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PRAISE FOR MESQUITE

“By turns informative, playful, funny, and wise, Mesquite is a fascinating, tour de force illumination of the natural, cultural, and spiritual value of a truly remarkable desert tree. Gary Nabhan’s gift to readers is the imaginative and redemptive suggestion that we still have plenty to learn from the more-than-human world that flourishes even under the harshest conditions. A gem from one of our finest western American writers, Mesquite is a spectacular accomplishment and a wonderfully entertaining read.”

—MICHAEL P. BRANCH, author of Rants from the Hill and How to Cuss in Western

“With a reverently irreverent blend of natural history, magical realism, social commentary, and humor, Nabhan invites us to fall in love with one of the America’s most misunderstood and maligned plants. Masterfully performing the great sleight of hand trick of classic nature writing, Nabhan employs close observation of the outside world to go deeper within.”

—LIZ CARLISLE, author of Lentil Underground

“In this rapturous, provocative, and intimate book, Gary Paul Nabhan takes readers on his quest for symbiosis with mesquite! It’s a paean to the venerable desert legume, a humorous meditation on human knowledge, and a somewhat Kafkaesque journey into the deep state of vegetal oneness with a tree. It is full of wry observations, heartfelt hopefulness, and vivid stories – with a big dash of trippy fun!”

—COURTNEY WHITE, author of Grass, Soil, Hope and Two-Percent Solutions

“It seems that Gary Paul Nabhan has been experiencing a case of mesquiten identity! In this book we learn how he came to belong to the genus Prosopis. Along the way we also learn about mesquite biology, evolution, ecology, culture, cuisine, and conservation. Like the mesquite, Gary is deep-rooted in our arid landscapes and communities. He crosses borders. He bears blossoms of wit and pods of knowledge. As he finds himself transformed, so does the reader. We become a bit more mesquite-like ourselves—and, somehow, that much more human.”

—CURT MEINE, conservation biologist, senior fellow, The Aldo Leopold Foundation

“Delicious! This book nourishes the soul, home, and palate with stories and characters as alluring and complex as the trees they love and celebrate.”

—BRAD LANCASTER, cofounder of Desert Harvesters; author of Rainwater Harvesting for Drylands and Beyond
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I speak of the tree in mind,

its foliage our language.

Do you ask me for an answer?

I have none. I know only

that the tree is ourselves, different

as the instruments of an orchestra

are different, but without which

the symphony is incomplete.

R. S. THOMAS, “The Tree,” Uncollected Poems (1981)

… at home as the year’s seeds begin to fall

each one alone each in its own moment

coming in its blind hope to touch the earth

its recognition even in the dark

knowing at once the place that it has touched

the place where it belongs and came to stay

this is the place that I wanted to hear …

W. S. MERWIN, “Ripe Seeds Falling,” Garden Time (2016)

crying along the trail

packing her cradle board

“Hey woman, you dropped your burden!”

“No … I buried him in a tree.”

JAIME DE ANGULO, “Shaman Songs,” Home Among the Swinging Stars (1974)





 
 

Dedicated to my Mesquiteer Mentors: Ivan Aguirre, Juanita Ahill, Jeau Allen, Martha Ames, Esperanza Arevalo, Molly Beverly, Stephen Buchmann, Tony Burgess, Alberto Burquez, Vince Kana’i Dodge, William Doelle, Richard Felger, Hugh Fitzimmons, Ed Frederickson, Art Garcia, R. Roy Johnson, Brad Lancaster, Dennis Moroney, Petey Mesquitey, Cristina Monroy, Laurie Smith Monti, Mark Moody, Carolyn Niethammer, Juan Olmedo, Clifford Pablo, Amadeo Rea, Sunny Savage, Amy Valdés Schwemm, Humberto Suzán Azpiri, and Raymond Turner





 

CONTENTS

Foreword

Introduction: Arboreality

  1. Nurses

  2. Words

  3. Feeling

  4. Nectar

  5. Intimacy

  6. Deep-State

  7. Ghosts

  8. Revival

  9. Nourishment

10. Tending

11. Shelter

12. Range

13. Ashes

14. Shapes

15. Cures

16. Tortillas

Afterword: Beauty in Utility

Acknowledgments

Recipes

Harvesting and Processing of Mesquite Pods for Food

Further Reading





 

