwest) with varying degrees of success. The thoughtful gardener or landscaper will want to promote the health of his or her plant stock by considering the nature and health of the soil first.



Soil Building


You can improve the quality of the soil only in relatively small areas. A garden, an office landscape, or a city park can benefit from soil amendments. Animal manures, sawdust, bark, pecan hulls, leaves, shredded newspapers, and compost can be mixed in, preferably to a depth of 1 foot (300 mm) or more, where they will be broken down by soil bacteria, fungi, other microorganisms, and worms. This process will help to create a healthy topsoil, and most landscape plantings will thrive in it.


However, in areas larger than a few acres, soil building can become very expensive indeed. At this scale, green manure may be the best answer. A cover crop such as winter wheat can be planted. Once it matures, it is disked into the soil to help make the area better suited for ornamental or other landscape use.


However you improve the soil for landscape planting, remember that soil building is an ongoing process. It’s a good idea to add a half inch or so of aged manure to tree and shrub planters, vegetable gardens, flower beds, and lawns every year to contribute to the long-term health of the soil and the landscape.



Recycling


Construction of new buildings in southwestern cities or towns invariably means destruction of local soils. Topsoil is often stripped away and wasted, and subsoils are compacted severely by heavy construction equipment. Construction debris can be scattered about the building site or even buried in new planting areas. Worse, many existing plants are destroyed by construction. Their ability to allow water and air to infiltrate the local soil and produce oxygen for humans and animals is squandered.


To make up for this loss, it is a very good idea to recycle local human wastes (sewage sludge) and animal wastes (manures and other food processing by-products) by using them to build soil in city landscapes. These materials are quite rich in nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, carbon, and other minerals that contribute to healthy soils. Their addition to local subsoils or unconsolidated soils allows the development of useful topsoil in situ.


Topsoil is anything but “just dirt.” It is an active, changing, living community of microorganisms, mineral particles, air, and water that makes it possible for plants protruding from its surface to thrive. It prospers on waste products. Plants will flourish in newly constituted man-made soils, furnishing oxygen, shade, excellent air (smog) filtration, and general amenity for many generations to come. They take in and use atmospheric carbon dioxide (C02) as part of their photosynthesis. Improved soil tilth and fertility also contribute to an improved environment for many animal species, so new generations of animals struggling to adjust to life with humans have a better chance to survive.


At the residential level, homeowners can easily recycle leaves, newspapers, clippings, and wet kitchen garbage through composting to build topsoil and relieve increasing demand for landfill space.



Water in the Soil



The addition of substantial amendments to a planting site also improves the water-retaining characteristics of the soil. Even shredded newspaper (a material so thoroughly processed for its primary use that it has almost forgotten it is organic) mixed in with the soil decomposes with moisture into an excellent soil builder. It holds water exceptionally well.


Many southwestern soils are sandy (sand particles are the largest of all soil particles), and water drains quickly away from plant roots. Clay soils often contain substantial quantities of lime, or caliche, and their very tight structure (clay particles are the smallest soil particles) keeps water from draining away from plant roots and cramps growth. Silty soils have a structure that is in between those of sandy and clay soils.


Most landscape plants grow best in loam—a genuine topsoil containing a base of about 50 percent sand, 25 percent clay, and 25 percent silt, with as much decomposing plant and animal debris as possible. Loam allows both excellent water penetration and excellent retention, as well as good uptake of soil minerals by plant roots.


The essential alkalinity or acidity of a soil is measured by the pH (hydrogen ion) scale. When organics (recycled local wastes) are added to soil, its pH will go down, and consequently its fertility will go up. In most cases, the amount of water necessary to keep the landscape in good condition will also decrease as organics are mixed in.
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Disturbed soils next to new construction can benefit from the application of organic amendments to restore their productivity. Compare the intact natural landscape to the right.



Water Deeply



When you water, water slowly and deeply. Deep watering washes harmful salts far into the ground and away from plant roots. It also encourages many plant species to root more deeply, thus helping to drought-proof them and providing for improved health.


Without decent soil preparation, water does not soak in—it runs off the surface of the planting area and is very often wasted. Thorough incorporation of plant amendments will help to prevent this problem.



Water at Night



If you’re sprinkling conventional or native grass lawns, it pays to water when the air is most still—perhaps after midnight. Wind drift can draw off much of the water tossed into the air by sprinklers and deposit it in the street or gutter. Even a “sharp” breeze of 5 mph can blow airborne moisture completely away from your plants.


Another advantage of watering at night is that very few people will be bothered by it. During the day, people use landscapes for all kinds of activities, and they’ll be annoyed if you get them, their dogs, or their cars wet. Water pressure is often better at night, too, because the demand for water decreases as people retire.


Although many gardeners and landscape professionals worry about plant diseases induced by nighttime watering, these very rarely seem to be a problem in the arid Southwest.
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Conventional irrigation at work near a Spanish Pueblo Revival house.
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The grounds of older landscapes, such as Old Town Plaza Park in Las Vegas, often have well-developed, healthy “pocket” topsoils that hold water adequately and support long-term plant growth.
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Sandia Vista Park, Albuquerque.
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Manzano foothills garden.



The Nature of Irrigation



In the wild, plants naturally grow with each other in communities or associations. Each species has an eco-niche to fill, growing as an integral part of the overstory (trees, or large shrubs in the desert), the understory (shrubs or smaller trees), or the ground cover (grasses, flowers, vines, and similar species). No wild plant grows out of context.


