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Edible And Useful Wild Plants  
 
by Donna Thatcher 
 

It is a challenge and an honor to be asked to 
contribute a series of articles about edible and useful 
plants to the newsletter of the Albuquerque Chapter, 
NPSNM. The writing alone is only part of the challenge, 
as I have some strong ethical concerns about harvesting 
and using native plants. We need to be very conservative 
in collecting wild plants for our consumption, because 
the plants we may enjoy as a treat, or for the satisfaction 
of learning about historically used species, are often the 
main food source for wildlife. 

Human uses have diminished the feeding ranges of 
most wildlife, so when we—with our food sources from 
gardens and grocery stores—also forage in the wild, we 
are consuming food which wildlife need for survival. 
Because of this, we should gather only very small 
amounts, in seasons and areas where edible species are 
abundant.  

Also, many edible wild plants are perennials, and 
human tools can gather and disturb roots to a much 
greater extent than that done by grazing wildlife. We 
must be careful in our gathering so that the plants, and 
their dependent wild consumers, are not damaged. With 
these considerations in mind, we may carefully explore 
some unexpected wild treats. 
 
Rabbitbrush 
 

Rabbitbrush (Ericameria nauseosa, formerly 
Chrysothamnus nauseosus) may be a surprising choice 
for the first plant in a series of articles about edible 
plants, but this shrub, covered with yellow blossoms in 
the fall, has many qualities to appreciate. For us, it is an 
indirect food source, because it is an extremely important 
nectar plant for honeybees. Rabbitbrush blooms later in 
the fall than any other nectar source, often well into 
November, and is always swarming with bees. Most 
commercial honey is a blend of the honey produced by 
many hives of bees feeding in many different flowers, 
which gives it a uniform flavor.  

However, some small, local beekeepers sell honey 
labeled with the type of plant from which the bees were 
gathering nectar. Look for local sources to taste the 
distinctive flavor of  rabbitbrush honey. It also may be  

 

 
 

labeled “chamisa” or “chamiso” honey in parts of New 
Mexico, although the Spanish word “chamisa” seems to 
be used for any common local brush, and in some areas 
is applied to sagebrush, four-wing saltbush, or creosote 
bush. I have been told by some very traditional old 
people that rabbitbrush honey was thought to be 
especially healthful and nutritious, an appropriate gift for 
someone convalescing from an illness. It would certainly 
tempt them to eat heartily of bread spread with this treat. 

In addition to its indirect use as a food source, 
rabbitbrush is a very important dye plant for traditional 
weavers and basket makers. The bright yellow flowers 
and their stems are cut and dried for use all year, and 
make a particularly vivid dye if used fresh. To try a 
sample for yourself, cut flowers with stems 6-8 inches 
long. Use 100% wool yarn, and put the yarn and flowers 
in a pot large enough to cover them with water and still 
allow some space at the top. Add about 1 teaspoon 
powdered alum per gallon of water as mordant, and 
bring everything to a boil. Simmer for an hour or longer.  

 

Donna Thatcher is an education specialist with the 
Farmington Museum, and director of its Riverside 
Nature Center. She has specialized in traditional 
knowledge and uses of plants in her own and other 
cultures, and is a member of the San Juan Chapter, 
NPSNM. 
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Just Who Do We Think We Are? 
 

When you join the chess club, you pretty much know 
what to expect. Follow the ground rules and you can 
have a good time with other devotees of the game. But 
the Native Plant Society (NPS) of New Mexico?  

Members of and visitors to our chapter seem almost 
as diverse as the leafy and spiny inhabitants of our 
sprawling terrain, with interests and opinions as varied as 
our mountains. Likewise, the talents and good will they 
bring are awesome in the true sense. We come as 
gardeners, students, teachers, scientists, lovers of the 
outdoors, conservationists, artists, herbalists, and more. 
Mix us together, and before long we discover interests 
we never knew we had. 

