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.Patience - A National Parks Moment The Painted Desert has some of the
most beautiful scenery in the American West. But its beauty is fleeting as
it rapidly disappears in the heat. Each summer, the desert floods to five-
and-a-half feet of water, and the landscape changes forever. It's a natural
wonder that happens every two years. “You get this sense of the power of
water,” says Doug Winter, a naturalist from the National Park Service.
“And you get this sense of the power of fire.” At first glance, the picture
looks like the desert might be on the brink of suffering a natural
catastrophe. The yellow tumbleweeds cover the landscape, and even the
cattail wetlands look dry and dead. But the plants have been working
furiously to turn the landscape dry. In the last few days, they have built a
protective wall of dry ice, which will keep the sun’s heat from evaporating
the plants’ precious water. It is a beautiful sight to see, but it may also be
a lesson in being patient when it comes to nature. The desert flowers
bloom only during “desert months,” usually from mid-March to early
September. Each spring, the plants must use all of their resources to grow,
thrive, and flower. When the plants’ water begins to run dry, they start to
wither and die. So the flowers have to wait their turn. “The plant isn’t
supposed to go through some kind of a pivotal event or a big change in
season, like when it used to be spring or summer or fall,” says Janice
Moffit, a University of Arizona ecologist who studies desert flora. The
saguaros’ ability to survive harsh, dry winters may be the reason why they
experience such rapid transitions each year. “Saguaros are one of the few
plants that can survive even when they have dry leaves,” says Winter.
“And they can also have the growth of a summer growth that can
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