In virtually any man-made landscape, however, species are forced to grow out of context, in an artificial situation—even when native species are grown in a “native” landscape. No tree ever evolved in an asphalt parking lot, and no flower ever began its existence as a species in a window box. All plants in cultivated landscapes need a bit of extra care to flourish.


After good soil preparation, irrigation is the foremost priority. First the soil should be mulched in planter areas with shredded bark, compost, pecan hulls, manure, cottonseed hulls, or (in limited areas) crushed rock to hold in any moisture that is applied. Then the landscape area should be irrigated regularly.


Conventional irrigation (bubblers, spray heads, rotaries, impacts, and the like) is a good choice for commercial or public landscapes, where “tender loving care” may not be the rule. Anyone can observe the sprinkler or bubbler heads in action with this sort of system and make adjustments if something isn’t working correctly.


Drip or subsurface irrigation is a good bet in smaller landscapes (especially home gardens) in which the owner is out on the grounds every day and can keep a close eye on the emitters. These are the “spaghetti tube” or microspray heads that concentrate water only around the base of a plant. They tend to clog from the hard water of the Southwest and then may begin to malfunction. Repairs are easy, but plugged lines must be replaced quickly. A section of drip emitters will usually operate for many hours to deliver the proper supply of water to the plants in a landscape, but none of it will run off and weed growth between plants will be kept to a minimum. Furthermore, only a third or so of the water that would be used for the same purpose by a conventional irrigation system will be required by the drip system.
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Conventional irrigation is necessary for both traditional bluegrass mixtures and native grass lawns. Since bluegrass, fescue, rye, and Bermuda need comparatively heavy watering and mowing, these grasses seem to be slowly heading out of style in the Southwest. In the future, traditional green lawns will probably become the exception rather than the rule. They seem to work best in small, private spaces, parks, or athletic fields. Elsewhere, buffalo grass, blue grama, and even galleta are taking their place. These grasses are now widely available, use much less water than traditional species, have good color and pleasant texture, and tolerate thin topsoils. Unfortunately, they often “green up” later than bluegrass and the other exotics, sometimes take years to establish, and cannot withstand a great deal of foot traffic. They also dislike the shade of trees. So, with the fundamental shift in lawn types and sizes there comes a distinct difference in usefulness.


Both conventional and drip irrigation systems should be equipped with automatic controllers. These regulate water flow exactly and also time water application nearly perfectly. They are excellent water-saving devices.


Good irrigation systems provide the “edge” or insurance that a new landscape needs to flourish in the Southwest. Whether installed casually or formally executed, landscape improvements represent a considerable investment to cities, businesspeople, and homeowners. A well-thought-out irrigation system simply protects the investment and helps turn even a modest garden into a formidable oxygen and air conditioning machine—something that is good for all of us.
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Native Plants


Mountaintop native species often do not flourish in New Mexico’s cities and towns, which frequently are located in foothills, on benches above rivers, or alongside streams or springs. Likewise, many Lower Sonoran (desert) natives do not thrive in higher-elevation gardens and landscapes. Plants from the far south do not feel at home in the far north, and northern species dislike many hot southern locales. Species from the eastern New Mexico plains may not flourish on the Colorado Plateau, and Mexican woodland (cordilleran) plants from southwestern New Mexico are not necessarily adapted to the Rocky Mountain environment of Taos or Raton. In short, it is good to remember that a place as geographically varied as New Mexico has many differing kinds of “natives.”


That said, the fact remains that anyone wanting to plan a native landscape will have a lot of company. More growers and sellers than ever before are offering regional species for sale, and native plant and garden clubs are filled with enthusiasts eager to share their knowledge of local plants with each other and with newcomers to the Southwest. Here are a few useful guidelines to keep in mind regarding gardening with regional species:


1. The modern fascination with native plants is healthy. It signals a growing acceptance by the public of the local landscape, topography, climate, and flora.


2. The best native landscape is simply an intensification of wild plants and natural features that have been left intact on a site during construction. It is not a re-creation of an ideal “wild” landscape brought into being on a site that has already been destroyed.


3. Patience is a virtue. Many native species take time to germinate and develop. They may come into their own only after several seasons. Other natives are only available as tiny specimens. But the natives are generally hardy and gratifyingly forgiving of poor soils, planting mistakes, and lapses in care. Many seem to flourish with a small to medium level of attention.


4. Desert soils tend to degenerate under cultivation, and a disturbing amount of compaction may occur in subsurface soil horizons if organic matter declines in the top (“A”) soil horizon. Scratch in a little manure before you plant and add more as the years go by. Let leaf litter accumulate. But don’t disturb the soil any more than necessary.


5. Be prepared to explain your plants to the neighbors and to visitors. They may not be used to the look of the natives and often will wonder when you’re going to replace the “weeds” with a real landscape. You may wish to point out the very real beauty and quality of your plants.
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Seepwillow.


6. Expect to water the natives from time to time throughout their lives. You’ll be glad you did. No cultivated landscape, including one planted in local species, can thrive without care—especially in the generally appalling planting conditions of the southwestern city. Pick up the papers and wind debris, do a little pruning, fertilize with a bit of aged manure from time to time. A “natural” landscape is not a carefree landscape. It will need your attention.


7. Mix native with exotic species to create new landscape effects. Or create “regional” and exotic areas within your overall landscape.


8. Don’t expect low-maintenance, small-scale landscape design approaches to work particularly well at the scale of the large park or commercial center. Large-scale, purely native plantings require a great deal of specialized maintenance and considerable time to establish. Landscape contractors and maintenance firms are developing and refining their plant-care approaches as the native plant industry grows and more species become available. However, it is still difficult to keep up a native landscape of many acres in size without mowing it or plucking it. And there are exotics that plainly do better at some jobs: football is never going to be played on fields of sideoats grama, no matter how much we may like this beautiful species.


