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Desert Survivors officially opened in October 1981. We are grate-
ful for such a long run of success in Tucson. We are one of the few 
“Home Grown” agencies left in Arizona.  As the human service 
field is being slowly gobbled up by profit-making agencies, we 
still aspire to maintain our mission of  service to our community. 
To quote a famous rock band of my generation, “What a long 
strange trip it’s been.” Here’s to the next 35 years!

Our Native Plant Nursery—managed by our most respected, Jim 
Verrier—continues to crank out hardy Sonoran Desert flora. This 
fall, Jim will have both rare natives and common favorites for our 
customers. To the desert-savvy gardener, fall is a great time to start 
your garden. If you get plants started early in the fall, they will root 
and be well established by the time spring arrives. Fall planting is 
smart gardening.

Karen Wilson continues to develop and improve our human ser-
vices with extraordinary skill and care. Our workers and mentors 
maintain the landscape along the Santa Cruz River Park trail from 
Desert Survivors on Starr Pass, all the way to Cortaro Road, north 
of Ina.  And the nursery crews work on a variety of horticultural 
tasks every day, as Karen outlines in her update. I’ve been in the 
business over 40 years, and I believe that Karen and her staff run 
the best vocational service program anywhere.

Once again, I want to encourage our members to support Desert 
Survivors in our annual Arizona State Tax Credit Campaign this 
fall.  This Campaign is our only fundraising event of the year. 
People who donate up to $200 as a single State tax filer, or up to 
$400 as a couple, receive a dollar-for-dollar tax credit for their 
donation. For these Campaign donations you will receive your 
annual membership and the privilege of directing your State tax 
money where you want it to go. As an additional incentive this 
year, for Campaign donations in those amounts, we are also of-
fering a Desert Survivors gift membership for the person of your 
choice. Just send the name and address of the person(s) you 
would like to receive the membership, and we will send it to them 
on your behalf in a holiday card. Please call me directly @ 520-
609-8333 for further information. It is a simple way to support 
Desert Survivors and it doesn’t cost you a dime!

It’s Fall Sale time. See you at the nursery, and God Bless You.

It is hard to believe we are already well 
over half way through the year. As we cel-
ebrate thirty-five years of Desert Survivors, 
it feels like there is significant movement 
going on here. Life is about change and 
progress, and that’s what Desert Survi-
vors is doing right now as we move into 
another phase of our existence. Here are 
some updates in Program Services.

Our amazing Ecology Training and Educa-
tion Center Program manager, 
David Garcia, has been work-
ing closely with our mentors to 
improve their abilities to work 
in partnership with our won-
derful employees who have 
disabilities. All our mentors 
are working in teams of two 
with their crews. This improves 
overall supervision and job 
performance of everyone, as 
there is a little more individual 
attention and accountabil-
ity. During training and staff 
meetings, we have talked a 
lot about why we use the term 
“mentor.” The definition of 
mentor, according to our Web-
ster’s Dictionary, is “a wise and 
faithful counselor who is both 
friend and tutor.” This is the perfect word 
for what we are trying to achieve with our 
staff. We promote respect between all our 
employees, disabled or not, and we value 

every single person employed here.

Summer has been busy with nursery produc-
tion. Everyone has been active despite the 
intense heat of our summer days. Our partner-
ship with “Workability” is going well. We had 
a teacher and her five students visiting once 
a week for five weeks to learn about the work 
and tasks in a plant nursery. All the students 
seemed to enjoy their time with us, and one 
has even asked about coming to work here.

We continue to prune, trim, and tidy up on the 
Pima County River Park loop trail between Ir-
vington and Ina to keep the areas looking nice 
for the many people who use it. We received 

20% off 
everything

Calylophus hartwegii in front of a Yucca schottii
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Program Services: 
continued from back page

Matelea tristiflora (Talayote)

This unusual milkweed vine is native 
to Sonora, Mexico, and is found 
from the Sierra del Tigre down to 
Alamos. Formerly categorized in the 
milkweed family (Asclepidiaceae), 
this species is currently placed in the 
dogbane family (Apocynaceae), with 
the milkweeds recognized as a sub-
family within Apocynaceae. Talayote 
is similar to our local M. parvifolia, 
except the blooms are about twice 
as big. It is a large-leaved vine with 
relatively large, nearly black flow-
ers. Black flowers are rather rare, 
a botanical oddity, and this vine 
produces copious blooms in impres-
sive fashion. Matelea species are 
hosts for Queen butterfly caterpillars 
and Tussock Tigermoth caterpil-
lars, who find the leaves of this taxa 
particularly yummy. The milky sap 
in the stems also supports various 
milkweed insects. Talayote needs 
moderate watering and does best in 
partial shade. It dies to the ground 
in winter but appears to handle our 
cold temperatures fairly well, reviv-
ing in late spring/early summer.  For 
plants like this you might find an 
established shrub to “donate” to the 
cause, letting the vine smother it so 
to speak. Vines bring a note of chaos 
to the garden, but they are fun and 
add a natural look.

