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SplderwortsandDayflowers(corruBellnaceae)ofNegHexlco

The commellnaceae 1e a prlmarily troplcal and subtroplcal family

of BonocotyteaonouS ptanta (retated to Iiltesr )ruccast g,raaaeat and or-
chida) wlth about 6ob specles in 4o genera. Of theee, two gene(a occur

in New l,lexico, Comnef fna (dayf lowersi and Tradescan!ia (splderr'rorte)'

Ltke alnost alt of ttre monocots these plants have thelr floral Parts ar-
rangedinthrees--threegreeneepatarthree-"lo*rypetals'threeor
8tX 8tanen8, and a three carpelrary ovary. Although the tu'o genera whlch

occur ln New llexico have etructurally slrnitar flowers they are easlly
dlatlngulahable from each other. ln Tradescantia aII three petal6 are

theeaoeg1zeand1n@thetwoupperpetal6arelargeandehor.ty
shlle the third (lower) petal ls much aealler'
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Llnnaeue humorously naned the genua 9ommel.ina after the brothers
CommeliJn, two of whom (the tno large upper petals) were well knonn bota-
nlsts while the third (the inslgnificant lower petal) dfd nothlngr 1.€.
he was not a botanlstl Tradescantia (algo named by Ltnnaeus) comnemorateo
John Tradescant, a botanical explorer who became gardener to Queen Hen-
rietta Haria of lingland.

Representatlvee of thls family surely familtar to almost everyone
are the Eo-called wandering Jews which are grown as houseplants every-
where. These plants have a sprawllng habit of growth and are often grown
in hanging baskets. Their leaves are uEually ovate, varlegated (strlped
green and whlte), and ere purple on the undersldee. The species usually
sold ae wandering Jews are @[bg pendula (purple-rose f lowers), IIg-
descantla flumlnensls (whlte flowers), and Cqnmellna nudiflora (blue
flowers). These 1,llants are very similar vegetatlvely andr except for the
color of the flowers, are dlstinguishable only by somewhat technical
characters. Unllke the wandering.let6, the species of Commelina and
Tradescantla native to New Mexlco are more or leos erect ln their habit
of growth and have leaveS whlch are long and narrow.

The prairie spider'.rort, Tradescantla occidentalle, 1s a somewhat
scraggly plant wlth pretty flowero more than an inch ln diameter. The
flowers are usualiy purplish but may be brlght blue to roae or magenta.
The plants grow ln clumps from thlck roots and are found ln prairtes and
plalnsr ueually ln sandy or rocky soll, from 5r00O to 81000 feet ln ele-
vation. Tno varletles occur ln New Mexlco. The typtcal varietyr I. 9.var. occ'!5!9.g!g!Lg, has a covering of tlny glandular hairs on the pedicelsr. -

sepale, and ovary. lt ls more or leee general ln.the northern part of
New Mexico. The second varlety, I. 9. var. Sg4.!g, Iacks the glandular
halrs and occurs In the northern and weetern parte of the 6tate. Both varl-
eties bloom May to July.

Another spiderwort, Tradescantla ninetonrm, occuro ln southweotern
New Mexico at elevations of 51000 to 91000 feet. Thls speclee has tuberous
roots which rrere eaten by the Indians and the plants thernselvee w€r€ coo-
sumed as pot-herbs. The plant is lese than 12 lnches tall, the stems are
not branched, and the flowers are less than an inch wlde. The flowers,
although amalll 8!€ pretty and nay be found in shades of vlolet, ro6e,
or blue. The bloomtng period Is August and September.

