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INTRODUCTION 

This book is designed to introduce you to landscape 
plants native to Central New Mexico. Colorful and 
rugged, these plants look superb in gardens, require 
minimum water to maintain, and also offer food and 
shelter to native wildlife as well as pollen and nectar 
for the pollinators. 
 
Native plants are well adapted: Native plants have 
evolved interdependent relationships with native 
wildlife, insects, fungi, geology, and soil conditions. 
They are our best landscape choices because they 
prosper despite thin, alkaline soil, scanty rain, brutal 
sun, withering wind, and abrupt temperature swings. 
 
Native plants conserve water: Water used for 
household purposes is recycled to the river, but 
water put on landscapes is lost. Therefore, a xeric 
landscape of native plants is a highly effective way of 
conserving water. They can survive on rainfall alone, 
and it takes only a small amount of supplemental 
water for them to grow and flourish, filling your 
garden with blooms. 
 

Native plants belong in our environment: Although 
attractive pants from other areas may be successful 
in our gardens, they may disrupt the natural ecology 
and lower biological diversity. Non-native plants 
often overrun natural habitats thus displacing native 
plants and animals. In the end, taxpayers have to 
fund the expensive eradication of infestations of 
garden escapees. 
 
Native plants are as unique as our New Mexico 
culture: By planting native plants in our gardens, we 
actually help restore a unique ecosystem. The 
opportunity to observe native wildlife in our gardens 
enhances our appreciation of the magnificent desert-
grasslands of Central New Mexico. 
 
Native plants are available at nurseries: Native trees 
and shrubs as well as wildflowers of every color can 
be found in local nurseries. We urge lovers of native 
plants not to dig them in the wild. Unless you have 
permission, the practice is illegal and the plants rarely 
survive. Native plants from nurseries are adapted for 
horticulture.

 

ESTABLISHING THE GARDEN:  

REALIZING THE DREAM 

PLANNING 
 The goal is to transform you yard into an 
inviting natural landscape using native plants and 
their pollinators. 
 
 First, you need to decide how much money 
you want to spend and how much of the work you 
want to do yourself. The most economical choice is to 
personally design and install the landscape. The easier 
choice may be to hire professionals to do both the 
plan and the installation. Another approach is to 
choose what parts you would like to do, and which 
parts you will need professional help with. If you are 

doing the works, installation can be done in stages 
over months or even years. 
 
 Second, what do you want your landscape to 
do? Do you want a place to entertain? To keep pets? 
To play? To grow vegetables? To attract wildlife? Do 
you have a view to show off or eyesores to hide? 
 
 When these decisions are made, begin to 
sketch your general plan. If you want hardscape 
features such as walls, fences, paths, ponds, patios or 
benches, these need to be installed before planting. If 
the hardscape will interfere with trenching for 
irrigation lines, the lines should go in before the 
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hardscape. The consider what types of plants you will 
want to use: plants for shade, ground cover, visual 
interests such as color and form, screening, fruit 
trees, and so forth. 
 
 Finish your plan by selecting specific plants 
chosen for their suitability in your specific area. 

 

SELECTING PLANTS 
 This document describes some of the best 
landscape plants native to Central New Mexico. They 
are organized by plant type: trees, shrubs, cacti, 
grasses, and wildflowers. Within each section, plants 
are listed alphabetically by botanical name, and can 
be looked up by the common name in the index. 
 
For further information, consult the books 
recommended in Suggested Resources and visit public 
landscapes which use native plants. Also notice the 
plants which row wild in areas similar to your site. 
Visiting native plant nurseries and talking to the 
experts there can be very helpful in selecting the right 
plants (See list of nurseries in Suggested Resources). 
 

PLANTING 
 Soil amendments are generally not necessary 
in the native garden. Organic amendments can be 
added to lawns or flower beds to help retain water; 
however, adding amendments to holes for trees and 
shrubs is detrimental to the establishment of the 
plant. The hole becomes, in effect, a pot. The roots 
stay in the soft enriched soil in the hole rather than 
extending out into the native soil. 
 
