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Very few living persons have seen what
is probably the largest concentration of
native palms in Mexico. Very certainly it
is the largest concentration of native palms
in the Mexican State of Baja California.
These palms are beautiful; there are about
10,000 of them, and they are flourishing
in a strikingly spectacular setting. The rea-
son why few modern-day people have seen
them is that with time this huge collection
of palms is becoming progressively less and
less accessible.

These palms are of the specres Wash-
ington f.lifera and Brahea armata. They
grow in Canyon Tajo, the largest and by
far the most spectacular of the gorges which
cut into the eastern slope of the Sierra de

Juarez mountain range. The source of this
canyon is about 5,000 feet above sea level,
a few miles northeast of Mexico's isolated
Constitution National Park, which itself can
be reached only via sand ruts and only
during dry weather. Dominating the head
of Canyon El Tajo is a huge block of gran-
ite rock called the Cantilla; from the top
of the cantilla one can throw a stone and
it will fall 3,000 feet before landing in
Canyon EI Tajo. From the two sides of the
cantilla, to its base, run two very steep
canyons; their creeks join at its base and
then continue their descent through the
twisting, rock strewn, and palmJined Can-
yon Tajo. At the mouth of the canyon,
about nine miles to the east, the stream
disappears into the relatively flat desert
sand which surrounds Laguna Salada, an
isolated salty lake which lies below sea
level. At times Laguna Salada is larger than
California's famous Salton Sea. but now"

due to a five-year drought, Laguna Salada
is dry.

From thousands ofyears ago until about
two hundred and fifty years ago this area
of Baja California was populated by the
Pai Pai tribe of Indians. Thousands of Pai
Pai Indians used Canyon El Tajo as their
main route of transit from their summer
homes, in the pinyon pine forests surround-
ing Lake Hansen in the present Consti-
tution National Park, to their winter homes,
which were located in places where water

was available along the lower desert edge
of the Sierra Jtarez mountains. During
their twice a year transit through the can-
yon, they stopped and visited with others
of their tribe who lived continuously in

Canyon Tajo.
Living there was good: the palms pro-

vided edible seeds, shade, and beams and
thatch for their homes; the oaks provided
acorns; the stream provided water. Deer,
mountain goats, rabbits, and quail provided
fresh meat. feathers. and blankets. To

members of the Pai Pai Indian Tribe, Can-
yon Tajo seemed to be the center of the
universe-until the arrival of Spanish sol-

diers and missionaries. The Spaniards
brought with them the germs of smallpox
and syphilis, to which the Spaniards had
some resistance, but to which the isolated
Indians were very vulnerable. As a result,
the Pai Pai Indians were exterminated, and
Canyon Tajo became unpopulated by
human beings. It has remained unpopu-
lated to this day. But here and there,
through its reaches, shards of Indian pot-
tery, and grinding holes in the granite rock,
remain. Also remaining are sections of the
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I. This photo, by Carl Ephing, 1942, is from the Cornell University files and tiied "Washingtonia 
f.lifera,

Baja California." But are these three palms really all of the same species, or are the two slimmer and taller
specimens on the right Washingtonia robusta? This question, first posed by Randall Henderson in the Desert
Magazine 55 years ago is still unanswered. 2. This photo, taken by Randall Henderson in Canyon Tajo in

I936, is titled "Erythea armata" (:Brahea armnta).

wide footpath between the desert and the
highlands, through Canyon Tajo, which
once was the well traveled Indian equiv-
alent to one ofour modern superhighways.
Fragments of this old footpath still remain
clearly defined and just as easily passable
by foot as ever. But during the last 250
years there have been periodic chubascos,
or hurricanes, the floodwaters of which
have gouged out the rock and the earth,
completely eliminating most of the old
Indian path. Every chubasco which strikes
the area does its share to make Canyon
Tajo less accessible.

Until 55 years ago, it was still possible,
with a Model T Ford, during years when
Laguna Salada was dry, to drive from the
dry bed of that lake up to the outlet of the

old Indian trail and then up that trail to

within a short walk to the lowest grove of
palms. That is exactly what Randall Hen-
derson did. Henderson was a desert enthu-
siast and a palm enthusiast; he was also
founder and editor of the Desert Maga-
zine (Fig. I). In that magazine he wrote
about Canyon Tajo, telling of its thousands
of palms, and about how some of the palms
were not of the then already well known
gelnus Washingtonia, but rather appar-
ently of a different genus, with a blue grey
leaf color and much larger seeds (Fig. 2).

To this day, no one knows exactly how
Henderson's article reached Dr. Liberty
Hyde Bailey, of Cornell University, in Ith-
aca, New York, who then was the world's
authority on palms. But somehow, it did.
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3. This historic photo from the Cornell University files is titled 
"Tajo 1936." It shows Dr. Liberty Hyde Bailey

(center), then age 78, with two companions, on April 17,1936, in Canyon Tajo, Baja California, Mexico, holding

the seeds and leaves of Brahea armata. Nore that Bailey, even in the desert, observed the then tradition that

gentlemen should always wear a formal hat, jacket, and tie.