FOREWORD

I was a kid from northern Kentucky seeking adventure when I first arrived in the Sonoran Desert. The application to attend the University of Arizona was easy, and Tucson sounded pretty cool, especially in Kerouac’s On the Road. But within minutes of getting off the airplane at Tucson International Airport, I came to the realization that I was in a foreign land. I couldn’t even pronounce the name of my dormitory. I still owe a thank you to the cab driver who patiently gave me a Tucson tutorial as we headed to my new home at the Kaibab Huachuca dormitory. “That tree with green bark is called a palo verde. That’s Spanish for ‘green stick.’ Oh, and now those tall cactuses with arms … those are called saguaros. Pronounce it right. Nothing worse than folks getting that wrong. You’re gonna love it here.”

Well, not right away, but yeah, he was right. I mean, I was a far cry from the grassy pastures and junglelike hardwood forests of my youth. So it took a year or so, but somewhere in that period, something happened. I’m not sure I can point to an event or an epiphany, but I do remember going home to Kentucky over a school break and wanting desperately to get back to the desert. I was captured, and I’ve never left the borderlands since. Oh, I tried a couple times, but no, I came scurrying home to the desert.

And so for the last fifty years, I have been educated by the borderlands and its occupants. Many of the occupants that took me into the fold were the native plants and animals and, yes, the occasional human. You hold in your hands the work of one of those humans.

As a grower of native plants, I remember trying to simply get folks interested in sense of place. “Native plants remind us of where we live,” I’d say to folks. And it’s true, but there is more. There is history and stories that come with our native plants, but is there any more interesting story than that of our native mesquites? As I read Gary’s book, I caught myself muttering, “right on,” “oh yeah,” or “I’ll be darned, I didn’t know that.” There were a lot of those moments, and as I read on I had my love of mesquite not just confirmed, but renewed. Oh my goodness, Gary, you rascal, I am a Mesquiteer!

So you are about to go on a marvelous mesquite journey filled with stories that will sometimes have you belly laughing, sometimes have you thinking maybe you’re working on your thesis, or maybe even striking a chord that makes you quietly weep … okay, maybe that’s just me. But one thing is sure: When you’ve turned that last page, I suspect you will be a member of the Sacred Order of Unconditional Lovers of Mesquite Trees. So come on, turn the first page. Mesquites are waiting for you, and they’re beautiful. Yeah, they are.

PETEY MESQUITEY
Near the banks of the Ol’ Guajolote





 

INTRODUCTION

Arboreality

I am here to convince you that you may have never fully seen, smelled, heard, tasted, or been touched by a tree. In particular, I humbly submit that you and I have yet to fully fathom what a tree can be … or at least, what a mesquite tree can be to us. If we can concede that this may be true, there is the very real possibility that some tree can become a beacon for each of us, a luminous life to guide us on our wayward journeys. It can shine a light on how we should live our lives.

Now, don’t get me wrong: I am not putting down your or anyone else’s observational skills, intellectual acuity, or affection for a species other than our own. Indeed, you and other folks I know may have deeply studied a tree’s shape, sampled its fruits, measured its yields, or admired its colors and textures and flavors.

But few of us have come to grips with the many nuances of what it means to be a tree. There are so many unexplored dimensions, hidden attractions, and intangible values associated with the Woody Ones of this Wild and Woolly World. This is especially true when we consider what the reality of trees might be like in the “deep-state,” or what forester Peter Wohlleben calls life’s lower story:

We only know a tiny fraction of what there is to know about the complex life that busies itself under our feet. Up to half the biomass of a forest is hidden in this lower story. Most life-forms that bustle around here cannot be seen by the naked eye.

That is why I fear and fret that we have grasped no more than the most superficial aspects of arboreality, the experience of being a tree as it truly makes sense of this world around us. A tree is not just another pretty face. It is a sentient being of consummate poise, sessile grace, and impeccable instincts. It has the capacity to care for us, to love. We might do well to become more like these towering, flowering kin of ours.

I do not pretend to have been any more cognizant of this fact over most of my life than you have been over yours. In fact, I am embarrassed to say that it wasn’t until quite recently that my own staid manner of viewing trees was forever shattered as a result of a mishap that shifted my perception. That psychic shattering was what prompted me to write on the wood pulp that you hold in your hands or the more ethereal stuff you hold in your digits.

