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The Canyon oak, found in the Pinyon pine belt of the
higher desert ranges, varies in size jmm a shrub to a 60-

foot tree. Both toothed and entire leaves are seen on the
branch pictured bere. Beal photo.
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By MARY BEAL

LTHOUGH oak trees belong to one of the most im-

portant and widely distributed genera in the northern

hemisphere, it is surprising to find so many species na-
tive to the desért mountains.

The background of the oak’s distinction reaches to antiquity
when it was prominent in legend and mythological lore. The
Druids held it sacred, together with the mistletoe growing on
its branches. Oak groves were their temples of worship. The
huge Yule log burned during the ancient Yule festival was
always of oak, brought in on Christmas Eve with special cere-
mony.

[rz religious significance has faded but the oak's importance
continues in its useful contributions to domestic life and indus-
trial development. It supplies valuable timber, the hard close-
grained wood having superior durability and strength. Its acorns
provide an excellent food for both wild and domestic animals
and were a staple for the Indian, bein_g rich in fat§ and oils.
To prepare them for human consumption, the Indian women
ground them in a stone mortar to a powdery meal, leaching out
the tannin by filtering water through the meal until no bitter-
ness remained. It was eaten as mush, bread or soup. Charles
Francis Saunders in his Usefnd Wild Plants gives an interesting
account of this preparation and of the gathering of the autumn
harvest of acorns, celebrated by ceremonial dances and songs.

The Western oaks have marked differences from those of
the East and Middle West but the acorn, with its nut set in a
scaly cup, identifies them as Quercus, the botanical label of the
genus. The desert oak that T know best is the Canyon oak, Gold-
en-Cup oak, or Maul oak.
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Quercus chrysolopis

This mountain Live oak in favorable situations is an impos-
ingly handsome tree, wide-domed and symmetrical. To see it
you must follow up the canyons or climb the slopes far up into
the Pinyon belt of the higher desert mountain ranges. It is ex-
tremely variable in habit of growth, shape of leaf and acorns,
and acragts itself to varied conditions of location, being found
almost throughout California from the coastal to desert ranges.
Sometimes it takes a shrubby, or irregular form; often it is a
well-shaped tree 20 to 60 feet high, with a short trunk and
horizontal branches that form a broad, rounding, densely-leafy
crown. Young twigs are hoary with soft wooly hairs and the
new leaves are bronzy or light yellow-green, fuzzy beneath. The
thick leathery older leaves, 1 to 2 inches long, are blue-green
and polished above, paler and felted underneath with yellow-
ish powdery hairs. The leaf shape varies from broad ovate to
oblanceolate, with all gradations between, the margin entire or
sharply-toothed, often on the same twig. The slender yellowish
staminate catkins droop from the axils of the season's growth,
the pistillate flowers solitary or few in a cluster. The acorns ma-
ture the second autumn, the nut being ovate, or oblong, about
one inch long, and the broad, thick cup fits over it like a fuzzy
yellow turban. The wood is one of tﬁe most valuable of the
western oaks, used chiefly for agricultural implements and
wagons.

In the Providence mountains you reach the first oaks at about
6000 feet where the canyon walls are steep. There the trees are
inclined to be rather shrubby or irregular. Farther up where the
walls spread out into slopes reaching to the top ridges and peaks,
the oa& find better footing and more head-room, devel[:);ng
into splendid domes of bright green leafage. I'll never forget
my first sight of one of those tree masterpieces, near the top of a
long ridge far above me. I couldn't believe my eyes, but it
loomed up conspicuously long before I reached the heights of
the first outpost of the Canyon oaks. One canyon that slashes
into the heart of the range, bends around between the high
peaks and broadens into a wide bowl where the oaks are dom-
inant, both shrubby and more stately trees. Its reported loca-
tions include northern Mexico and Arizona.

Similar to some of the phases of the Canyon oak, and for-
merly listed as a variety of it, is the Palmer oak,

Ouercus palmeri

An evergreen, rigidly-branched small tree or shrub 6 to 15
feet high, the stiff, leathery, grey-green leaves elliptic to round-
ish, spinose-toothed and undulate, paler and hairy-felted be-
neath, an inch more or less long. The acorn’s cup is shallow and
thinnish but covered with a dense golden wool, the ovoid nut
tapering to a point. Locally abundant, often forming thickets,
from the chaparral hillsides up to 7000 feet in Arizona, the
ranges bordering the Colorado desert on the west, and into
Lower California. Arizona has some noble oak forests, especial-
ly in the southeastern part. The species that dominates those
open park-like forests is the Emory oak,

Quercus emoryi
Very drouth-resistant, the Blackjack or Bellota (everyday
names of Emory oak) grows up to 50 feet, a beautiful upright
tree with one main dark-barked trunk and rather small branches
spreading out horizontally, or occasionally shrubby. The sharp-
pointed leaves are green above and below, broadly-lanceolate,
with a few teeth at apex or entire. The acorns mature in 2 years.
The Bellota extends east through southern New Mexico into
western Texas, and northern Mexico. Also common in the same
general areas is another large evergreen oak, the Arizona White
oak.
Quercus arizonica
Usually a shapely tree, up to 60 feet high, with light-grey,
ridged bark and crooked branches, the trunk sometimes 3 feet
in diameter, sometimes a large shrub, The dull leaves are ob-
lanceolate to obovate, cordate at base, the veins prominent be-
neath. The acorns mature the first season.
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BY: D.W.

The last 2 issues of Desert were a little late in mailing. We apologize for this
but it was out of our control. Regretfully, our printer filed for receivership and
went out of business. This was done without any warning to their customers and put
some of them in a very bad position. As it stands, they locked the front door, let
most of their employees go, and simply closed down. We were unable to obtain a re-
turn of our printing plates and artwork.

We hope this problem has been solved with the retention of a new printer. The
next issue should reach each of you more quickly.
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I would like to hear from our readers regarding their favorite subjects. If we

know there is a large group that enjoy ghost town stories, for example, then we will
try to feature more of them.

In the future, we will have Rambling on Rocks as a steady feature. This column
will feature articles on rock collecting, minerals, etc.

We also welcome a new contributor, Dr. David Redd. Dr. Redd states that has

hobby is lost mines and treasure and he promises us a series of stories that will
stir up our curiosity.
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Our next issue will feature a return to color photography. This is an advance-
ment we have been working toward for a long time. As our list of subscribers grows,
so will our color photography. If you know of a relative or friend that would like
to read Desert Magazine, ask them to subscribe. The more subscribers we have, the
better the magazine will be.
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Immediately after this issue is mailed, we will be moving our offices from Desert
Hot Springs to Joshua Tree. This move will enable us to serve everyone better as we
are getting a larger facility. Over the summer months, we will be working on im-
proving our new location. When cooler weather arrives, we hope to have several new
features available for our visitors—-a small museum type display of historical arti-
facts, a larger bookstore, some outdoor displays (would you believe one of them will
be a trolley car!), with more to come.

We at Desert Magazine feel that there is a lack of preservation of the history of

the Desert and are going to try to save and display some of our fast disappearing
past.