 

 
 
Two years ago, our gatherings moved from the 

Albuquerque Garden Center to the New Mexico 
Museum of Natural History for practical reasons. To me 
it also signified that we were not simply a garden club 
but an organization that served many needs. The NPS 
state motto proclaims us to be “New Mexico's Voice for 
Native Plants.” What does this voice want to say?  

The concept of native plants is so fundamental to 
environmental study and concern, branching into so 
many areas and generating many types of enthusiasm, 
that no single voice will do. We really need all our 
voices, from the person drawn to maybe one NPS 
program or field trip a year, to the most involved 
“regulars,” to those we rarely see but who faithfully 
support the cause by continuing as members.  

All of us need to speak up—when it feels right—to 
neighbors, coworkers, even at the chess club, not to 
mention on the Internet, and in journals and other print 
media.  

We can also put our two or three cents into the 
Albuquerque  chapter,  where the board is beginning to plan 

 

 
next year's array of programs and activities. Maybe you 
think some important area has been neglected, or you 
know an engaging speaker who can present information 
we should hear. Please tell us about it. Find our names 
on the roster in this newsletter. Give us your ideas, and 
we promise not to put you in charge of a committee. On 
the other hand, if you are the take-charge type, let's talk! 
 

Tom Stewart, Acting President 
Albuquerque Chapter, NPSNM 

 
Fall 2011 Informal Habitat 
Garden Gathering 

 Save the Date: Saturday, October 8 
 

Following last February’s NPS workshop on 
Landscaping with Native Plants, Virginia Burris offered 
to facilitate two follow-up informal gatherings focused 
on habitat landscaping. The aim of these sessions is to 
share ideas,  successes, and not-so-successful experiences in 
support of our desire to create habitat gardens. 

Among the topics we’ll discuss at our October 
gathering will be goldfinches. We’ll share our 
observations and ideas on attracting goldfinches to our 
yards. For example, what seeds or other food sources do 
goldfinches eat in your garden? What type of water 
features do they like? What plants do they use for cover 
or perching? Are they shy birds and like to remain a 
distance from people? Any other observations you can 
offer to the rest of our group to make our gardens more 
"goldfinch friendly" will be appreciated. 

Habitat landscaping is quite different from tradi-
tional approaches to garden design in terms of plant 
selection, landscape maintenance, and the placement of 
plants. Anyone interested in learning more about this 
practice is encouraged to attend our fall get-together, 
scheduled for Saturday, October 8 from 9am to noon at 
Plants of the Southwest, 6680 4th Street NW in 
Albuquerque (just north of Osuna). 

At that time we’ll also decide if we want to continue 
to have small occasional (or perhaps quarterly) meetings 
dedicated to habitat gardening. Anyone is welcome to 
take part in this free event. To attend, please RSVP to 
Virginia Burris at 255-6772. 
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Central NM Gardens Book 
“Outlets” 
 

 
 
Central NM Gardens, a publication of the Native 

Plant Society of NM, is now available in the 
Albuquerque area at the Rio Grande Nature Center (2901 
Candelaria NW), The Albuquerque Garden Center 
(10120 Lomas Blvd. NE), Plants of the Southwest (6680 
4th St. NW), Jericho Nursery (101 Alameda Blvd. NW), 
Osuna Nursery (501 Osuna Rd. NE), and Alameda 
Greenhouse and Nursery (9515 Fourth Street NW).   

This book is essential for gardeners in central New 
Mexico, because it introduces readers to a core group of 
native plants well-suited to landscapes in our area. It is 
organized by plant types (trees, shrubs and vines, cacti 
and succulents, grasses, and wildflowers), and each entry 
includes “at-a-glance” key information including size, 
bloom color, foliage, water use, and light requirements. 

If you know of another business that might be 
interested in buying copies of this book to resell, please 
contact  Silda Mason at 344-4297 or sirqmason@yahoo.com. 