A third aplderwort, Tradescantia !g!g!!j.!r formerly con6ldered to
be entirely restricted (endemic) to the trans-Pecos reglon of Texas,
has recently been found in New l'lexico. Thls speciee ls very rare and is
known only from two small populatlone; one on the U. S. Fish and Wtld-.
llfe Refuge at Sevietta and another at Dog Canyon ln Otero County near
Alamagordo. Aslde from lte rerlty, this epecles ls unusual ln that lts
Ieaves and stems are cylindrical and somewhat fleshy-suqculent giving
it a superficial resemblance to some of the wild onions. The plants are
smalIr six to etght inches talt, and the flowers (about 3/4 lnch wtde)
are large for the slze of the plant. The flowers vary in,color from
rose to purple and magenta and appear from May to September.
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Comnrelina dlanthlfolla ls a very attractlve natlve wlldflower wlth
brlght btue flowers. The color is that rere l)ure blue seen in Delphlni-
um, Lobelia, Gentiana, and forget-me-nots. The plants are clump formlng
perennials with several stemo 12 to 18 lnches tall and narro$r, grass-like
leaves. The epecific eptthet dianthifolia means the plant has leaves
which resemble those of carnatlons and pinks (genus Dlanthus). Each stem
beare a large cluster of flowers enclosed by two bracts resembllng small
leaves. Although each flower cluster contalns many flowers, only one or
tr*o flowers ere open at a time. fhe flowers open in the mornlng and fade
by afternoon which 1e the reaaon for thelr conmon name of "dayflower'r.
Even though the flowere are lndividually short-lived, the plants are
rather ehor.ry ln the garden because each branch of every stem will bear
one or trso floners each day through August and September. Ihls specles
conoonly occura ln plne rpods at elevations of 3'500 to 91500 feet. I
have seen lt along the hlghway at Bandeller and along the Santa Fe ekl
baaln road.

Our only other natlve species of Comnellna la 9. erecta var. gggg!!-
folla (r 9. e. var. crlspa). This specles ls easily dletinguiehed from 

.

9. @lg-llg_elnce the tno large upper petals are blue and the srnall
lower petal ls whlte (tn Cg dianthifolla all three petals are blue). It
occur8 at elevatlone from 31500 to 51000 feet ln the aouthern part of
New Mexlco.

All of the natlve dayflowers and splderworts of New llexlco are rela-
tlvely undenanding ln cultlvatlon. They general.ly transplant eaelly and
the seeds gernlnate readily. They are relatively drought tolerant (Tra-
dcgcantla Epp. Dore so than Connelina spp. ) and, altirough the flowere
of both genera last only one day, their color renge and long bloomlng
teaton make then desenrlng of a place in our wildflower gardens.

Davld Deardorff

tlov To Joln The Natlve Plant Soctoty

The Natlve Plant Soclety of New Mexico ls a non-profit organlzatlon
dedlcated to the preeenratlon and protection of the flora of New Mexlco.
Members recelve the newgletter every nonth. llont.hly meetlngs feature
speakero whose expertlse EPans a wlde variety of relevant toplcs. The

tnfornetton shared through the newaletter and the meetings pernlts all
of the ueobers to become better inforrned on conservatlon i86ue6. If
you would llke to becole a member please noBlfy Mtasy Deardorff, 542'
Canlno del llonte Sol, Santa Fe, N.M.87501. Annual dues are $6.00 pbr
.lndivldual and 98.00 per farolly. Please make checka payable to the
Natlve Plant Soclety Lnd be certaln to include your narnet addrese' and

telephone' nuober.



This monthr s meeting3

For our January meeting the Natlve Plant society wtll Joln the New

ltexlco l4lildflower Assoclation for a Joint meeting in Alh,rquerque on Friday
the thirteenth (l). Mr. Steven Brack from Beleol own€t'oPerator of los
Patloa, a nursery specializing ln cactt and succulents, wlll be our speak-

er for the evenlng. His eubJect will be the nattve cectl of New Mexico

and we will be triated to a stide shos, of our beautlful cactl ln bloom'
The meetlng wllt be held at St. Timothyrs Lutheran Churchr 7:30 pnt

on Frlday, 13 Jinuary. The Church la a one story red brlck butldlng at
the corner of Jefferson and copper N'E' (aee map betow)' For anyone

wishlng to stay overnlght therl are a number of motele cloee to the Church'
'de will atteopt to cooidlnate e car pool -- call Mlgsy or Dave lbardorff
(988-1520) lf you wiah to partlcipate'

Next month:

The New Mexlco Wltdflower Assoclatlon 1s havlng lts annual covered
dish dinner on 12 Febnrary at l:00 pm at st' Tlmothyr s Lutheran church'
An open invltatlon has been extended to any members of the Natlve Plant
Soctety who wieh to partlcipate. The dlnner is to be covered-dlshr wtth
no epecial food asslgnments. They will furnieh coffee and tea, you bring
your own table service. The program wlll be a very unusiual ellde prograrn
of flowers which shoul.d be an enchantlng photo treat.

to freeway

MEET ONE OF
THE NATIVES

. ' BLUE GRAMA-.{ fl t "The Queen ol the Ploins"\l\l A line-leaved greYgreen, low
' 't growing grass with numerous

seed heads like curlY flags.
A warm season grass.

Make the lovelY, geneticallY

adapted nalive grass€s ol the
Southwest a Part o{ Your

urban landscaPe.

