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What We’ll Cover Today 

• An amateur’s take on Chilean plants 

– Influences on plant diversity in Chile 

• Geography 

• Plate tectonics 

– Striking similarities between Chile and California 

– In-depth look at several plants that represent 
Chile’s floral diversity 

– Plant shopping: limited availability 

 



Quick Refresher: 
Mediterranean Climates  

 

 

• Only 5 places on earth 
– Approximately 30 - 45 degrees north and south of the Equator, 

usually western coasts 
– Dry summer, warm wet winter, low rainfall  
 

• 2.2% of earth’s surface but 
about 20% of the world’s 
vascular plants 

 
• Characteristic: hard-

leafed shrublands 
– Chaparral in California 
– Matorral in Chile  
– Maquis in Mediterranean 
– Fynbos in South Africa 
– Malee and kwongan in 

Australia 



Natural Regions* of Chile 

• Far North (Norte Grande) 
– Atacama Desert 

• Near North (Norte Chico) 
– Semi-desert  

• Center 
– Mediterranean climates 

• South 
– Lake District 

• Far South 
– Wet and chilly 

 
* Chilean gov’t designations 



California and Chile:  
Mirror Images, part 1 

 
 

 

From “Plant Life in 
the World’s 
Mediterranean 
Climates”, Peter R. 
Dallman 



California and Chile:  
Mirror Images, part 2 

 
California 

• Coastal ranges and high 
altitude eastern mountains 

• Cold offshore ocean current 
• Large north-south central 

valley and land mass 
• Central coast has 

Mediterranean region 
• Temperature inversions 
• Temperate rainforest toward 

the pole, desert toward the 
equator 

• East-West river systems 
 

Chile 

 

 
 

 



Natural Region 1 – The Atacama 
aka Norte Grande 

• Small desert, but driest 

– Some places have not 
had recorded rainfall in 
400 years 

• Most moisture comes 
as condensation from 
daily fogs (camanchaca) 

– Some parts have 
substantial underground 
aquifers from Andean 
snowmelt  

 



Plant Profiles – Cacti, part 1 

Copiapoa sp.  
• Only grow in northern Chile’s 

coast, near or adjacent to 
Atacama 

• Tend to be globose-to-shortly 
cylindrical, often with a waxy 
“whitewash” and wooly patches 

• Strong taproots store water and 
anchor them in near-constant 
wind; extensive secondary root 
system just below the soil 
surface captures condensation 
from daily fog 
 

Copiapoa cluster, likely many 
decades or centuries old 

Copiapoa cinerea 



Plant Profiles – Cacti, part 2 

Eriosyce sp 
• The Chilean “cousins” of 

genus that grows in SW USA 
and Northern Mexico 

• Slow-growing, but small size 
and beautiful flowers make 
them a favorite for 
container growing 

• Similar in many ways to 
Copiapoa – e.g., survive on 
the daily fog – but found 
more southerly 
 

Eriosyce villosa 

Eriosyce crispa var carrizalensis 



Natural Region 2 – Norte Chico 

• ~1” rain, negligible 
cloud cover 

– Lots of international 
astronomy; Elqui 
Valley is a Dark Skies 
destination 

• Andean-fed rivers 
allow agriculture, but 
native plants survive 
on the camanchaca 

 



Plant Profiles – Puyas, part 1 

Chagual (Puya species) 

• Terrestrial bromeliad 

• 199 species 

• Die after flowering 
(which can take 
decades)  

– Prolific growers and 
“puppers” 

• Sun loving, but not all 
are entirely drought-
hardy 

Puya venusta 

P. Venusta 
habitat 



Plant Profiles – Puyas, part 2 

• P. chilensis flowers after 
decades, but great 
“architecture” 

• P. berteroniana flowers are 
turquoise! 