 
Chapter Book Sale 
 

At our chapter’s October 5 meeting and program, 
members will have an opportunity to purchase books at 
an incredible savings of 50% off. We need to reduce our 
stock and in order to do so, we’ll pass the savings on to 
you.  So come prepared with cash or your checkbook and 
take advantage of this chance to expand your home 
library of native plant books. 

 

 

 

Volunteer Openings 
 

Recording Secretary 
A member is needed to record minutes at board 

meetings (4-5 times/year average) and to maintain a 
binder of important documents. No shorthand is 
necessary, and slow (or fast) typists are welcome. 

 
Community Outreach Chair 

Outreach is how we interact with the community 
through our informative and constructive events and 
projects, sometimes in partnership with other groups. An 
example of the chairperson's role would be as our liaison 
with the organizers of the annual Xeriscape Expo. 
 
Assistant Greeter/Nametag Maker 

The job title may sound intimidating, but the job is 
not, and it’s actually fun.  You help chapter member Lisa 
Driscoll greet people at the entrance to our monthly 
meetings/programs, and welcome first-time attendees.  
You print out nametags for new members who request 
one, and share responsibilities bringing the nametag box 
to the meetings.  That’s it!   

The job affords you some perks, too.  It’s a natural, 
easy way of getting to know some other native plant 
afficiandos, and while it will only take up a tiny bit of 
your free time, you’ll still be making a welcome 
contribution to our chapter.  To volunteer, contact Lisa at 
266-6404. 
 
Member Benefits Coordinator 

Are you an outgoing person who can be fairly 
persuasive? If so, this may be the volunteer job for you. 
Currently five nurseries in the Albuquerque area that sell 
native plants offer NPSNM members a 10% discount 
when they show their membership card. We’d like to 
increase the number of businesses we can interest in this 
mutually beneficial arrangement. 

 
Those generous enough to contribute their efforts are 

not "out on their own," but are supported by our whole 
core group of volunteers. For more information, contact 
Tom Stewart at tstewart@cybermesa.com or 881-6296 
(evenings). 

Tom Stewart 
Acting President 
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Landscaping with Natives: 
 
Winter Landscapes 
 
by George Oxford Miller 
  
[Editor’s Note: We had extra space in this issue of the 
chapter newsletter, so took advantage of it and have 
included more and larger photos than usual of plants 
mentioned in this column. All photos by the author 
unless otherwise indicated.] 
 

Beat the winter doldrums with structure, pattern, and 
tonality. After the flush of fall colors, leaves fall, flowers 
fade, and perennials go dormant. Yet winter landscapes 
don’t have to be barren and uninteresting. Evergreen 
trees and shrubs provide a basic palette for a year-round 
attractive landscape. Then, as in a well-composed 
painting, plants with structure, pattern, and tonality add 
dynamic interest for year-round zip. 
  
6–10-FOOT TALL EVERGREENS 
Besides the obvious conifer colors of pines, junipers, and 
spruce, evergreens can add shades of grays and greens, 
leaf texture, and height dimension to your yard. 
 
Arizona rosewood (Vauquelinia californica): This 
native of the southern half of Arizona survived 
Albuquerque’s worst winter. The erect 5–10-foot profile 
with dense foliage of narrow, dark-green leaves makes a 
good foundation, boundary, and background hedge. 
Clusters of white flowers add a spring bonus. 
 

 
Arizona rosewood (Vauquelinia californica) 
 
 

 

Red barberry (Mahonia haematocarpa): After spring 
yellow flowers and autumn scarlet berries, arching limbs 
with holly-like leaves add interest to walls, corners, or as 
a specimen plant. Besides providing striking visual 
interest, the dense cover of prickly, gray-green foliage 
provides winter cover for birds. 
 

 
 Red barberry (Mahonia haematocarpa) 
 
4–6-FOOT TALL ACCENTS 
Short to tall, gray to green, these plants add structure and 
subtle hues to your yard like a painter composing a 
picture. 
 