Native grasses need water only until
established. Thereafter, they will last til th€

next ic€ agc on precipitatlon alone. 
- . . -

GRASSLAND BESOURCES
In the Old RailwaY Yard

Sanra Fe, N.M.87501 983-2601
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Heritage Program Deslgnates Natural -{reas

Bil I lsaacs, program coordinator of the New llexico Heritage Pro-
gram, explained the programr S purposes and processes during last
monthfE meeting of the Native ['[ant Society at St. Johnrs College on
December 14. a field biologist well acquajnted with l{ew Mexicors
natural landscape, Isaacs gave a lucid, extemporaneoua talk. The

accompanying slides illustrated some of New }lexicors natural-treas-
ures and diagramed the mechanics of the Heritage Lrogram.

The Heritage Program has two goals. First, it lS developing a

data management 6ystem to collect, store, retrieve and analyze
environmental information about New }lexlco. Data on endangered or
threatened animals and plants occurring in our state as well as on

geologic forrnations and soil Cypes is stored in a computerized
data bank. Second, the Program uses this etorehouse of data to
identlfy the unique areas where the rare, threatenedr or endangered
natural elementS Occur in significant numbers and designates these
as _ngtgral g-r_egS or potential natural areas. There are 75 to 100

such natural areas currently identified in New Mexico.
New llexico has an array of unique and exCiting natural areas.

For example, several outstanding events ln the last few mooths put
our slate in a leadership positlon regarding handling of natural
rarities. Currently the worldr6 mo6t exciting locellty for fossil
finding ls in the badtands southwest of l'armington, where both
fossiliz^d plants and animals occur in great numbers. Here the first
intact skeleton of an early mammhl and the oldest skull of a carni-
vore have been found. A 200 feet long, eight feet ln diameter fos-
silized tree from the Late Cretaceous flora has also been found.
These three historic specimens are part of the nost extensive fossil
beds in the world. There is no existing museum which could physical'ly
house such a large collection of fossils. Northeast New }lexico has
yielded a record number of intact dinosaur skeletons. Juet how to
preoerve these finds is still undecided.

some of the prlme natural areas currently defined lnclude Guadalupe

canyon in Hidalgo county, whlch is the only home for sonoran Desert life
forms ln New t'teiico. Blue Springs in lJddy County are limestone sprlngs
containing four species of endangered or t'hreatened fish, at least three
speciee of threatlned or endangerd reptiles, and atso plant communitlee
ur,ique to limestone soils. Sitting Bull L'alls. in the Guadalupe lloun-
tairis is another of these limestone sites which suPPorts such rare or
endangered planrs as gglJg;lg chaolinii and fs.ogfGooa cardlllallE'

A proposal now before the u.S. congress, the National Heritage
Land TrusC Bitl, would fund a natlonwide inventory of natural areas
in order to create a national preservation prog,ran. Thts is the
first Eystematic attempt by the Federal goverrunent to l)reserve our
natural heritage. The Blll says thal all existtng Programs guch as

our 6tate Herilage lrogram would receive federal funds within 90 days
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of paesage. One quarter of a mlllion dollars rould be used for oper:.
ating coits and land acquiEltion throughout New Mexico. The pros'
pecti for paseage of the Bilt look good. Ttme le shortr however;
iand development ls rapld and some plants and animals.are fast disap'
pearlng. To add to the fnrstratlon, land pricea are sky'36"L"at,tt
io the land'acqulsitlon fund will not go far.

The Nature Conserrrancy began ite work in New llerlco in the 1950r st
and it initlated the Herltage Prograrn ln L976. In the 1950r s the con-
Eervancy took the I'neat slte[ approach, a subJective Judgement of an

area, typlcal.ty on aesthetic grounde. The Herltage Progranre goalr hogt-

ever, ls to quantlfy the ilneatneosr' by obJecttvely detetminlng a unlque
or rare slte through use of the comPuter stored data, a proJect whtch
hras too large for the Nature Coneervancy to handle. lt waa up to the
varlous Heritage Programs to stlmulate the states do do this for them-
Belvee. New Mexico has accepted this responeibillty. After one yeer
of operatlng wlth one half Nature Consewancy funds and one half Federal
Burelu of Outdoor Recreation funds, Gov. Apodaca eet uP the Progran aB

a state proJect. It ls now ln the Department of Game and Fl8hr though
stlll recelving one half Bureau of Outdoor RecreatLon fundg.

