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March 2020                                                    NEWSLETTER 

One of the great joys of all palm lovers is visiting palms in habitat. This is why the International Palm 
Society Biennial meetings are so memorable. This exhilaration clearly resonates with our mandate of 
palm and habitat preservation. 

The Southern California desert 
hosts the only palm native to 
the western United States and 
one of the largest indigenous 
palms on the continent. Wash-
ingtonia filifera is found in 
spring-fed desert canyons at 
low elevations. Perhaps the 
most legendary plants are 
seen in the Anza-Borrego De-
sert State Park. Here are mar-
velous populations of these 
plants growing in a desert oa-
sis. The Palm Canyon hike is a 
short one and can be done 
with little difficulty. You gain 
only 530 feet in elevation over 
a 3-mile roundtrip through the 
slot canyon. While there are 
many interesting things to see 
if you enjoy the desert, the 
Washingtonia filifera oasis is 
the highlight. It is part of a 
riparian environment which 
makes Palm Canyon so 
unique. Even a non-palm lover 
has to admire the beauty 
found in the palm oasis. 

 

Palms in Habitat – Washintonia filifera  by Andy Hurwitz & Len Geiger 

The ramble begins with typical desert topography. 



Volume 8.02 · March 2020 · Newsletter of the International Palm Society  |  Editor: Andy Hurwitz 

 

In 2004, a flash flood went through Palm Canyon with a huge wall of water knocking down and ripping 
out a large portion of the Washingtonia filifera from the oasis. You can imagine how large that wall of 
water had to be to rip full grown palms out of the ground and transport them miles down the canyon.  

 

Palms in Habitat – Washintonia filifera   

As we approach the 

palm oasis, even be-

fore we see living 

palms, we see palm 

logs washed down 

the canyon. 

Approaching a palm 

oasis. We begin to 

see living palms! 
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These palms are known for their 
enormous columnar trunks (versus 
the slender stem of W. robusta), 
their pendulous leaflet tips and the 
fibrous threads (marginal fibers) that 
dangle between leaf segments. The 
species epithet, filifera, comes from 
the Latin word meaning “thread-
bearing.” Washingtonia filifera never 
loses these fibers, whereas Washing-
tonia robusta loses them as the leaf 
ages. Other differences include peti-
oles and the base of the petioles on 
Washingtonia filifera are always just 
green and the teeth running up the 
petiole are always orange colored. 
Washingtonia robusta always has a 
brownish colored patch at the base 
of the petiole, which can carry up the 
petiole as well. The teeth on Wash-
ingtonia robusta tend to be more 
brown in color. The last thing that 
easily separates the two palms is 
that the leaves on Washingtonia filif-
era are a grayish-green color. The 
leaves of Washingtonia robusta are a 
brighter, darker green.  

 

 

 

 

Palms in Habitat – Washintonia filifera   

Washingtonia filifera in 
its native habitat! 

Washingtonia filifera 

has orange teeth on 

green petioles. 
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The local Native Americans in the area 
would use the dried leaves to weave san-
dals, baskets and rope, and of course, to 
make thatch shelters, which is a universal 
use for palm leaves.  

 

Palms in Habitat – Washintonia filifera   

Left: Characteristic pendulous 
tips.  
Below, left: The fibrous threads 
were the inspiration for the 
name “filifera.” 

The teeth on the 

petioles are very 

sharp (leg cour-

tesy of Boyd 

Marts). 
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From the San Diego 
Tribune website, it ap-
pears the palms are 
already coming back. 
Mark Jorgensen, a for-
mer Anza-Borrego park 
superintendent, re-
members seeing the 
smoldering remains of 
the 1970 fire. He said 
palm grove blazes are 
beneficial because they 
clear the ground cover 
and remove the thick 
canopy of shade. 

 

Image from The San 
Diego Tribune  

Happiness is a palm in habitat! 