Beautiful Bark: Bare, twisted trunks of small trees carry 
the eye from the yard to the house and add ornamental 
interest to a fence or wall. New Mexico olive (Forestiera 
pubescens), desert willow (Chilopsis linearis), and 
mountain mahogany (Cercocarpus montanus) can be 
pruned to develop angled, ornate trunks. Soaptree yucca 
(Y. elata) and the larger yuccas develop trunks topped 
with a dense crown of green daggers. 
 

 
Mountain mahogany (Cercocarpus montanus). Courtesy of 
Protophoto.com. 
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Desert willow (Chilopsis linearis), Courtesy of 
Suncontrollandscapes.com. 
 
Ever-Gray Standards: Got sun and sand? Then you 
can’t go wrong with desert-loving chamisa (Ericameria 
nauseosa), sand sage (Artemisia filifolia), and winterfat 
(Krascheninnikovia lanata). 
  
 

 
Winterfat (Krascheninnikovia lanata) 
 
 

 
2–4-FOOT TALL ACCENTS 
 
Evergreen with a possible vertical accent, banana yucca 
(Y. baccata), soapweed yucca (Y. glauca), sotol 
(Dasylirion wheeleri), and red yucca (Hesperaloe 
parviflora) all have dense rosettes of stiff, spear-like 
leaves and woody, 4-foot flower stalks that provide 
accent throughout the winter (sotol’s stalks can get up to 
15 feet tall). 
 

 
Vertical accent plant: Soapweed yucca (Y. glauca) 
 

 
 
Sotol (Dasylirion wheeleri) 
 

 
George Miller is the author of Landscaping with Native 
Plants of the Southwest, available from the Native Plant 
Society and local bookstores. 
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The Journey to Becoming a 
Master Naturalist  
 

by Becky Schnelker 
 

[Editor’s Note: In 2010 Bernalillo County Open Space 
launched the first Master Naturalist Program in 
Albuquerque. This is a three-year pilot project in New 
Mexico that engages citizens in providing education and 
community service connected to conserving, preserving, and 
restoring the local environment, especially on Open Space 
properties. Eventually it is hoped the program can be 
expanded to a number of other areas in the state. 

Those selected to participate receive 55 hours of in-class 
training and field studies over a two-month period. Upon 
completion of this training, participants then carry out a 
service project (a minimum of 40 hours) on Open Space 
properties. Many other states already have established their 
own Master Naturalist Programs. 

Becky Schnelker is the first member of the Albuquerque 
Chapter of the NPSNM to have completed the Master 
Naturalist Program training (in 2010). Bob Hass, another 
NPSNM member, completed the training this past summer, 
and has just begun his service project. The following article 
was excerpted from the East Mountain Historical Society 
newsletter, Issue 3, Third Quarter, 2010, and then updated. 
More information about the Society is available at 
http://eastmountainhistory.org.] 

 
As a member of the board of directors of the East 

Mountain Historical Society (EMHS), I first learned of 
Bernalillo County’s Open Space program when EMHS was 
asked to provide historical information on a property now 
called Sabino Canyon Open Space, located off Juan Tomás 
Road and NM 337 (old South NM 14). A year later, I found 
myself at Sabino with a hoe in my hand, volunteering 
alongside county workers who were learning about 
professional trail building. Later, on the near eve of my 
official retirement (which I prefer to call my reactivation to 
life), I collided with the inception of the Master Naturalist 
Program.  

When I first heard the term “master naturalist,” I 
wondered how anyone could master one’s love of and 
desire to understand the natural world. Bernalillo County 
Open Space (not to be confused with Albuquerque Open 
Space) had recently aligned itself with a loosely affiliated 
movement based on the love of learning, nature, and 
community service called the Master Naturalist Program. 
Its goal is to nurture a group of individuals who share such 
loves and offer them training and support. In turn, the 
trainees, through volunteerism and camaraderie, would 
pledge to provide land stewardship and environmental 
education through various county open space programs. 
The first of a three-year pilot project was to begin in 2010. 
 

