
We revisit Ocotillo, California, the first habitat 
described in the book. This is not the driest part of 
the desert but it comes close. This is a common 
habitat in all of the deserts in Southern California, 
Arizona, Nevada, New Mexico and Mexico. 

The “just right” abiotic mix for the habitat is 
elevation of less than 4000 feet, porous soil, and 
slightly higher rainfall than the neighboring desert 
habitats. There are many ocotillo habitats in the 
deserts of the southwest United States. 

Ocotillo is not a cactus, but like cactus it uses 
several genetic adaptations for this type of habitat. 

Its roots have a layer of cork-like cells around them to retain moisture. It is able to quickly leaf and 
blossom any time there is enough water. It waits for moisture in a leafless and dry stage. The south 
facing side of the plant is tougher and more heat resistant than the north side. 

Several species of Cholla cactus also enjoy the abiotic mix of 
factors that makes this a hot and dry place. The chollas and 
Ocotillo both can reproduce by seeds but do better with stem 
parts being moved by animals to take root in another place. This 
is one of the reasons these species have thorns to snag animals 
fur to be carried away. 

Fan Palm Oasis 



Sun: Many of the groves are in canyons that run east to west. Canyons are cut into the high 
mountain slopes. The sun is overhead midday, but shade occurs mornings and evenings. Oases 
are fully exposed to the bright sunlight.

Air: Air moves constantly from close to sea level up to 4000 feet making for strong up and 
down drafts in the canyons. Exposed oases are subject to fierce windstorms that are often 
carrying lots of sand. The fronds of the palms can handle the sandblasting.

Earth: Large groves of palms sit with their feet in wet clay soil. The clay soil is made from 
decomposition of feldspar in the granite. Other groves occur where there are geologic faults 
that bring water close to the surface in different soils.

Water: Watersheds feeding the creeks, springs and seeps are huge. Next to the mountains, 
water flows from oak and pine habitats. Away from the mountains, oases are established where 
the water table is near the surface forming ponds and seeps.

Time: Annual Arctic express and Monsoon seasons produce the water that is available for the 
palms. The trees live from 80 to 250 years.

Gravity: Water is pulled down from high mountains to form wet places on the edge of the 
desert. Water is moved underground by gravity to low collection points through cracks and 
layers in the rock.

Fire: This habitat burns. Indians sometimes used fire in controlled burns to get rid of bugs 
and dead fronds.

Goldilocks Ecology Factors



Visit the Habitat: Groves are seen in Palm Canyons in Borrego Springs, Palm Springs and 
Thousand Palms in Palm Desert. Some groves are in Joshua National Monument.

Fool-Ya: Laurel Sumac and Matilija Poppy are both chaparral plants.

Gambel’s Quail Granite Spiny

Lizard

Agave

Apricot Mallow Bellflower

Bobcat

Matilija Poppy

Queen Butterfly Brittle BushLaurel Sumac

Cactus Wren Dates in 

Coyote Scat

Desert Bighorn

Sheep

Desert Lavender Emory Rock

Daisy


	511habitats11fanpalm1
	511habitats11fanpalm2
	511habitats11fanpalm3