9. Many New Mexico towns (as well as El Paso) have sprung up in areas that have no natural trees and even relatively few shrubs. Local trees from nearby mountain ranges are strangers (exotics, if you will) in these areas and should be given as much care as their exotic cousins when first transplanted.


10. Use only seed, cuttings, or field-grown native stock to create your landscape. Do not buy or install collected plants unless they come from reliable sources and have been replaced with equal or greater quantities of the same species in the same place they were dug.
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Grasses: blue grama (top right); little bluestem (bottom).
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Common cholla.
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Many natives and other trees and shrubs are sold in plastic or metal containers. One-, two-, five-, seven-, and fifteen-gallon sizes are very common.
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Some native trees and shrubs may be “heeled in” in sawdust or bark over the winter.


11. Plant in layers: Tall, medium, and small plant species can all help each other to grow. Don’t leave bare, disturbed ground unplanted or unmulched; it will surely blow or wash away.


12. Native species, carefully arranged, will give your landscape a powerful sense of place. Both owner and visitor will know that they’re somewhere in the Southwest.


Bluegrass, fescue, rye, Bermuda, clover, crown vetch, and a handful of exotic annuals and perennials are the only genuine waterhogs in the southwestern landscape. Many other tree, shrub, ground-cover, and color-accent species are condemned out of hand simply because they are exotics, but they aren’t guilty. In fact, it’s mostly just two species—the beautiful, green, water-gulping bluegrass and Bermuda—that strain local water resources. Replace these traditional lawn species with blue grama or buffalo grass or reduce their coverage to a comfortable (but small) area. If you have a modest or small-scale landscape and do not mind spending time with it, use a drip irrigation system to water your planter areas. Your water bills will plunge, you’ll be practicing good water-conserving (“dryland-adapted”) planting principles, and you’ll still have a landscape that produces a lot of oxygen, filters and cools the air, and is a pleasure to behold. Be sure to provide adequate water to any established trees within your old lawn area once the turf is removed; they remain a distinct asset to your landscape.



Topography Determines


New Mexico’s topography has a profound influence on the landscapes of the state. As you prepare to install a landscape or garden of any scale, here are a few unusual design conditions to keep in mind.



High Elevation



Ultraviolet radiation can stymie plant growth, particularly in young plants, and it intensifies as altitude increases. Shade-loving and ground-cover species are particularly vulnerable. Enriched soil and extra water as plants are established can help.



Aridity



In this quite dry climate, never count on the weather to bring the water your plants may need. Aridity also means very low levels of soil organics. New Mexicans have been irrigating their gardens for well over a thousand years. Modern technology can irrigate gardens and landscapes extremely well with only a fraction of the water that would have been necessary just a few years ago.



Spring Winds



These are invariably southwesterlies, and they come along just in time to pull all the late- winter moisture out of the top layers of soil. They work with the warmth of the sun and capillary action to rob plants of the water they need just as the spring growth cycle begins.


The solution? Good, thick mulches (3 to 4 inches) that will not blow away and adequate moisture supplied to your plants (especially the youngest plants) so that they can resist the tremendous drying effects of the wind.


Spring winds frequently bring dust as well. Perhaps more comprehensive and thoughtful grazing, plowing, and construction policies throughout the state will reduce the wind’s ability to lift soil off the range and carry it away.



Winterburn and Diurnal Variation



Vertical cracks on the south and west sides of tree trunks can cause serious injury or death to young plants. This condition is called winterburn, and it is created when the sap in a tree begins to rise during warm winter days. As the temperature plummets at night, the sap freezes, expands, and ruptures the tree’s trunk tissue.


Winterburn most often occurs in very young exotic tree specimens. Wrapping a tree’s trunk with tree-wrapping tape from the ground to the first or second branch seems to help, though many people believe otherwise.


Diurnal variation refers to the great fluctuation of temperature (sometimes over 50 degrees F) that can occur at high altitudes in a 24-hour period. It is amplified by New Mexico’s powerful continental climate; there are no moderating large bodies of water in the Southwest to keep air temperatures from changing quickly. In addition to causing winterburn, diurnal variation frequently ruins the flowering and subsequent fruiting of apple, cherry, peach, pear, apricot, and plum trees in New Mexico. However, our extremes of temperature can just as often be responsible for much of the great flavor to be found in New Mexican fruit.



Changing Techniques in Agriculture and Ornamental Horticulture


American agriculture is changing rapidly. The days of the old moldboard plow turning over the earth every spring with a regular, businesslike firmness now seem to be numbered. More and more farmers across the country are practicing new “residue management” farming, in which plant seed is drilled into a field amid the stubble of last season’s crops. No earth is exposed to be blown away by the wind or rain, and the soil remains intact, which allows its microcommunity of plants and animals to flourish. As a result, high crop yields can be produced at savings of 25 percent or more.


The equivalent trend in horticulture, of course, is the growing movement in the Southwest toward using native and drought-tolerant plants and limiting the sprawl of bluegrass and Bermuda lawns.


We still need our landscape grasses, trees, and shrubs for oxygen production, air filtration, and general amenity, but we are discovering that these benefits can be produced with very little waste of water and with an actual net improvement in soil quality—and therefore in the quality of our lives.
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Winds, high elevation, and aridity often combine to produce the distinctive ground-hugging native plant palette of New Mexico’s countryside.
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This hilly residential landscape combines very little ongoing disturbance of the soil with an attractive massing of native shrubs, trees, and boulders.
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Iris missouriensis, a native Rocky Mountain iris.
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Arizona sycamore.