And Bailey was very interested. He was
so interested that even at his age of 78 he

wrote to Henderson saying that he would
like to visit Canyon Tajo, under Hender-
son's guidance, to see personally and eval-

uate the palms. Henderson was flattered
that a scientist of the stature of Liberty
Hyde Bailey should write to him, but at

the same time he was worried to think

about any person of 78 years of age visiting

Tajo canyon. So he replied with a note

about the tribulations of getting to Canyon

Tajo and thereafter hiking to the palms.
In response to Henderson's very cau-

tious note, Bailey asked for a date to go.
Henderson proposed a date, Bailey unhes-
itatingly accepted, and the trip was sched-
uled for Apri l  17, 1936.

By all records of Bailey, and also of

Henderson, that trip was eminently suc-
cessful. Henderson's Model T Ford took
them so close to the palms that with only
seven hours of total time away from the
car, Bailey had inspected, photographed,
and gathered specimens from both of the

palm genera in Canyon Tajo. As shown in
one of the accompanying photos (Fig. 3),
taken in Canyon Tajo that date, Bailey,
alone among those present, maintained the
decorum of that day-which prescribed
that gentlemen should not appear in public
without a coat and tie. In the next day's
Calexico Chronicle, Henderson wrote that
"It was a strenuous trip, even for a desert
rat. But the doctor (Bailey) took it all in
fine humor-and entertained us along the
entire route with stories and experiences
and scientific comment which would have
been a delight to any lecture audience. I
am sure that his muscles were weary when
he arrived back at the mouth of the can-
yon,-but his mind showed no trace of
fatigue."

And afterwards, Bailey reported that
the two palm species in Canyon Tajo were
Washingtonia f l i fera and Erythea
artnata. (The genus Erythea has subse-
quently been merged with the ger;rvs Bra-
hea.) Also subsequently, Bailey reduced
the previously described species of Vash-
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ingtonia from five to the two which now
continue to be recognized.

But that happened 55 years ago.
Since 1936 two more chubascos have

hit Canyon Tajo with very destructive force.
No longer can any motor vehicle approach
the lower mouth of Canyon Tajo along the
route used by Henderson's Model T Ford,
55 years ago. The way is now completely
blocked by gorges and by huge rocks and
by trunks of dead palms and by drifts of
soft sand.

Canyon Tajo, nowadays, is so isolated
that contemporary road maps show no
approach either to its source or to its mouth.
Because the old Indian trail is now oblit-
erated in so many places, and because
neither the approach nor the lower exit
are marked, the total length of the hike

from the vehicle-access point nearest its
source, to the nearest vehicle-access point
to its mouth, nowadays amounts to an
expedition. To make this trip in a leisurely
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fashion, and to enjoy thoroughly the palms
and the spectacular mountain and desert
scenery en route, two nights of camping

would be necessary. Extensive planning
also would be necessary, and a guide famil-
iar with the area should be along. Were
these prerequisites met in advance, this

would be a beautiful trip for palm enthu-
siasts. But without meeting them, it might
be fatal.

So for right now, let it live only as a
dream.

But if one of these years an organized
trip through Canyon Tajo is announced
(perhaps as an optional post-biennial trip
after some future southern-California IPS
Biennial Meeting), sign up very promptly
for an experience which would likely pro-
vide a Iifetime of vivid memories. And at

but a fraction of the cost of any alternative
trip.

Mav vour dreams come true.

CLASSIFIED

A NEW COMPUTERIZED QUARTERLY LTSTTNC OF PALVS for sale by subscribers
and others: $20.00 annually. Subscribers may list their palms for sale without charge.
Other sellers may list palms for $10.00 annually. CHRISTOPHER HARMOND, P.O.
Box 972, Tempe, Arizona 85280-0972.

BOOKS. New: HORTICA-All-color Cyclopedia of Garden Flora, with Hardiness Zones,
also Plants Indoors; 8100 photos by Dr. A. B. Graf $238. TROPICA 4 (1992) 7000
color photos of plants and trees for warm environment $ 165. EXOTIC HOUSE PLANTS,
1200 photos, 150 in color, with keys to care $8.95. Circulars gladly sent. ROEHRS CO.
Box 125, East Rutherford, NJ 07073. (201) 939-0090.

ALL AUSTRALIAN PALM AND CYCAD SEED FOR SALE OR EXCHANCE. WANTED:
Seed of Chamaedorea, Zamia, and Ceratozamia. Please write to: UTOPIA PALMS AND
CYCADS, Lot 4, Valdora Road, Valdora Q 456I, AUSTRALIA. Tel. *6I-74-466205.

SEED SERVICE. Rare Palm Seed for the hobbyist or commercial grower. No order too
small. Please ask for my FREE catalogue of Palm Seed. SEED SERVICE, INGE HOFF-
MANN, 695 Joaquin Ave., San Leandro, CA 94577 USA TellFAX (510) 352-429I.