I don’t mean to sound confessional, but there’s nothing to brag about with regard to what precipitated my breakdown.

Not long ago, I was thrown off-kilter and suddenly brought to my knees by a bout of dizziness and nausea. I could not immediately diagnose whether it was a case of vertigo, of influenza, of the sixty-seven-year itch, of the great political malaise that was afflicting much of America, or of an unprecedented rupture of my former identity.

This illness ravaged me while I was wandering through one of the great hyper-arid landscapes of the Americas—Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, which stretches out along the US–Mexico border like an iridescent mirror reflecting the essential desert in each of us.

Over several horrifying hours, I could not stand up even for a moment without falling back onto the earth. I could not look up without seeing the world spinning violently around me, and I could not open my mouth without disgorging my innards. And so I slid back against the only thing behind me that would prop me up enough to keep me breathing. Otherwise I would have expired.

As I slumped against some unseen object that steadfastly kept me from sinking farther into the earth, I looked up just long enough to see limbs wildly waving above my head, bending to embrace me.

And then I passed out.

__________

When I awakened, I had no immediate recollection of where I was or how I had gotten there.

I felt unspeakably disoriented in every sense.

After a few minutes of feeling completely abandoned by everyone I knew and everything I cared about, I caught a glimpse of the only clue in sight that might reorient me to my whereabouts, what-abouts, and who-abouts.

Next to me—under my left elbow, in fact—was a small metal placard that was stuck into the hard, dry ground on a stainless steel spike. The placard simply said these words:

MESQUITE
PROSOPIS VELUTINA

I began to entertain possibilities of what this placard might mean for me, to me, and about me.

Was it plausible that I had begun to metamorphose into a mesquite tree?

Might it be that my torso had become thickened and torqued into a somewhat twisted trunk?

Could it be that those limbs I had glanced at were my limbs?

Oddly, I felt drained of all humanity, ambition, and volition. It was as though I had lost my capacity to walk, run, or become mobile by any other means.

And yet, for whatever reason, I no longer feared becoming sessile, which is to say, “rooted in place.” I no longer had any urge to “get away,” to “go it alone,” or to retreat to “someplace else.”

Still, it was not as though I had become paralyzed, as if I were unable to be moved by the beauty of the world. As I glanced upward, I saw those limbs—my limbs?—genuflecting, then reaching upward toward the heavens, with all my leaflets reverberating in rhythm to the slightest stirring of a desert breeze. The leaflets were gradually turning to track the rays of the sun; they folded up close with the first signs of drought; and they opened up again in response to the merest hint of rain.

Whenever phainopeplas landed among the mistletoes attached to my limbs so that they could eat and then defecate the berries of that hemiparasitic growth, my branches bowed with gratitude. Whenever floodwaters reached my roots, I could feel them swelling with pride in their capacity to store moisture. Whenever my blossoms burst open, I felt a pleasurable tingle as bees worked my anthers and pistils, sipped my nectar, and shook my pollen until it burst loose.

I was, for a minute, an hour, or an afternoon, in arboreal rapture.

__________

And then, rather unexpectedly, I heard a woman’s voice whispering to me:

“Are you alright?” she inquired.

I could not immediately speak; I moaned, I was in such ecstasy.

“Me and the hubby over there … well, we’ve been watching you from our wooden bench over yonder for nearly an hour, and we’ve hardly seen you move at all. Are you sick? Or stuck? Or stoned?”

My throat felt choked up with something thick, like sap. I tried to bark out a few words, but I could not be sure that they could be heard:

“Not sick. Not stoned. Sticked. Stuck. Lovestruck. I’ve been kissed by the love bug.”

She looked over her shoulder and waved to her spouse.

“He’s making noise now, honey, but he ain’t making much sense … I’m sure he’s alive, but I am not sure he’s kickin’ … or that I understand what he’s trying to say … or sing …”

I tried again with all my might to sound rational, but instead, these few words went warbling out of my mouth:

“I once was lost …

But now I’m found …

Was blind, but now …

I’m tree.”

Of course, rapture seldom lasts forever, but whatever had rather unexpectedly happened to me that day in the desert seems to have rewired my life. My arteries now flow like xylem and phloem; my toes and soul reach deeply into the soil.