A Southwest Legacy of Trees and Stone



A Note on New Mexico’s Historic Man-Made Landscapes


New Mexico has a number of truly ancient landscapes, still intact, that extend the history of American landscape architecture back to the tenth century A.D. The great ancient Pueblo plazas at Chetro Ketl, Hungo Pavi, and Pueblo Bonito, all part of a single sprawling urban community at Chaco Canyon, are now beginning to rewrite our ideas of the distant origins of American landscape architecture.
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Edge of plaza at Pueblo Bonito, Chaco.


The early Pueblo Indians also designed and executed an extraordinary series of terraces, patios, arcades, berms, grid gardens, and roads in northwestern and north central New Mexico for a period of some four to five centuries before the arrival of Columbus. Among the local plant species used by the Pueblo Indians were ponderosa and piñon pine, ricegrass, cottonwood, New Mexico olive, hackberry, and singleseed and Utah juniper. Early Pueblo influence on the distinct regional architecture and landscape architecture of the Southwest has been profound, but it has never been well understood.
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Tyuonyi landscape, Bandelier.


New Mexico’s Registry of Historic Landscapes, a long-term study by Morrow Reardon Wilkinson Miller, Ltd., Landscape Architects, is finally attempting to make sense of early Pueblo design as a fundamental part of the history of landscape architecture in New Mexico for the past thousand years. The registry has played a very active role in identifying and cataloging the cultural landscapes of the state’s past. It began as an attempt to sort out and record for further study what many people imagined to be a few dozen old parks, plazas, and private gardens. These, of course, were to be taken from all the long centuries of New Mexico’s history—not just the remote heyday of the ancient Pueblo people. After more than a decade, the registry has grown to include more than four hundred sites, and the job of interpreting the raw information collected in the field research will undoubtedly take many more years of analysis and comparison.
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Church terrace gardens and orchard at Quarai.


Certain questions are asked about all of New Mexico’s historic-designed or cultural landscapes. Did the site contribute in some way to the cultural history of its time? Was it important to the social, political, military, horticultural, or artistic history of its era? If the answer is yes, the landscape must be considered for inclusion in the registry.


Although there are many ways to evaluate and classify an old landscape, assigning it to an historic era is often the simplest and best way to review it in context. Five basic periods of New Mexican history are typically considered.


Pre-Columbian Era, c. A.D. 850–1540: The best examples of this period are found in the ancient Pueblo sites of Chaco Canyon, Bandelier and Aztec National Monuments, the Galisteo Basin, and the tributary valleys of the Rio Grande in northern New Mexico. Tyuonyi at Bandelier and Pueblo Bonito and Chetro Ketl at Chaco are perhaps the best-known sites. These settlements feature well-designed plazas, garden plots, terraces, mounds, and roads or paths in abundance. There is evidence that the early Pueblo people may even have developed some extraordinary ornamental plantings at Chaco Canyon. Excellent sites are also found in Colorado and Utah (Mesa Verde, Yellowjacket, Hovenweep) and in Arizona.


Spanish Colonial Era, 1540–1821: Early Spanish colonial times saw the creation of several haciendas with enclosed courts, peristyle walkways, gardens, and orchards, all based on Spanish (Mediterranean) and Mexican models. But the greatest landscapes of the period are found in town plazas and plazuelas (Santa Fe, Chimayó, Socorro, Albuquerque, Taos), and particularly in the church grounds of the day. These included starkly beautiful enclosed entry courts (atrios) and the patios of the friaries (conventos) built next to the great mission churches. The Franciscan priests also introduced orchards, vineyards, and gardens stocked with cuttings and seeds of exotic European and Mexican plant species hauled laboriously north from New Spain across the immense distances of the Camino Real. Chiles, peaches, apples, grapevines, and wheat were widespread introductions.


The earliest hybrid Euro-Indian towns in what is now the United States came into being during the early Spanish colonial period (1540–1680). The classic small towns of Abo and Quarai in the Manzano Range and the prairie-edge emporium of Gran Quivira near Chupadera Mesa in central New Mexico are now preserved almost exactly as they were as components of the modern Salinas Pueblo Missions National Monument. They show how the first Europeans in the Southwest re-created the architecture and landscape architecture of the Mediterranean in the midst of early Pueblo settlements.
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Arthur Park, Estancia.


Open-space design of the late Spanish colonial period (1692–1821) incorporated plaza and patio refinements and such impressive courtyard, orchard, and field landscapes as those of the hacienda of don Antonio Severino Martinez in Taos. The Spanish colonial landscape of the hacienda found on the Camino Real is reproduced beautifully at Las Golondrinas in La Cienega, south of Santa Fe.


Mexican Era, 1821–1846: Many of the vignette courtyards of Santa Fe, tucked away behind long building fronts, were developed during this short interlude in New Mexico’s history. The wonderful Sena Plaza on East Palace Avenue in the state capital is surrounded by one- and two-story structures and heavily planted in native tree and shrub species (box elders, white firs, cottonwoods) and new plants brought over the Santa Fe Trail by enterprising American merchants.


The plaza of La Mesilla in far southern New Mexico was the most important new square created during the Mexican period. It is probably more famous for being a hangout of Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid than for its once-cottonwood-shaded (now ash-shaded) center. It was an important stop on the Butterfield Trail and the site of the signing of the Gadsden Purchase.