 When ready to plant, dig a hole as deep as 
the root all and twice as wide. Score the sides of the 
hole vertically to help direct the roots outward. 
Loosen the roots if they are matted or have circled in 
the pot. Place the plant in the hole and refill with the 
original soil, packing gently. The new roots will easily 
penetrate this loosened soil. Water thoroughly. 
Observe the plant and soil, and water again when the 
soil is dry, probably in two or three days. Gradually 
lengthen the time between watering. The plant may 
need temporary protection from the sun, wind, 
rabbits or deer. 

 
 Caliche is a special problem for gardeners in 
our area. It is mineralized soil and rock hard. Water 
will not drain through it. If you must plant a tree or 
shrub in caliche, use a pickaxe or digging bar to dig a 
drainage hole through the caliche layer. Otherwise, 
the plant may become waterlogged in its caliche pot. 
 
 Do not cover the root zone of plants with 
plastic. Plastic prevents essential water and air from 
reaching the roots. Porous landscape fabric is fine. 
 
 If a drip system is planned, install it after the 
plants are in the ground. 
 

WATERING SYSTEMS 
 In New Mexico, it is necessary to plan a 
watering system. Some of the reasons for this are: 

 Enormous rot systems are one of the survival 
strategies of arid-adapted plants. Since a 
containerized plant does not have such a root 
system, it needs to be watered the first 
growing season until it can extend its roots. 

 If mountain plants are grown at lower 
elevations, the will require more water than 
they receive from rainfall. 

 Some plants will flower longer and more 
profusely with added water. 

  
 In the Southwest, drip irrigation is the most 
effective and efficient way to irrigate most of the 
landscape. It is also easy to install. Sprinklers remain 
the best way to water a lawn. 
 
 You can simplify the drip irrigation of your 
garden by grouping plants with similar water needs 
on one drip line. If your irrigate plants with different 
water needs on the same line, supply the thirstier 
plants s with more drip emitters or give them emitters 
that drip more gallons per hour. 
 
 As a final caution, do not over-water. It is a 
common mistake to overestimate how much water 
the plants need. Experiment with the frequency of 
watering and watch the plants’ reaction. Yellow 
leaves are often a sign that the soil is being kept too 



3 

 

moist. Wilting, along with powder-dry soil, indicates 
the plant needs water. 
 
 A complete discussion of the irrigation of 
native plants, including drip systems, can be found in 
the book Natural by Design by Judith Phillips. 
 

MULCHING 
 After planting and laying the drip system, 
mulching is recommended. Wood chips, bark, pecan 
shells, compost, gravel, rocks, or even boulders can be 
mulch. Mulch reduces the evaporation of moisture, 
keeps roots cool and retards weed growth. Bark and 
wood chips will slowly break down, improving the soil. 
The mulch will also visually connect and ‘finish’ the 
landscape, especially when the plants are still small. 
 

MAINTENANCE 
 With the garden planted and the irrigation 
installed, it is time to enjoy your garden, knowing its 
maintenance will be minimal. 
 
 If you planted a Blue Grama or Buffalograss 
lawn, you can mow it or let it grow for a more natural 
look. Ornamental grasses and perennial flowers may 
be groomed in early spring by cutting off the dead leaf 
blades and stems. 
 
 It is better not to leave your irrigation system 
on automatic. Gradually increase the watering 
frequency in spring, increase it again for summer, 
reduce it in fall, and shut off the system before first 
frost. You can temporarily reconnect drip hoses and 
timers if watering is needed in the winter. 

 

USING THE PLANT PROFILES 

At the core of this book are profiles of plants that are native to Central New Mexico.  Of the basic subheads for each 
plant, only two – “Water” and “Areas” need explanation.
 