__________

Like many of you, I had heard at different points in my life how lovers have come to live as one; how saints became one with God; and how hermits gripped by the naturalist’s trance become one with nature.

Although I had fleetingly felt such oneness, I didn’t know exactly how to rekindle those feelings so that their very warmth could and would stay longer within me.

And so I did the only thing I could think to do when facing such a dilemma.

I decided to apprentice myself to a tree.

Not to any tree.

To a mesquite.

I chose to spend a year with mesquite as my guru and guide, my teacher, my preacher, my lifeline, and perhaps as my lover.

The stories that follow are what I learned along the way: how to greet a tree, how to eat a tree’s bounty, how to be sheltered, loved, or healed by a tree, and ultimately, how to be a tree.

__________

You too might aspire to participate in one of these pursuits. That is why I am inviting you to come along on this desert journey into arboreality.

You may someday need a change in habit and habitat as much as I did.





 

CHAPTER ONE

Nurses

I must concede, it was initially hard for me to admit to others—even my wife—that I felt as though I was becoming a tree, or at very least, becoming one with a mesquite. I worried that I might have been possessed by a mesquite spirit or that I had suffered from a fungal infection by some mutant mycorrhizae that were slowly transforming my toes into rootlets. In the weeks following my breakdown in Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, I’m sure that my wife, Laurus nobilis (sweet bay), realized that I was undergoing some kind of change, though she never inquired directly about it. But I’m sure that she noticed the litter of leaflets and sap I left in our bed after a restless night of metamorphosis …

In order to give her a hint of the transformation I was going through, I suggested to her that it might be interesting for us to get to know the mesquite trees in our neighborhood a little bit more intimately, since they outnumbered the human residents in our area a thousand to one.

Laurus, in turn, suggested that we go out together into the desert for a morning outing to harvest mesquite pods. There, in a heap of those mesquite pods, lies the seeds of this love story. It soon became clear to me that both the mesquite and my wife had a thing or two to teach all of us about desert living.

__________

“Wait a minute, you ol’ Tree Doctor, you,” I heard her say. “Just what do you think you are doing? I know desert rats like you and your buddies think you are old pros at harvesting mesquite pods, but lookie here … watch how I am doing it. I’m letting the tree tell me which pods I should take … ”

I glanced over my shoulder to catch a glimpse of my wife, Laurus, and began wondering if she had just gone goofy with sunstroke. We were out early one Sunday morning in July, already glistening in the desert heat as the sun blazed down upon us, and the rocks beneath our feet began to bake the bottoms of our shoes.

But no, Laurus had not been “touched” by the sun nor hit by dry lightning. She was waving for me to come over and carefully watch what she was doing.

“See? I’m not pulling or even picking the pods off the tree; it’s giving its ripest ones to me. It will tell me which are those that are ready to eat by whether they’ve reached the point where they can drop off the branch on their own accord, or whether they’re still hanging on tight. Listen to what the tree is telling us … ”

At first, I heard the tree buzz with bees. Then I heard a white-winged dove chant its mantra, “Who cooks for you?” before taking flight from the other side of the tree’s dense but feathery canopy. Next, I heard a few pods drop to the desert floor on their own from a branch above me.

Then, when I simply brushed my fingers across the other pods still poised on the same branch, they virtually leapt into my wicker basket on their own, detaching from their little stems with hardly any pressure or pull.

As usual, my wife was right.

I had not been deeply listening to the tree, nor observing the gifts it was freely giving to us.

I had been off in the clouds.

__________

Now that I was back down on earth, I took a good look at the pink-streaked pods, each holding a dozen or so seeds in their sweet pulp. I placed them in my wicker basket, and then glanced over again to look at the pink-lipped lady standing next to me.

No wonder I was in love—not just with this tree, but with the girl who stood beside me beneath its canopy. I had met my match in this herbalist, this nurse, this Border Healing Woman, who knew how to listen to the sound of one mesquite tree clapping.

In response to that timeless philosophical query, “If a mesquite tree falls in a desert forest and no one is around, how can we know if it made a sound?” I am sure that Laurus would hear it—she is so attuned to mesquite trees and their sounds. (I was in luck, should my metamorphosis continue.)