US Territorial Era, 1846–1912: Kit Carson’s house at Rayado near Cimarron has been restored by the Boy Scouts and is now a good model of how the prerailroad, early Territorial compound would have appeared. An open central courtyard is surrounded on three sides by the house itself and on the fourth by a low wall that looks out on nearby orchards and fields. The courtyard has many plantings, a well, and a protected area in which poultry can forage, as well as a shady three-sided veranda, or portal, accented with woodbine, which provides cover from the hot glare of the summer sun.


Late Territorial landscapes (dating from after the coming of the railroad in 1879) are much more “mechanized,” reflecting Anglo- American commerce and new ideals of open-space design. The Hotel Alvarado in Albuquerque, now pointlessly demolished, was a lavish railroad stopover with fountain courts, tree-lined approaches, and romantic, California mission–style architecture. Its counterpart in Las Vegas was the Hotel Castaneda, with its many connections to an Americanized plaza, a new Carnegie Library park, and the stately Lincoln Park, with its prim green gazebo (often used in later years for the reunions of Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders).


Courthouse squares had also become highly influential town landscapes by the turn of the century. The Federal Oval in Santa Fe is both the best developed and best preserved of these. Perhaps not surprising is the fact that American elms, lilacs, and bluegrass are the familiar plants in these landscapes.


Statehood, 1912–present: The great New Deal landscapes of the 1930s are perhaps New Mexico’s most visible (and useful) historic landscapes of the statehood era. Constructed mostly by the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) in streamside or lakeside locations around the state, these projects now form the backbone of New Mexico’s state park system. The Butte Gardens at Elephant Butte, Albuquerque’s Roosevelt Park, tiny Estancia’s Arthur Park, and Clovis’s Hillcrest Park are among the finest examples of these painstakingly handmade public gardens. New Deal landscapes also feature the best stonework since the days of the early Pueblo Indians. Siberian elms, native cottonwoods, stately native Arizona ashes, silver poplars, native soapberries, and arborvitae are very common in these landscapes.
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Butte Gardens, Elephant Butte.
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Territorial ranch house near Cimarron.
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Carnegie Library Park, Las Vegas.
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Federal Oval, Santa Fe.


New Mexico has a new State Historic Landscape System, established by the state legislature and modeled on the British National Trust, that will soon allow visitors to enjoy New Mexico’s more spectacular sites on a regular basis. Cities and towns around the state now have the ability to preserve, restore, and even expand their rich legacy of outdoor spaces and maintain in good condition, wherever possible, the many historic trees, shrubs, and other plants that contribute to these historic landscapes.


New Mexico’s old landscapes and the plants they contain have certainly produced a new perspective on the way the West really developed. As W. G. Hoskins, the eminent English landscape historian, put it, “The landscape itself, to those who know how to read it aright, is the richest historical record we possess.”
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Vignette courtyard, Santa Fe.


This rich legacy now can be effectively studied and used to produce modern landscapes of great character and regional integrity.
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Sena Plaza, Santa Fe.





Section Two
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Tips for New Mexico Gardening and Landscaping






Plant Selection


The species on the “best plants” lists that follow are among my personal favorites. I have selected them for their hardiness, their adaptability, their consistent performance and rate of growth, their interest and beauty—and their availability. No matter how desirable or striking a species may be, I won’t recommend it if it cannot be found and used with little trouble.


Although everyone knows that direct work with plants or gardening is fundamentally good for people, no one wants to be chained to an ill-conceived landscape that raises endless problems in its management. Twenty-first-century life is carried on at a fast clip, and landscape maintenance, though healthy for us, can be reduced in many instances to only an hour or two a week (or even less) during the growing season. During the off-season, a moderate monthly watering and cleanup generally will suffice.
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Daffodil.



Ultimate Height and Width


Look at “The New Mexico Plant List” (section 3) for ultimate sizes. Then space your plants as though the tree or shrub were already fully grown. Never assume that you can prune back a tree that will be too big for its area. Don’t plant a large tree under or near an overhead utility line or too close to a building foundation or landscape wall.
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Perennials instead of lawn.



Color


Everyone has a favorite color or colors. Plants selected because they have leaves, bark, limbs, flowers, fruit, or seeds that meet your color wishes are likely to make you happy. Feel free to use them as much as you wish.
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Mature Mexican elders.



Texture and Form


Leaf canopies or leaves themselves often have pleasing textures. So do trunks and visible roots. People frequently select plants because they like certain forms. Remember that juvenile and adult plant forms may differ.



Scent


Certain plants simply smell terrific. Who can forget a rose? Old ponderosa pine trunks smell like vanilla. Russian olive in bloom has the aroma of a candy factory. Nothing smells fresher than a droplet-spattered, newly emerged daffodil after an early spring rain.


[image: image]


Herb garden.
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Texture and form: Chinese windmill palms, with their striking fans, contrast pleasantly with brush-finish concrete in a radiating pattern. The flower accent to the right is annual vinca.



Whimsy and Nostalgia


Some people will pick a certain tree for the landscape because it reminds them of their beloved Uncle Ernie, or Iowa, or the shaded gazebo they played in as children. Others dislike certain plants because they are associated with childhood unpleasantness of some kind (willows and switches come to mind, or castor oil). Almost all of us are capable of becoming emotionally attached to various plants in the landscape, given the right circumstances.



