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Ocotillo - Fouquieria splendens
By Gertrud Konings, 2015

Ocotillo Family Fouquieriaceag

Other namesCandlewood, Slimwood, Coachwhip, Vine Cactus, Flaming Sword e v i | ’

Walking Stick,and Jacob's StafDcotillo meanslittle torchH’ in Mexican Spanish.

Ocaotillos are typical components of the landscape iDésertSouthwest of the USA
and northern MexicdOcotillo is a woodythorny10 to 20 feet (3 m) tallshrub with
several slender stems growing out of a root crove stemsre usually unbranched and
seem to grow rather straight out of the cnplwutsometimeghey can display aather
bizarre arrangement.
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During the winter and
spring and extreme
drought, the plant
looks deadHowever,
soon after a rai3-5
days) the grey stems
producebundles of
small, oval leaves
the axils ofthethorns
The small, thick,
leathery leaves are
quickly shed again
when it becomes dry
again(drought
deciduousind this
can happen several
times during the year
The Ocotillos arehe major contributors to
the green look of the desert after heavy
rains.

Theconicalthornsare believedo be made
by the leaves angrowwhen leaves are
present(DesertUSA)They are up t@ne
inchlong. The bark of the stalks produces a
resinand waxthat was useth the pasfor
waxing leather to waterproof it ardsoas
a varnishThewax is concentratedround
andat the base of thihornsandgives the
plant a grey and gredvanding pattern,
which is more obvious in younger plants.
Ocaotillo stemgyrow terminal segments during a growth spurt. These segments are
separated by nodal "seams" that remain visible and can be used for growth
measurements, similar to tree rings in tr¢gdlingbeck, ) The stems also produce
nectarsecreting glandsgctares to attract insects as protection against herbivores.
Looking like barethornygrey sticks throughout most of the year, @wotillosare nicely
decorated with a brilliant red tip during the early spring (March through Jsorgtimes
also latelin theyear after heavy rains

The flowers are produced in dense clusters of about 10 inches long. The flower petals are
unitedand formtubes Theyare curled bacht the tip of the flowerOcotillo flowers are
crucial for migrating hummingbirdg his is theonly reliabledesert hummingbirébod,
since Ocaotillos blooneven in dry yearsrhen their stems remain without leaves
Carpenter bees also feed on Ocotillo flower nectar. Bheknown taslice the flower
tubes at theibases opento suck outthenectahi ch is call ed “nectar
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A Capenter bee
robbing nectar from a
Yellow Bell (Tecoma
stang flower is
depicted above and to
the left. On the lower
photo, a drop of nectar
is visible.

Still, both, the hummingbirds and the carpefiteesseem to be effective pollinators of
the Ocotillg as reported in a study done in the Big Bend df2esert Museum)The
flowersae edi bl e “straight or soaked in cold wat




In springs withgoodrains the Ocotillos are greevhile flowering, n dry yearghered
flower tipsare very decorative on the grey bare sticks of the plant




Though ocotillos look like woody shrubs, they behave like staotulents, since they
store water in the center of their stems and have very shallow radiating roots, as do
succul ent s. But 1t’'s a C3 ijtkeepsitsstonmtsa ar e t he

(little openings) on its surface open during the day to take in thel@®it needs for
photosynthesis. It photosynthesizes also during the day in the dry season when the waxy
stems are leafless and take over photosynthesis. The gaieghes on the stem contain

the chloroplasts with the chlorophyll to catch the sun light, but they mainly recycle the
CQOq that is released during respiration.

Ocotillo can even provide fall color to the desert, wlza leaves turn yellow and give
thedesert gyoldenshine.

Ocaotillos are believed to livior about60 years, but some estimates are hinting at even to
100-200 years. In the Desert Southwest, they are often used in landscaping and therefore
often over harvested. Some states have barthett harvest, to protect them from

extinction (Arizona). Extracts of the inner stem tissue are used for medicinal purposes to
enhance blood circulation. Another common use of this shrab'lbving fence", when

they are planted closely next to eachenthnd to cover patios and walkways, known as
ramada roofs.

Ocaotillos are scientifically well studied and even genes of these plants that are expressed
during water stressere identified (Sanchez2014)The University of Texas at Austin,
Texaskeepsdried segments in its herbarium for classification purposes. A copy of one
sample is depicted below:
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LUNDELL
HERBARIUM

The Universty of Tocas
AUSTIN, TEXAS

Cite: LL

The Univenity of Tevas Herbarmum (LI TEX)
Touguieria spleadens Engelom.
Dvrrnined by B L Turner, 2000

Caiforaia Stise Colige, Los Asdehs
Fosgulerks splendens Engeles, ix Walie,
84p. splexdent

2. Meerichoen wn

California S1ate Cologe, Los Angeles
MANTS OF  TEXAS

Ne. 3079
Eouguieria golendens Bagles, in ¥isl.

Frosidio Co., Toxns; 25 miles SE of

Frosidio elong Hy 170; plants to 12
ft. hizh, branshod at tasci flowers
strong reddish cranges with Laxroes,

gp,t_ opha, Cpuntin, ete.: on Tocky
illsides,

oca. 2500 rt, April 20, 1969

Jemes Hanrickvon

o N A L TIN
N 111117111
00260200
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Watch on youtube:

Pollinators: Hummingbirds
(Hummingbird feeding on Ocatillo flower:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=trDPpqyJj)Dk

WOOD BEES WORKING FLOWERS, Carpenter bee
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pw5QImW4ALKk



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=trDPpqyJ7Dk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pw5QlmW4ALk