 

My “naturalist story” began at an early age, when I 
would follow my dad for many hours and through all 
seasons in the woods of Ohio, while he foraged for wild 
foods, fished, and hunted game. It is also about my love of 
New Mexico’s mountains, foothills, and valleys. In 1978, 
New Mexico lured me back from California, where I had 
gone after completing my graduate studies in fine arts at the 
University of New Mexico.  

Since then, I have walked many miles of the country 
and a decade ago I moved from Albuquerque to the East 
Mountains. I have explored up and down the many zones of 
vegetation on its mountains. I nurture a love of place, 
including the change of seasons, the wildlife (even the less-
than-hospitable types), the native wildflowers, and a 
riparian recovery project, all of which I share through 
digital photography and the Internet.  

When the County’s Master Naturalist Program was 
announced in 2009, I applied, was interviewed, screened, 
and then accepted into the program with 24 other highly 
diverse and talented people who also loved nature. We 
spent 55 hours in June and July of 2010 in classes and 
workshops covering big topics like ecology, botany, 
zoology, hydrology, and environmental education. We 
engaged in hands-on testing of soil and water, in 
observation and drawing to learn, and much more.  

 

 
Master Naturalist Class in July 2009. Becky Schnelker is 
on the right side holding up the banner. 
 

To complete our intern phase, each of us was 
challenged with creating a service project, to which we 
dedicated 40 hours of our time over the next year. I focused 
on the Ojito (little spring) de San Antonio Open Space 
property and the use of its plants, which have served the 
community throughout its history. The subject of gardens 
and natural remedies is not only currently popular, but one 
EMHS member has documented them for almost two 
decades through tapes and transcriptions of interviews with 
“los abuelitos,” or the older folks of the community. 

(continued on page 7) 
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Journey (from page 6) 
 

During the last year, I read books on the life styles of 
the early Spanish settlers, Curanderismo, traditional herbal 
remedies, and found local sources that documented lore of 
East Mountain villages. I listed English, Spanish, and 
scientific names and then matched these with as many 
photographs of the flowering plants and noted the local 
uses. I just led an informative walk in the Ojito on 
September 24 with EMHS president Denise Tessier. For 
participants, I created a “mini-guide” of the local plants and 
their historical uses. On November 18 I’ll happily complete 
my internship with others from my 2010 class. 

More information about Bernalillo County’s Master 
Naturalist Program is available at http://www.bernco.gov/ 
master-naturalist-program-221782/. 

 

Botanizing in Placitas 
 

On Saturday morning, September 22, 2011, a 
congenial group of seven Albuquerque chapter members 
explored a bit of the Placitas area on an open space 
property owned by the City. Lolly Jones, a NPSNM 
member and resident of Placitas, led us on a leisurely 
tour of pinon-juniper and juniper grassland habitat.  

 

 
 

Below and to the right are just a few of the many 
plants we saw that day. See how many you can identify. 
Answers will appear in the January-March 2012 issue of 
the chapter newsletter. (All photos by Bob Hass.) 
               1     

 
        

         
2          

 
 

3 

 
 

4 

 
 

5 
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No plant here, but there is a camouflaged critter some-
where. Can you find it? Can you identify it? 
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The Book Corner 
  

Wildflowers of the Sandia and Manzano Mountains 
of Central New Mexico by Larry J. Littlefield and Pearl 
M. Burns. 2011. Sandia Plant Books, 225 pp. $24.00. 
  

At last! A wildflower 
identification guide 
specifically for the 
Sandias. Wildflowers 
of the Sandia and 
Manzano Mountains 
presents 201 common 
species of this popular 
central New Mexico 
area in a user friendly 
format, arranged by 
each species’ most 
conspicuous quality, 
flower color, and 
then by family. The 
d e t a i l e d  p l a n t  
descriptions, consis-

ting of characteristics easily seen in the field, are given 
in non-technical terms. Additional information on each 
species includes the time of blooming, elevation and 
habitat where it can be found, and how it may have been 
used by New Mexico’s First Peoples. Both the Latin and 
common name is given, and when more than one 
common name exists, all are listed. 