Political Correctness


People sometimes can’t tell the difference between plants and themselves. We mix up plants and human morality. We may select certain species because they need only a little water, flourish naturally just around the corner, or never complain about poor growing conditions and general neglect, disguised as a profound “need” for low maintenance. And people may make this sort of plant selection with a certain sense of righteousness.
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Local character: desert meets riverside in the Mesilla Valley.
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A spring park in Farmington (above), and a hotel garden with traditional palms in Las Cruces (below).
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The fall colors of the honey locust against the southwestern sky are striking.


But plants are neither moral nor immoral—they’re just plants. A honey locust or white fir is no more evil or good than a bee or a badger. Not even tumbleweeds or elms, I’m sorry to say, are “bad”; like the rest of us, they’re just trying to eke out a living under sometimes trying conditions.


It’s probably best to select plants for the landscape for simple, functional reasons (please see “The Gist List” later in this section) and because we humans plainly have an ancient, abiding affinity for them, whatever their origin.



Local Character


Plant selections that fit in well with the local neighborhood, office or commercial complex, general streetscape, or cityscape will help to create a good “fit” when a new landscape or garden is constructed. There is often a native species available that is a close relative of older, exotic trees, shrubs, or other plants that have been in place for decades. Use the native if it can save water or grow with less care while providing much of the same amenity and character as the older, exotic species.


Please be sure to check local ordinances before you plant. Some species may be restricted or banned due to pollen production, habitat disruption, or other undesirable traits.


Aging plants (especially trees) in the community always have a graceful tale of toughness and adaptability to tell. Consider them carefully, and don’t cut them down.


As a general approach, it’s good to try to let deserts be deserts, plains plains, and mountains mountains. But there is nothing in the rule book against creating small, enclosed, intensely planted green oases or colorful patios and terraces screened from the wind and tucked into their sites snugly and with a bit of a flourish.
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The Pueblo Indians, early pioneers of the Southwest, frequently raised corn, beans, squash, and amaranth in their gardens.
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Deodar cedar has a dramatic presence.



Evergreen and Deciduous


Contrary to popular belief, evergreens (both needled and broadleafed varieties) shed their leaves year-round, with the largest drop occurring in the fall. They are, nevertheless, generally green all year long. Deciduous trees and shrubs shed their leaves in the fall.


For best results, design a mixture for your landscape of about two-thirds deciduous and/or flowering ornamental species and one-third evergreen species. Many areas of New Mexico are out of leaf (deciduous leaf, that is) for four to five months of the year, and you’ll need the slow-growing, sometimes dull, but basically reliable evergreens for their winter color. The balance of the landscape will be gray, brown, and beige against the vivid blue of the sky.
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Most landscape plants are field grown or raised in a nursery before transplanting. A balled and burlapped tree (above); tender plants may be raised or sold in a lath house (below).
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If you plant your evergreen or deciduous specimen in a lawn, be sure to create a bark ring around the tree about 3 feet in diameter and about 3 inches deep. The bark ring will protect the tree from passing mowers and from weedeaters used for close-in clipping.



A Note on Vegetables


Most vegetables grow quite happily and well in New Mexico. Our long hours of sunlight and often-generous growing season make this form of edible gardening very productive. Remember to mix abundant quantities of manure or compost into the soil. Vegetables do best at low (acidic or neutral) pHs, and these can be achieved with repeated soil amendments. If you wish, you can mix kitchen waste and a limited quantity of newspaper directly into the ground instead of composting them. Simply dig a hole in the vegetable bed, fill it with water, put in the wet garbage, and cover with dirt. Decomposition (and soil improvement) will proceed with amazing speed.


To avoid potential salt damage (from salty water or ground) to your growing plants, seed on the sides—not the tops or the bottoms—of furrows. Straw, shredded bark, or compost spread along your vegetable rows as mulch can cut down substantially on water loss through evaporation.


Keep in mind that a small, well-planned vegetable garden is so productive that it can feed a family of three or four all year—and it will easily do so at a cost of twenty-five dollars or less.



Backfill


If about one-third of the backfill of tree and shrub pits in your landscape is shredded bark or compost, the plant roots will benefit from the soil’s increased ability to hold moisture and from the improvement in its aggregate structure or general soil architecture. There is no question that the organic material raises the quality of the soil, and it’s quite easy to mix it in. Just add one shovelful of bark to every two shovelfuls of native earth that go back into the planting hole. If you’re adventurous, you can substitute manure for the bark with deciduous plants only. Some landscape contractors get good results by using bark and a concentrated fertilizer tablet or two in the planting pit.


Remember to soak the planting pit thoroughly as you plant—it’s nearly impossible to overwater during transplanting. It is also a good idea to create a water-conserving earth basin (a “saucer”) around the base of each tree or shrub in planter areas, but not in lawns.


Many tree growers, landscape contractors, and gardeners do not modify backfill at all. They believe that the landscape plants will have to get used to our sometimes-harsh southwestern soils quickly and either thrive or die in them.


I would argue that transplanting is the single most unnatural process that humans can inflict on plants. Whether they’re natives or exotics, it’s something they never undergo of their own accord or in the wild. Anything we can do to reduce the trauma associated with transplanting and to give domestic trees and shrubs a little early assistance in their new settings will work to their long-term benefit. One helpful technique is to free up the roots around the plant’s root-ball (especially if it has just come out of a container) with a knife before it goes into the ground. Always plant the tree or shrub no higher or lower in the ground than it was found in the nursery. And be sure not to cover up the root crown or expose the roots in any way.