I could see by her outfit that she was a mesquitera, a veteran mesquite pod harvester. She donned a long-sleeved but lightweight shirt and gloves to protect her skin from the ever-present thorns hidden along the feathery bunches of foliage into which we were reaching. She wore short-legged pants of the kind we used to call “pedal-pushers,” made of fabric tough enough to endure anything that pricks, sticks, stinks, stings, or clings in our Stinkin’ Hot Desert homeland.

Laurus had been trudging along in ankle-high boots that could protect her pretty little feet from any tumbleweeds, rattlesnakes, and red ants that happened to cross her path. And her blond hair was bundled up under a broad-billed Mexican sombrero that was strung around her neck tight enough to keep any prankster tree from knocking it off when she walked under its limbs.

In addition to these fashionable accoutrements carefully selected for pain-free desert living, Laurus carried her own stylish wicker basket. It was already full of freshly picked pods that she would clean, dry, grind, sift into fine flour, and ultimately grill into mesquite waffles.

Yes, I was still in love with my waffley-wedded wife, but both of us were also in love with the shapely mesquite that loomed large on our horizon that day.

Call us a “tree-some,” I don’t care. Having one of the three of us deeply rooted in this desert place offered the possibility that the other two of us might eventually get rooted as well. In our society, it appears that rootedness has already become a “nesting behavior” that most humans of this millennium have forgotten how to practice. We have instead become a nation of noodling nomads, restless and rootless rounders, if not tenacity-impaired tumbleweeds.

But before my mind itself wanders off again, let me return to my point: To love a tree is not an offense; it is the little-practiced expression of affection and respect for the wildness and woodiness of the world. And don’t accuse me of any illicit arboreality, because it won’t stand up in court. The glee that Laurus and I express in the presence of a mesquite tree is both wholesome and healthy.

In any case, mesquite tree hugging is the kind of sin that the world may need more of. In fact, the desire to love and be loved by a plant—at least ones other than carnivorous plants—may not be a sin at all. We are simply talking about biophilic affection and interspecific gratitude, nothing more.

Indeed, such close encounters with the photosynthetic kind may be a necessary reminder that our lives are as fundamentally dependent upon the sunbeam-transforming miracles of the plant world as they were on our mother’s milk when we were mere babies.

To be sure, those of us who dwell in or near the Stinkin’ Hot Desert are not promiscuous types; we pledge our allegiance to the mesquite and the ancient desert forest landscape in which it stands.

The mesquite is to us what the bison has been to the Plains Indians, what salmon is to those who live along the Pacific North Rim. It is most definitely our ecological, cultural, and metaphorical keystone species. For millennia, mesquite has been of paramount significance as an unfailing foodstuff, as a beverage, as a nectar source for honeybees, as a medicine, as a symbol or icon, as an antiseptic, as “material prima” for architects and artisans, and as a source of fiber and fuel for all comers.

In our neck of the woods, the singular importance of mesquite has outstripped the combined importance of corn chips, cell phones, aspirin, ammonia, plywood, beer, bungee cords, and charcoal briquettes for desert living.

Taste and see: Mesquite-smoked steaks from beeves browsed on mesquite leaves and pods! That’s what for dinner.

Mesquite tortillas curled up and crammed full of sautéed squash blossoms, chopped-up cactus pads, and bite-size bits of chiltepín peppers! That’s what’s for lunch!

Mesquite waffles, with mesquite-blossom honey slathered all over them. That’s what’s for breakfast!

Over the years, I have eaten so many meals of mesquite that the molecules in my body have already voted in favor of me becoming a tree.

You may not have previously pondered it, but this tree is clearly what has nourished bazillions of desert rats over the last eight millennia out here in the mesquite-studded, cactus-punctuated, snake-rattled landscapes forming the gritty core of Arid America.

__________

These days, Laurus and I happen to live in a small rural village called Patabutta, Arizona, on the upland bridge between the two biggest and boldest deserts of North America—the Sonoran and Chihuahuan—where mesquite savannas and grasslands form what I call Our Home on De-Range.

Patabutta happens to be within spitting distance of the US–Mexico border, where drug runners tunnel under our yards like giant sand worms, fly over our rooftops like cocaine-carrying vultures atop ultra-lite planes, and speed down our dry washes like roadrunners being chased by Wile E. Coyotes.