Littlefield’s unique concept for this book is evident 
in his use of photographs. He includes at least two 
pictures of each plant, and some have up to four or five 
images. Each image depicts the plant at a different stage 
in its life cycle, for example, in bud, flowering, or with 
seed. Other guides frequently only have one photo for 
each plant, so if the plant happens to be in a different 
stage in the wild, you might not recognize it.  

The introductory essay on how the geology and 
climate of the mountains determine the location where 
each species thrives should aid hikers in finding a 
particular plant. Most Sandia species are also found in 
the Rocky Mountains, so this book is also a useful guide 
for the northern part of our state. A glossary with 
illustrations explains the terms used in descriptions, and 
a list of references directs the reader to further study. 

Kudos to our two outstanding NPSNM members, 
accomplished wildflower photographer Larry Littlefield, 
and wildflower expert Pearl Burns, for fulfilling a long-
felt need with this beautiful, authoritative, guide. 

 
Carolyn Dodson 

Book Sales Coordinator 
 

 

Take Advantage of Member Discounts 
 

The following local nurseries have agreed to give members of 
NPSNM a 10% discount on plants when you show your membership 
card: 
 
Coati Natives Nursery 
320 Frost Road 
Sandia Park, NM 87047 
505-934-5396, www.coatinativenursery.com 
 
Great Outdoors Native Plant Nursery 
10408 2nd Street NW (n. of Alameda) 
Albuquerque, NM 87114 
505-890-5311, greatoutdoorsabq.com/home.htm 
 
Mountain Gardens 
12216-B Hwy 14N 
Cedar Crest, NM 
505-286-1778, mountaingardensnm.blogspot.com 
 
Plants of the Southwest        
6680 4th Street NW (n. of Osuna) 
Albuquerque, NM 87107 
505-344-8830, www.plantsofthesouthwest.com/ 
 
Santa Ana Garden Center 
The Pueblo of Santa Ana 
157 Jemez Dam Road 
Bernalillo, NM 87004 
505-867-1322, www.santaana.org/garden.htm 
 

Please support these nurseries and take advantage of the discount 
being offered to NPS members! 
 

 

Albuquerque Chapter Board of Directors 
Acting President: Tom Stewart, 881-6296, 
tomstewart@att.net 
Vice President: Open 
Program Chair: Jim McGrath, 286-8745, sedges@swcp.com  
Secretary: Open 
Treasurer: Gary Runyan, 242-9758, gary.runyan@state.nm.us 
Communications Chair: Gary Hoe, 296-3654, 
hoebeau@cnsp.com 
Membership Chair: Ann-Marie Yaroslaski, 505-220-8158, 
marannyar@yahoo.com 
State Board Representative: Frances Robertson, 828-4775, 
frobertson45@comcast.net 
Conservation Chair: Jeremy McClain, 348-7622, 
jemcclain@hotmail.com 
Field Trip Coordinator: Dana Price, 872-2646, 
dana.m.price@usace.army.ml 
Newsletter Editor: Maya Kapoor, 463-5085, 
mayalkapoor@gmail.com 
Community Outreach: Open 
Educational Outreach: Pam McBride, 343-9472, ebotpam@msn.com 
 

Core Group 
Books: Carolyn Dodson, 268-7889, cdodson@unm.edu 
Book Marketer: Silda Mason, 344-4297, 
sirgmason@yahoo.com 
Garden Center Chair: Irene Scotillo, 980-0203 
Hospitality: Lisa Driscoll, 266-6404, zaradric@yahoo.com 
Invasive Weeds Representative: Don Heinze, 565-1441, 
Donald_heinz@yahoo.com 
Member Benefits: Open 
Publicity Chair: Bob Hass, 266-6136, bobhass9@gmail.com 
Refreshments Chair: Kerry Calhoun, 562-533-1978, 
kecalhoun@gmail.com

 