Staking or Guying


In general, staking or guying a young tree is like giving a pair of crutches to a child whose leg isn’t broken. The motion of the wind is what gives strength to the tree, just as running does to a child’s limbs. It’s something that needs to be encouraged. Staking may make you feel better, but it will do little for the tree.


If you absolutely must stake, don’t strap the trees so rigidly that they can’t move in the wind or they’ll always be spindly. Rig up a simple stake with plastic expansion tape that won’t chafe or bind and remember to take it off after a single growing season.


Beware of tall trees with undersized trunks and heavy crowns that cause them to lean or flop. They may have been grown too closely together in the nursery, and they will have great trouble maturing upright and true to form. A 15-gallon (container) or 1.25-inch caliper tree is ideal for many landscape situations. The tree will be about 6–8 feet (about 2–2.5 m) tall and will grow rapidly once established. It will not be prohibitively expensive.



Pruning



Trees



Don’t prune a tree unless it is absolutely imperative to do so. Generally, the simplest and best course is to leave the tree alone. However, you can always take off crossover branches or thin the underside of a tree crown carefully so that limbs will not scratch people’s faces or otherwise interfere with foot traffic. “Downer” branches are usually a nuisance and should be lopped off. Suckers or water sprouts emerging at the root crown should be clipped.


It’s useful to remember that nature has endowed each tree with a wonderful genetic code that tells it how, when, and in what form to grow. The tree does indeed know best. When in doubt, don’t prune. In a troublesome case, call a member of the American Society of Consulting Arborists (check your local phone director or check online) for an opinion or a consultation; landscape architects can also be quite helpful.
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Typical staking.
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The best form of pruning is disbudding, and you can do it in the spring with your thumbnail. Just rub off any buds that may lead to a limb, leaf, flower, or fruit that you don’t want. Resist any other urges in the spring that would have you take up the clippers and maul the trees. If you must take off a branch, do it cleanly. Don’t leave an unsightly stub that will only cause bacterial or viral infection in the tree.


Anyone who offers to “flat-top” or massively cut back a tree for you is a tree butcher and a fraud. Pay no attention to these people; they are responsible for thousands of needless tree maimings and deaths each year, and they create great ugliness through their grim work.



Shrubs



There is no pressing need to clip shrubs unless you are shaping lines of them into a hedge. It is a good idea, however, to prune back older shrubs here and there to keep them tidy or encourage new growth. You may also wish to remove flowers after their prime to get ready for next year’s blooming.


Remember that most shrubs live only a fraction as long as a tree, so they generally need to be replaced much more often.



Chlorosis


Chlorosis is an iron deficiency in plants that shows itself as yellowing leaves with green veins. It frequently occurs in very alkaline soils with high pH ratings (generally 8.3 or above) and can affect native, naturalized, or exotic species.


[image: image]


A mangled tree; the form has been ruined by completely unnecessary pruning.
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A lightly pruned tree with excellent form.


The necessary iron may indeed be present in the soil but locked up in chemical compounds that make it unavailable to plants. The long-term solution is to lower the pH of the soil through substantial organic amendments, such as manure, bark, leaves, and compost. In the short term, sulphur, iron sulphate, or iron chelate (the fastest acting of these) may be added to the soil to improve plant health. Results should be noticeable within a week or two after application.
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A pyracantha hedge.



Natural Plant Succession


You’ll notice a considerable crop of weeds (actually, pioneer plants) sprouting after you have seeded an area with native or exotic plants as part of a landscape or revegetation program. It’s best to leave these, as their role in the scheme of things is to provide shade and cover for the more desirable plants that will germinate hard on their heels. You can certainly mow them if they begin to get out of hand, but mow high—at 4–6 inches (about 140 mm). Even if you do not mow, the weeds will recede after a year or two, and the desirable plants will emerge strongly.
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Climax vegetation in a typically dry New Mexico canyon.


Hoeing up the plants and raking them across the ground to be burned in a pile is the surest way to reseed your weeds. They’ll thank you for your efforts on their behalf by happily sprouting anew the next spring.


Normal plant associations found in an undisturbed area constitute a “climax” vegetation. In forests, woodlands, and some rangelands, the succession of plants from weeds to climax vegetation may take ten, twenty, or a hundred years—sometimes longer. In deserts, natural succession happens irregularly, if at all. The soil in most desert grasslands is filled with many thousands or even tens of thousands of seeds per cubic foot; given the proper conditions, plant succession may take only two to three years.


Allowing natural succession to take place is largely a matter of setting up the proper reseeding or revegetation sequence, executing it properly and at the right time of year (generally during the summer monsoons in July and August), and then standing back to let nature take its ancient course with as little interference as possible.


I find landscapes and gardens so pleasant that I work on them—well, at least on their design—every day. As J. B. Jackson says, they are an “archetype,” or primary feature, of Western civilization, and we generally expect a great deal from them. They show up in our literature, our movies, and our paintings. They appear in our music. Gardens and landscapes can serve as romantic retreats, spots for picnics, and places where we can grow a delicious tomato or an aromatic rose with the right water and sunshine and a little care. Businesspeople expect them to generate money when they are constructed around office complexes and shopping centers, and civic leaders think they should be intensely green, easily maintained, and always ready for both a casual stroll and a hard game of soccer. Native plant enthusiasts are sure that landscapes should be furnished with local species, although no two experts will agree on precisely what qualifies as a “native” or “local” plant. Landscape architects like to design with natives for the sheer delight of their color, texture, or form.


[image: image]


Reductionism: a stylized local streambed.
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Private house, Clovis.