On a clear day, we can see the pollution in the border towns, and it too carries the smoky fragrance of mesquite. Especially on cold winter mornings, we can see and smell plumes of mesquite smoke rising up from the makeshift chimneys, corrugated stovepipes, and grease-stained grills in the shantytowns, barrios, and colonias of Nogales, Sonora.

During the winter, mesquite warms our skin, our throats, and our bellies. It is the preferred firewood for fireplaces and barbecue pits all across the North American deserts.

I am not typically a whiskey drinker, but when an arctic surge dips desert temperatures down below 80 degrees Fahrenheit, I have been known to partake of a delectable mesquite-smoked antifreeze from Hamilton Distillers called Whiskey del Bac, if only for survival’s sake.

Other than my wife, Laurus, the mesquite tree is the only other resident of Patabutta, Arizona, that I affectionately call “honey.” In the spring, mesquite’s fragrant flowers offer nectar to many kinds of bees, one of which then transforms it into a fragrant amber honey. Our friends Kara Schneider and Jaime de Zubeldia have kept some of their top-bar hives by the little pond on our property.

Their bee colonies are hidden away in the shade of the mesquite bosque just below our straw-bale house. The bees waggle-dance their way up from our pond, where they can drink year-round, and into our mesquite groves, hedgerows, orchard, and gardens, where they can collect nectar and pollen. Jaime and Kara kindly provide us with enough honey from their hives so that we can ferment herb-infused mead to offer to the desert druids who hide out beneath each densely branched mesquite tree on our property.

That’s right: desert druids. While most of America is awash in Smurfs and Zombies these days, we prefer cohabiting with a band of desert druids. They are the guardians of the mesquite forest. They threaten to kick the butts of all bulldozer-driving, chainsaw-wielding, herbicide-snorting nozzleheads who senselessly try to mow down any of the mesquite trees in our valley.

Now, don’t get me wrong: I am not “agin” the pruning of mesquite trees nor against those who wisely use their wood. I would not disparage anyone who harvests or selectively removes particular trees. But few of the folks I’ve met have ever really needed to eliminate an entire patch nor clear-cut whole swaths of them. This senseless slaughter makes plants-rights activists sizzle.

There’s a big difference between giving a tree an annual haircut with pruning shears and slitting its trunk with an ax or a chainsaw. I usually do the pruning just before the pods come on in early summer, or again in late summer, just before a second flush of pods ripens in early fall. This is to allow us to offer a mesquite tree a full-body embrace when Laurus and I go out to gather the honey-colored pods from mesquite trees scattered all around Patabutta.

After we fondle all the foliage until the pods just fall off into our hands, we rest for a moment in postharvest bliss. We then dry the pods out in the sun or toast them in tumblers originally designed to roast chile peppers.

The pods begin to blush after all this stimulation, their sweetness exuding from every cell. That’s when we know they are ready for consumption, or as we call it, “consummation.”

We grind them into a sweet but savory flour that we serve for breakfast in a variety of ways: tamales, panqueques, atoles, pinoles, moles, and Bulgin’ waffles. And when we serve our friends a plateful of such mesquite-laden morsels, they often eat them while sitting on our chairs constructed of mesquite, before a 6-foot-long table of 2-inch-thick mesquite board, sighing with pleasure.

__________

Mesquite does not merely nourish our bellies; it also frames our view of the world from our outpost in Patabutta. When I awaken on a summer morning, I amble out to a dining room where I can glance out at a panorama framed by the mesquite trees just beyond our windowsills. The hummingbirds, orioles, and finches at our bird feeders are already up for the day and using those mesquites as their roosts and nesting grounds. Cottontails and pack rats are already nibbling on the golden pods scattered beneath the trees, having them for breakfast. Mesquite is like a golden bell that rings and clangs at dawn to awaken all the lives in the desert to the possibilities of the new day. “Wake up, honey,” I hear it call out to me.

When fall arrives, the mesquite leaves begin to drop from the trees’ canopies, as chilly mornings and lingering drought reshape the frame they make. Their deciduousness allows sunlight to hit the walls and windows of our home once again. I gather up the branches heaped on the ground beneath the trees and cut them into the kindling we use all winter long.