WATER USAGE 
 Very low water plants, once established, need 
little or no irrigation. They can survive on rainfall 
alone in the Heights, Valley, and West Mesa areas, 
but with deep monthly watering they will grow larger 
and fuller. Often these are plants native to the high 
desert. 
 
 Low water plants, once established, need 
regular deep irrigation at fairly long intervals. In our 
three lower, warmer areas, this may range from once 
every week or two in summer, to once a month in 
winter when most plants are leafless. In the cooler 
East Mountain area and the foothills, low water plants 
may be self-sufficient. These plants are native to high 
plains, foothills and woodland areas. 
 

Medium water plants need regular irrigation 
at more frequent intervals. In the three lower areas, 
watering may be needed every week in summer and 
every two weeks in winter. These plants in the East 
Mountains area require less water. Medium water 

plants are plants from the mountains or near the 
river. 

 
 Additional water is needed for new plantings, 
plants actively flowering, and plants growing in deep 
sand. Drought and persistent periods of sunny, hot, or 
windy weather increase water requirements. 
 

AREAS 
 Central New Mexico includes sand hills, 
desert grassland, savanna, dense shrub chaparral, 
woodlands, and forested mountains. 
 
 The average annual precipitation ranges from 
less than 8 inches in parts of Albuquerque to over 21 
inches on top of the mountains. Over one-half of this 
falls from July to September. 
 
 For gardening purposes, Central New Mexico 
is divided into four areas ranging within Zones 4-7 
assigned to Central New Mexico by the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture. Sandia Crest and other 
upper mountain areas are excluded since they are 



4 

 

higher than our major communities. To help you 
decide which native plants will be most successful in 
your garden, find the area on the map which best 
matches your location. Then note in the plant profiles 
which plants grow in that area. 
 

EAST MOUNTAIN 

Where: the lower portions of the eastern Sandia and 
Manzano Mountains, and the plains directly to the 
east, 6,000 to 8,000 feet. This area includes 
Edgewood, Moriarty, Mountainair, Sandia Park, and 
Tijeras. 
Climate: our coolest, least arid area. The East 
Mountain area differs greatly from other areas in its 
significantly cooler temperatures and short growing 
season of 140 to 165 days. 
Soils: clay to rocky, with isolated sandy areas. 
 

HEIGHTS 
Where: sloped areas east of the Rio Grande Valley, 
and lower foothills of the western Sandia and 

Manzano Mountains, up to about 7,500 feet. This 
area includes Albuquerque’s Heights, Four Hills, High 
Desert, the western parts of Placitas, and the 
University area. 
Climate this area is semi-arid and is a natural thermal 
belt, where cold air drains away to the Valley. The 
Heights have cool to mild winters, while the 180- to 
210-day growing season is long and hot. Strong, 
desiccating winds occasionally blow through locations 
near canyons. 
Soils: well-draining, decomposed granite interspersed 
with caliche, with pockets of sand near I-25. 
 

VALLEY 
Where: the Rio Grande Valley, the Rio Puerco Valley, 
and large arroyos, down to 4500 feet. It includes 
Madrid, Bernalillo, the eastern parts of Placitas, and 
most of Corrales in the Rio Grande Valley, and Laguna 
Pueblo in the Rio Puerco Valley. The growing season is 
160 to 185 days. 
Climate: arid to semi-arid, but with colder nights tan 
the Heights and West Mesa due to nighttime drainage 
of cold air. 
Soils: heavy clay and caliche are common, with some 
sandy layers or rock in uplands. 
 

WEST MESA 

Where: west of the Rio Grande Valley. This area 
includes Rio Rancho, the sand hills of Corrales, Nine 
Mile Hill, Taylor Ranch, and Westgate. 
Climate: mild, mostly arid area with average 
temperature and growing season similar to the 
Heights, but with higher daytime temperatures. 
Soils: well-drained sand, with caliche in low areas. 
 
 