So there continues to be much to learn and discuss about the plants we use in landscape design; our studies never seem to be finished. No single plant is reliable under all conditions, and careful consideration must be given to varying planting circumstances in this part of the Southwest if we are to use the best plant in a given garden or landscape situation. However, a few rules or precepts apply throughout New Mexico. Briefly stated, here they are:



Eleven Precepts of Landscape Design with an Emphasis on New Mexican Conditions


1. The design should be site specific. Don’t try to apply old, clichéd design ideas to a brand-new locale that should be planned on its own terms.


2. Reductionism


a. Attempt, where possible, to study local landforms and other geographic features for possible inclusion or abstraction in the designed landscape.


b. Develop intense—not sprawling—green landscape features.


3. Use twelve to fifteen plant species (or fewer) to avoid clutter in the finished landscape. Make each species perform a number of design tasks, if possible. In general, the simpler the landscape plan, the greater its chances of succeeding and lasting.


4. Use the appropriate plant for the task at hand, whether it be exotic, native, or naturalized. Pick the right species for shade, spring or fall color, wind protection, winter greenery, screening, or other use. Select plants that will live as long as possible.


5. Know the historic landscape precedents in the area and include these, if applicable, in the design at hand.


6. Formal design was the European and Middle Eastern norm until the eighteenth century. Informal design is the traditional Oriental pattern. Either of these approaches, or a combination of them, may be used in contemporary design. For greater clarity of line and feeling, use only one style in an individual design. Practice will make it easier to combine both formal and informal approaches. The best patterns of design make it possible for all design elements to fit together seamlessly and gracefully and yet retain their dynamism.


7. Study the soil. It is a good indicator of the optimum landscape solution for a site. For example, old farmland will support an intense planting with modest maintenance; thin, stony desert soil will support a sparser design with a medium maintenance effort.


8. Pick one or two pavement materials and stick with them. Don’t clutter a landscape or garden with competing textures or forms.


9. Use the concept of feature and foil to help determine the relationship of the landscape to nearby buildings or other structures. Use good landscape line or form (in the appearance of an eye-catching, multistemmed tree, for instance) to add to, contrast with, screen, or highlight building features. Or use a plain building to accent a good landscape.


10. Take advantage of existing local specimen plants (especially trees) or plant communities whenever possible. As is true with soil, outstanding local plant masses or specimens may well determine the character and line of the landscape.


11. Always expect to support the cultural landscape with irrigation. It’s kind to the plants, and it will protect your investment.


The thoughtful and consistent application of these guidelines, singly or jointly, will likely lead to a landscape or garden of great integrity and good regional quality. The best of these, in turn, will contribute to the refinement of our distinctly local New Mexican landscape architecture.
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Formal design, Alhambra, Spain.
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Pavement treatment outside a private home in Albuquerque.
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Formal design, St. Petersburg, Russia.
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Informal Japanese design.
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The wall serves as an excellent foil for lilacs and flowering crabs in a Santa Fe garden.
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An example of the concept of feature and foil.



Best Street Trees


Street trees are reappearing along New Mexico’s lanes and roads in greater quantity than at any time since Territorial days. Their qualities of civility, beauty, and general amenity improve the overall appearance and livability of cities throughout the state. The following species grow consistently well and are tough and colorful.


1. American sycamore—Platanus occidentalis


2. Arizona ash—Fraxinus velutina


3. Aspen—Populus tremuloides (above 6200 feet/1900 m only)


4. Black locust—Robinia pseudoacacia


5. Bradford pear—Pyrus calleryana vars. ‘Bradford’, ‘Chanticleer’, etc.


6. California fan palm—Washingtonia filifera (southern New Mexico and El Paso only)


7. Chinaberry—Melia azedarach


8. Chinese pistache—Pistacia chinensis


9. Common (western) hackberry—Celtis occidentalis


10. Fruitless mulberry—Morus alba (best in rural areas)


11. Golden rain tree—Koelreuteria paniculata


12. Horsechestnut—Aesculus hippocastanum


13. Japanese pagoda—Sophora japonica


14. London plane tree—Platanus acerifolia


15. Marshall’s seedless ash—Fraxinus pennsylvanica ‘Marshall’s seedless’


16. Modesto ash—Fraxinus velutina ‘Modesto’


17. Moraine honey locust—Gleditsia triacanthos inermis ‘Moraine’


18. Oriental plane tree—Platanus orientalis


19. Pecan—Carya illinoiensis


20. Purpleleaf plum—Primus cerasifera and varieties


21. Raywood ash—Fraxinus oxycarpa ‘Raywood’


22. Sensation box elder—Acer negundo ‘Sensation’


23. Shademaster honey locust—Gleditsia triacanthos inermis ‘Shademaster’


24. Silver maple—Acer saccharinum


25. Sunburst honey locust—Gleditsia triacanthos inermis ‘Sunburst’


26. Sycamore-leaf maple—Acer pseudoplatanus


27. Western catalpa—Catalpa speciosa


28. White ash—Fraxinus americana



Best Patio Trees


Patios are quite popular as outdoor entertaining and general utility “rooms” in New Mexico. The selection of a good patio tree or trees will add immensely to the overall enjoyment and usefulness of these traditionally important outdoor spaces.


1. Aspen—Populus tremuloides (above 6200 feet/1900 m only)


2. Chinaberry—Melia azedarach


3. Chokecherry—Prunus virginiana ‘Canada Red’


4. Desert willow—Chilopsis linearis


5. Eastern redbud—Cercis canadensis


6. English hawthorn—Crataegus laevigata; and Washington hawthorn—Crataegus phaenopyrum
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