The kindling gets staved into the fireplace in our living room and in our beehive-shaped horno on the patio just outside the kitchen door. In that wood-fired oven, mesquite smoke imbues the flatbreads we bake, the game birds we roast, and the vegetables we grill. When placed on our barbecue grill, chicken breasts dusted with mesquite flour become pollo asado ahumado con el sabor del mesquite. Quite a mouthful, huh?

I’ve even used mesquite smoke to season sea salt gathered from the shores of the Gulf of California, the hypersaline body of water also known as the Mar de Cortés.

But those are not the only ways that mesquite trees refresh, sustain, and comfort us. I often sit on a stool hewn from mesquite boards while Laurus and I are filling corn husks with mesquite-flavored tamales or shredding jicamas and cabbage into mesquite-glazed coleslaw. Sometimes, we go outside and do such work on our porch, under the mottled shade of a half-dozen intertwined canopies of mesquites that also encircle our rain garden of medicinal herbs. These shade-loving yerbas medicinales seem to thrive in the feathery shadows of these nurse plants, or madrinas.

Yes, madrinas, the word my Mexican neighbors also use for the godmothers of their own children. They also use the term nodriza, or “nurse,” to describe a tree that offers a caring embrace and protective cover in an otherwise harsh, austere environment. The irony of that latter term was not lost on Laurus when she suspended her career as a nurse practitioner to gain a PhD as an ecologist of nodrisismo (nurse plant ecology). Her dissertation elaborated on the nurse plant ecology of mesquites and ironwoods, which provide sanctuaries for more vulnerable medicinal plants that grow under the protective canopies of these trees.

Now, Laurus may be the only nurse practitioner in the world who graduated from taking care of human babies to mastering the practice of interspecific nursing of baby shrubs and cacti. She understands that the desert forest may be shorter than most, but it still needs trees like mesquite and ironwood to “mother” the others.

Under the skirts of these two mothers, most of the aromatic herbs, thorny cacti, slinky vines, sumptuous shrubs, and fleshy succulents begin their lives in desert landscapes. They provide the “dark gaps” under which other plants sprout and survive as seedlings, just as most life in the rain forest begins in “light gaps.” Mesquite and its distant kin in the desert bean family—palo verde, palo fierro (ironwood), catclaw acacia, feather tree, and mimosa—are not only mothers, but also midwives, godmothers, nurses, chaperones, and sponsors for the other plants of the desert.

You can hear these relationships in Spanish names like madrina, nodriza, and madre-cacao, ancient terms of endearment and metaphors for the protective embrace of particular tree species like mesquite. They suggest that the trees are “offering sanctuary.” Perhaps such terms make sense only if you are truly familiar and conversant with the qualities of the tree itself, as if you are in an intimate relationship with it. Given that hundreds of thousands of Latin Americans have spoken with such intimacy about mesquite, tepemezquite, huisache, kapok, guamuchìl, or palo fierro, perhaps Laurus and I do not deserve to be called weirdos or sickos when we express our own love for mesquites.

To be sure, there is something touching in this notion that these trees are caring for you, sheltering you, and protecting you from stress. It does not matter whether you are a night-blooming cereus cactus, a wild chiltepín bush, a wolfberry, or a fallible, flaw-fraught human being: These elderly mesquites are there to offer you unconditional love, or at least, a shelter from the storm.

And mesquite indeed has weathered all kinds of storms—meteorological, ecological, cultural, and political. It has somehow gained the tenacity and perspicacity to stay put, remaining in place even when everything else in the landscape around it seems to be shifting. What I mean by staying put is this: Mesquite has an extraordinary capacity to survive in place and even thrive under all sorts of adverse conditions.

__________

What I’ve begun to sense is that even if I don’t fledge fully into treehood, perhaps this arboreal way of looking at, living in, and loving the world might help me and the rest of our own frail species learn to be more resinous, resonant, or resilient. That is, if we even allow ourselves to become mesquitelike, to be guided by the prophetic Prosopis.

What I am now wondering is whether mesquite is more than just a protector and a nurse, whether it has truly become my mentor or my lover. To be sure, it has felt its way through living here among many of our neighbors longer than we have. For us to fathom how the mesquite has managed to do so, we might first wish to understand how other peoples have spoken (with obvious affection) of this venerable tree. We need a vocabulary of intimacy to speak to a lover. So let us begin to learn how to speak this loving tongue.
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