Palms in Habitat – Washintonia filifera   
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In the early 2000’s, a Brazilian chef friend and I did a road trip through the State of Bahia, Brazil to sam-
ple specialties that reflected African and Portuguese influences on the local cuisine. On a narrow back 
street in Salvador a block or so from the beach was Dada, a very happy Bahian woman who cooked up 
a storm. Federico had told me of her modest restaurant for a number of years, and that one day, we 
would go and eat there. The rest is memorable culinary history. Since the 1970s, I have been blessed 
with being able to figure out most basic ingredients in worldly cuisines and subsequently modifying the 
base to get it right. Moqueca de Camarão (shrimp stew) was no exception. Working with shrimp for 41 
years also honed my techniques on how not to overcook the seafood when making a stew aka Jardin 
Topagonia style. This dish incorporates two palm ingredients: Coconut milk and Dendê (palm oil from 
the African oil palm, Elaeis guineensis).  

Most of the fresh ingredients can be purchased either at a general grocery store, or at a specialty Asian 
market. The canned coconut milk and palm oil may be or-
dered on-line.  

Ingredients to serve 8: 

Medium shrimp, 1¼ lb. (about 500 grams), peeled and 
deveined 

Yuca (cassava) or russet potatoes, 1 lb., diced into ¾” 
cubes 

Yuca (cassava) or Russet potatoes, ½ lb., finely grated 
(julienne) 

16 oz. (one pint) chicken stock 
Optional: ½ cup of fresh chickpeas (garbonzo beans), 

if available 
¼  teaspoon black pepper 
1½ teaspoons salt 
2 garlic cloves, minced 
¼ cup fresh lime juice 
1 (14- to 15-oz) can diced tomatoes including juice 
1 medium onion, diced into ½” slivers or squares 
1 green or red bell pepper, thinly sliced 
1½ tablespoons olive oil 
½ teaspoon cayenne 
5 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh cilantro (coriander greens) 
1 cup unsweetened coconut milk, well-stirred 
1½ tablespoon dendê (palm) oil  
 

Accompaniment: cooked white long grained rice. 
 
Preparation (about 1 hour): 
1. Cook the white long grain rice and let sit while the Moqueca is being prepared.  
2. Toss shrimp with black pepper, ½ teaspoon salt, garlic, and lime juice and marinate, covered and 

chilled, 20 minutes. 
3. In a 12” heavy pot or high-top skillet, cook the diced cubed and grated yuca (or potatoes), onion, 

Moqueca de Camarão by Leland Lai 

Yuca (cassava), if available, 
otherwise use Russet pota-
toes  
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diced tomatoes, and bell pepper in olive oil. Cook over medium heat, stirring, until the yuca softens, 
8 to 10 minutes. Add chicken stock, cayenne pepper, 1 tablespoon cilantro, and all the remaining 
spices. Once the mixture comes to a boil, turn down heat to a simmer until mixture thickens, about 
15–20 minutes on low heat. 

4. During this time, pan fry the shrimp until the translucency just turns opaque (high heat, with olive 
oil, 3 or 4 minutes). Remove from the heat and pan, set aside in a bowl. 

5. Add and stir the stew base with the coconut milk at medium heat until it boils. Add in the pre-
cooked shrimp mixture, fresh chickpeas (if available), dendê oil and finish off with salt and pepper to 
taste. Simmer another 3–5 minutes. Finish with the remaining 4 tablespoons cilantro and serve im-
mediately over rice. 

 
 

Moqueca de Camarão  

Moqueca ready to 

serve over white rice. 
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Keep in mind that the IPS also offers merchandise online that can help you show off your 

membership, present your palm passion, and help spread the word about our communi-

ty of palm enthusiasts!!  

How do you get your own IPS items that include jewelry, shirts, caps, mugs, glasses, and 

many other practical items? Simply follow the “caps, t-shirt, totes, and more!” link from 

the IPS homepage IPS Home, or go directly to this link: IPS CafePress.  

Remember to support our organization by participating with us! You can contribute by par-

ticipating in our Palm Talk forum, our Facebook group, or by writing an article for either 

Palms journal or a note for IPS newsletter. You can also make an extra donation to the In-

ternational Palm Society. 

 

DOES YOUR LOCAL CHAPTER/PALM SOCIETY HAVE AN EVENT? Let us know by advertising it 

here! Or share your experiences afterwards! Contact us and send us pictures! 

www.palms.org 

                           @InternationalPalmSociety 

         @IPS_PalmSociety                     @thepalmsociety 

http://www.palms.org/
http://www.cafepress.com/internationalpalmsociety