– P. alpestris from the Andes; 
hard for amateur to 
differentiate from P. 
berteroniana  

• P. coerulea flowers are 
midnight blue 

– online at Annie’s (may be 
var. montanoa) 

Puya berteronia 

Puya coerulea 

Puya chilensis forest 



Natural Region 3 – Center 

The Mediterranean Center 
Coastal Matorral 
• Low, soft scrubland similar to the coastal 

sage scrub of southern California 
• Extends from La Serena in the north 

to Valparaiso in the south.  
• Typical species are palhuén (Adesmia 

microphylla) and coastal daisy (Bahia 
ambrosioides) 
 

Matorral 
• Hard-leaved shrubs and small 

trees, cactus and bromeliads; similar to 
the hard chaparral of California 

• Typical species are litre (Lithraea 
venenosa), soapbark tree (Quillaja 
saponaria), quisco (Echinopsis chiloensis) 
with an understory of herbs, vines, 
and geophytes (e.g., bulbs) 
 

Coastal Daisy 

Palhuen 

Litre 

Soapbark 
Quisco 



Plant Profiles – Part 1 

Chilean Wine Palm (Jubea chilensis) 
• Highly coveted, often found in 

legacy gardens 
• Only member of its genus 
• Fruits are edible (they’re 

yummy!); sap can be made into 
syrup 

• Will tolerate frosts down to 
about 14 F, but probably lower 

• As is usual for palm trees, slow-
growing; takes ~ 20 years to 
reach the height of a medium 
tree 

• Drought and pest-resistant once 
established 
 
 



Plant Profiles – Part 2 
Flowers galore 

• Peruvian lilies 
(Alstroemeria)!! 

• Calandrinia 

• Orchids 

• Lobelia  

 



Natural Region 4 – Lake District 

• The Switzerland of 
Chile 

• Center of logging and 
grazing 

• Northern boundary, Bio 
Bio River, is the old 
boundary between 
Chile and the Mapuche 
homeland 

 



Plant Profiles – Trees 

Monkey Puzzle Tree (Araucaria 
araucana) 

• Only 20 species, 14 in New 
Caledonia 

– One of few plants alive with 
dinosaurs 

• Delicious, gigantic nuts – 
cones are bigger than your 
head! 

– Function in the habitat sort 
like a mix between our oaks 
(food source) and redwoods 
(defines the ecosystem)  



Natural Region 5 – Patagonia 

• Very wet and cold 
– Glaciers at southernmost  

– We didn’t go to the southernmost  

 



Plant Profiles – Beech 

Lenga Beech (Nothofagus pumilio) 
• Covers perhaps the largest land 

area of all southern beeches 
• Mature height 100 feet 
• Desirable logging industry tree 

– Furniture, shingles and construction 
and sometimes as a substitute for 
American black cherry in cabinet-
making 

• Ya cain’t grow this in our central 
Contra Costa backyard 



Let’s Go Shopping! 

 



Appendices 

• What motivated us to go to Chile 

• Our travel route 

• Other factors affecting Chilean plant diversity 

– Geography 

– Plate tectonics 

– Pacific Ocean 

• Overview of Plant Profiles 



Why We Went to Chile 

• My …th birthday present 

– We had enough benefit miles to go business class 

• I love plants and climates similar to California 

• I speak Spanish 

– Wasn’t that necessary, but enriched the trip: 
“Entre Tongoy y Los Vilos” 



The Route 

• Oct 20 to Nov 8, 2016 

 

• Approximately 1,700 
land miles, approx. 
same number of air 
miles by 4-wheel drive 

 

• Sheer lunacy 

 



Factors Affecting Plant Diversity: 
Geography  

• 2,670 miles long 
– 2,572 miles across the U.S. (air miles) 

– 2,518 miles from SF to Juneau 

 

• Averages only 110 miles east to west, but rises 
from sea level to highest point in Western 
Hemisphere at 22,831 feet 
– Highest point in CA is Mt. Whitney at 14,505 feet 

– 80% of Chile is mountainous 

 

• Barriers of ocean, mountains, and desert 
guaranteed that many plants would develop 
uniquely (endemism) 

 



Factors Affecting Plant Diversity:  
Plate Tectonics  

Continents moved and formed while 
planet cooled and warmed repeatedly 
which resulted in a unique heritage… 

 

…for South America which has plant 
lineages in common with South Africa 
and Australia   



Factors Affecting Plant Diversity: 
Pacific Ocean  

• Ocean plus atmospheric 
conditions create interesting 
climate differences, especially in 
the north 
– Very cold Humboldt Current cools 

and dries air, and helps create 
year-round inversion 

– High-pressure anticyclone belt sits 
just north of 30° S latitude in 
summer, blocking storms from the 
west and pushing cold dry air over 
the land 



Overview: Plant Profiles 
 

From “Plant Life in 
the World’s 
Mediterranean 
Climates”, Peter R. 
Dallman 