Sorghastrum nutans 
(Indiangrass)

This clumpgrass is a showy addi-
tion to a garden. A well distributed 
prairie grass native to much of North 
America, Sorghastrum nutans also 
grows in woodlands, scrublands, 
and savannahs. It is common in 
northeastern Arizona and is repre-
sented in Cochise County. The clump 
grows to about 2 feet or more wide, 
and typically to about 3 feet tall. The 
wide leaf blades turn an attractive 
bluish color later in the fall, and then 
blush to a rust color in winter. The 

flower spikes rise several feet above 
the plant, and are strongly yellow-
ish. This grass needs a modest to 
low volume of water, and can handle 
sunny locations. For as pretty as 
Indiangrass is, it is surprising that we 
seldom see it in Tucson landscapes. 
As is usually the case with bunch-
grasses and clumpgrasses, planting 
several of these would look really 
impressive. Indiangrass makes good 
browse for wildlife and pets.    

Gaura coccinea 
(Scarlet beeblossom)  

Commonly found at mid-elevations 
throughout southeastern Arizona, 
scarlet beeblossoms are typically 
between 1 and 2 feet wide and high 
in small colonies. The gray foliage is 
graced by showy white flowers that 
open in the early evening and fade 
to pink by the following morning, 
eventually turning a reddish hue. 
These delicately complex blossoms 
exude a fragrance—a biological 
expense designed to attract noctural 
pollinators like moths. Some species 
of Gaura in Arizona are known to 
be a specialized host plant for the 
beautiful moth caterpillar, Schinia 
gaurae, a spectacular flower mimic 
(in other words, the adult moth at-
tempts to look like a showy version 
of the flower). Gaura coccinea can 
be found between 3,000 and 8,000 
feet elevation, and it prefers a some-
what sunny location. Gaura species 
are also known to be nectar plants 
for bees.  

Jatropha cardiophylla 
(Limberbush) 

In the spurge family (Euphorbia-
ceae), limberbush is an extremely 
tough native perennial that is sur-
prisingly uncommon in cultivation. 
This is partially due to the lack of 
wholesale availability, because they 
take a while for growers to produce, 
and there is little public knowledge 
or demand for this plant. But, as a 
structural element in the garden, 
limberbush is unique. The dark 
reddish-brown semi-succulent stems 
tend to radiate out from a central 
point, arching earthward slightly 
to form a flowing shape. Extremely 
xeric, it only leafs out during the 
summer months, but presents an 
attractive silhouette during its dor-
mancy period. The triangular (and/
or heart-shaped, thus “cardiophylla”) 
leaves emerge in the heat of the 
summer, and with good rains (or 
water) these shiny green leaves grow 
large, almost tropical-looking (up to 
two and a half inches or so across 
the upper shoulder of the leaf). Very 
small white flowers form during the 
monsoon, but seed production is 
sporadic and minimal. Mature plants 
often form small colonies by root re-
production. Historically, this species 
has been used medicinally; its stems 
have been used for dental hygiene, 
and a tea from the stems has served 
as an antiseptic mouthwash. It has 

a nice letter from a cyclist who rides the loop and was very 
impressed with our crews and the work he saw them doing. 
It was a great compliment to Desert Survivors and our amaz-
ing employees. 

We are now looking into another modest enterprise with 
Pima County. We’d like to open a little concession/bike 
repair shop at the far northwest corner of our property, right 
next to the loop, in October. It is a work in progress, which 
we hope to tell you about in our next newsletter.

also been used as a dye plant. Its 
other common name, Sangre de 
Cristo, is inspired by its sap, which, 
though clear, dries to a deep red 
stain. Limberbush takes full sun, 
needs very little water once estab-
lished, and is a wonderful accent in 
the yard.  We have seen them in the 
Catalina foothills and in Ironwood 
National Monument, where some 
were nearly 5 feet tall, but in your 
yard, they are apt to stay under 3 
feet tall and 4 feet wide.  In the Tuc-
son area, they are near the northern 
limit of their natural range.

Mirabilis longiflora 
(Evening scented four-o’clock) 

A warm-weather-loving species in the 
four-o’clock family (Nyctaginiaceae), 
evening scented four-o’clock is a 
rewarding plant to cultivate. It sprouts 
from a tuber in the late spring/early 
summer and typically begins bloom-
ing during the monsoon season. The 

We continue to work closely with our nursery staff to ensure 
that the work our crews do in the nursery meets the best 
possible standards in order to provide the public with the 
best product. We thank you for your continued support. I 
look forward to seeing you at the sale.

plant has large lanceolate leaves borne 
on thick succulent stems. The long, 
white, tubular flowers with exerted 
purple stamens are highly aromatic 
in the evening. Blooms typically open 
shortly after 9 pm and close in the 
early morning light. In addition to serv-
ing as a host plant for several species 
of hawkmoths (Sphingidae), it provides 
a floral nectar source to some spe-
cies. Evening scented four-o’clock is a 
common species in the Santa Catalina, 
Rincon, and Santa Rita Mountains, 
and is often found between 3,500 
and 7,000 feet elevation. The great 
thing about this attractive plant is how 
easy it is to grow; it’s not finicky about 
too much or too little water. It prefers 
partial or diffused shade, and can do 
well next to a shrub or tree. We highly 
recommend this moonflower-garden 
species. Several of these plants tucked 
into a garden create an impressive 
visual and olfactory experience during 
the monsoon.  
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