The Heritage Program le able to go beyond t.he obJectlve computer
selectlon of natural areas when clrcumStances warrant it. Isaacs tl'lu'.
strated thls fact wtth the story of a rare lnvertebrate, the Socorro
isopod, whtch ls known only from Sedlllo Sprtngs south of Socorro. Since'
only one rare species occurs in the habitat, the area would not nornally
,be deelgneted a natural area. The Socorro lsopod cane to the Heritage .
Programa s attentlon through eome other Dean6 rather than through use of
the data bank. The leopod ls now on the tSolthsonlan llat of rare or
andrngered species

The lnventory of natural areas ie very complex, especially in
New llexico whlch has not been well explored. Areas can become more
or IeSs unique as more species are digcovered here. New planB spe- '

cies turn up often. (See article on the Comnelinaceae family of
New llexico in this issue.and Cugress-gs arlz-olgiga last, lsatre.)
Conversely, {qu_i!eg!a chgp.flnli has been considercd an endangered
spectee, but Elnce it iE repeatedly being found in new localities'
lncluding the Sacramento Mountaine, lt may be re-clasaifled as a

threetened cpeclee rather than an endangered one. Ae epecies are re-
dlscovered agaln and agalnr botanleta can begtn to predlct the eco-
loglcal. areaa ln whlch they wlll be found.

leaacs said all Federal agencles have a mandate to study endan-
gered species. Inventories of Federal lands are nece66ary to deter-
mlne the presence of rare or endangered species and then the loca-
tion of critical habitats. The protection of these EFlllats ls of
higher priority than the protection of the individual specles.



The problem of managlng these natural areas, of enforclnn :, :',:; -t'j,protectlve status for rare and endangered plants is a blg oh". . ' ,';' ,1,.r:.'.'.r*!i
Many cactus species of New l'lexlco are considered threateied uniei.lth...t ,ti',";
Endangered Species Act. Yet seventy-ftve barrel cacti disapnedrediin.g- .;ri
Dona Ana county ln two weeks. lsaacs eaid there are almost'ad'irv',' r.i{ tl'i
reports to the Heritage program staff of cacti disappearin[. n t,a?ge_fi ,!.;
barrel cactus is worth $8OO.OO on the market in Chlcago or-Los'Angefesl l?.XCactus ru6tling is big businees, and the chances of suivtval for,lib-ny- ii+'
species are nil. The concept of the natural area is sttll'eviilvinb'i i+?r"-aays lsaacs, and it may have the force of law behlnd it someh"y, Urt'i..ir':_,,:
now lt does not ,. ii ' i .^'-- , ,of ; 

'i:,;l[ii
locall.y, upper santa Fe canyon qualifies as a natdratfd"req; and; ;tl.id'

aen ea as well as the watershed for santa l'e. The Fordst Serv{Ce now .rqi,!!
timlts acc'ess to the area. Thls fine example of montarie riparian vege- li.'i'g,'
tatlon ls belng considered for iillderness Area etatus, a fate whlch r..',";jr.'l ,
rrculd draw rcre vlsltors to the area and may actuatly indangb'r-,!\e..d4iiJ,;l'
cate habltat more than protect lt. lsaaca feels an effectlVe rirenagerirefrt $+ t

Progran for this natural area would be basically a malntenance,oe ine iff, ;

status quo so a6 to prevent any posslbility of ifrd tn?Santa l'4,"."atei:-1"1,i, :

shed. I + { :: ;i. 11, i;, }Blll Isaacs and the Herltage Progran officea are fiow tocatea {h ':":. i. i

the Vlllagra Bulldlng at the Junctlon of Gallsteo and Qerf ttos;Roat; i; ;i''
Thelr phone nrrrber La 824-2694.

=. :fr'Claeelf led Advertlsementa

BEAR }IOUNTAIN GUEST RN.ICH
Gulded wlldf lower tours.

Fred and I'lyra McCormick
Sllver Cltyr N.M. 88061
phone: (505) 358-2538
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to the Decernber newsletter: The populatlon of CupresJuJ iin-t

-

Cookre Peak was original[y discovered in. 195$ by Mr.Stdney;,']i
the U. S. Forest Service. The presence cif thl.s populal,i,glF
conf ttaed by Mr. Andrew Sandoval in Septembeq'of i19-??..;f;':

growlng ln Santa Fe is located on Shelby- St.oibetweeh'r'rJatbr ,';

etanedi. - i '; .j, ,- ii. fi7 i i. : ir -.:,,1 
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