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Last week I found a fascinating publication* from the USGS on relationships between 
climate and plant distributions. In that book I found a table (Table 8) that reminded me of 
just how wide a range of environmental conditions over which different pine trees will 
grow in Utah. I was fascinated by the different climate relations for three common pine 
species I have seen while hiking in the Wasatch Mountains: Pinus flexilis (limber pine), 
Pinus ponderosa (Ponderosa pine), and Pinus edulis (piñon pine).  
 
I copied the data from Table 8 and put them into an Excel file so that I could create 
climate diagrams to study the patterns that emerged. Wow was I impressed by these clear 
patterns. Soon I will have to write up my analysis but it is already clear to me that there 
are clear plant distribution differences related to: temperature, seasonality of 
precipitation, with clear implications for elevational distribution, drought, and summer 
monsoon. 
 

   
Pinus flexilis Pinus ponderosa Pinus edulis 

 
 
 
*Thompson, R.S., Anderson, K.H., Pelltier, R.T., Strickland, L.E., Shafer, S.L., Bartlein, 
P.J., and McFadden, A.K., 2015, Atlas of relations between climatic parameters and 
distributions of important trees and shrubs in North America—Revisions for all taxa from 
the United States and Canada and new taxa from the western United States: U.S. 
Geological Survey Professional Paper 1650–G, http://dx.doi.org/10.3133/pp1650G. 
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https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/f/fe/Pinus_ponderosa_15932.JPG 
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/b9/Pinus_edulis_Torrey-UT.jpg 
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Oh there, that cousin of mine, Winfred Weatherly, has once gone off, traveled, and only 
sent me riddles and partial notes, from which I am now supposed to decipher his travels. 
He likes geo-caching games and presumes that I like to solve puzzles too. Well, when 
there is enough time in the day, I will complete the deciphering of Winfred’s riddles, but 
for now let me just record his notes so that they do not get lost. 
 
 
Note #1. This past June I traveled along the Pacific Coast from Long Beach, Washington 
to Long Beach, California. You’ll never guess this. How and why are the vegetation at 
these coastal sites different?  
 
 
Note #2. Did you know that Arizona, Colorado, and Texas each have a town named 
Colorado City? Go figure, sweet, huh. Well in July when I visited each of these locations 
I was surprised to see how similar yet different the vegetation was at each location. 
Which of these photos on page 658 relates to these sites? 
 
 
Note #3. You know that Samuel Clemens is one of my favorite humorist, but I did not 
know the actual I-am-not-dead quote was “The report of my death was an exaggeration”. 
I always thought the funny quote was “The reports of my death have been greatly 
exaggerated.” Well, if you got to Florida, Missouri (yes, there is such a town), you can 
learn this and much more at the state park named after his pseudonym. What I found 
equally fascinating is that the vegetation in the state park was not at all like the Florida 
swamps or Mississippi River vegetation I associate with Mark Twain’s stories. Can you 
figure out how they differ? 
 
 
Note #4.  OK, let’s get a little closer to home, but still make you do a little traveling 
beyond Wanship, Utah. Do you know why the natural vegetation around Naples, Utah, is 
not the same vegetation as you find surrounding Naples, Italy? 
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One of the last mountain ranges to 
be explored in the lower 48 states 
was the Henry Mountains of 
southern Utah. This volcanic 
range is east of Capitol Reef NP 
and west of Canyonlands NP. 
Named for the first Secretary of 
the Smithsonian Institution 
(Joseph Henry), Mount Ellen in 
the Henry Mountains reaches a 
height of 3,512 m (11,522 feet). 
Not surprisingly with desert 
shrublands at the lowest 
elevations and alpine fields at the 
top, there are changes in 
coniferous vegetation along this 
elevation gradient. I can list the 

 

different conifers along this gradient in order of first appearance from the lowest elevations as 
• Juniperus osteosperma (Utah juniper)  
• Pinus edulis (piñon pine) 
• Pinus ponderosa (Ponderosa pine) 
• Pseudostuga menziesii (Douglas fir) 
• Abies lasiocarpa (subalpine fir) 
• Pinus longeava (bristlecone pine)  

 
Ok, now I need to prepare for a lecture on climate, drought tolerance, and monsoonal rains as 
they relate to this fascinating vegetation distribution gradient. 
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