Cercocarpus intricatus Wats.
ROSACEAE

Synonyms:

General Description.—Littleleaf mountain-
mahogany, also known as little leaf cercocarpus
and dwarf mountain-mahogany, is a long-lived,
unarmed, intricately branched and occasionally
tree-like, evergreen shrub. Height of mature plants
varies from 0.5 to 2.5 m. Mature bark is smooth
and light gray. Dark brown heartwood is dense and
extremely hard. Persistent leaves are 3 to 18 mm
long, 0.8 to 1.4 mm wide (oblong to linear) and
leathery with strongly revolute margins (Welsh
and others 1987). Leaf pubescence varies from
glabrous to villous. Perfect, apetalous flowers, 3 to
9 mm long, occur singularly or in small clusters
arising primarily from short spur branchlets on

littleleaf mountain-mahogany

Cercocarpus ledifolius var. intricatus (Wats.) Jones
Cercocarpus arizonicus Jones

second-year growth. Hard, light brown fruits are
cylindrical achenes, approximately 1 mm wide and
4 to 10 mm long with a persistent twisted or
spiraling tail (style) 1 to 3 cm long (Welsh and
others 1987). Fruit body and especially the tail are
covered with short (1 mm) hairs that extend from
the axis when dry and facilitate wind dispersal.

Taxonomy.—The evolutionary process by which
Littleleaf mountain-mahogany segregated from
curlleaf mountain-mahogany (C. ledifolius Nutt.
var. ledifolius) appears to still be in progress with
intermediates between the species widespread
(Stutz 1990). The shorter and more compact
littleleaf mountain-mahogany is more drought
tolerant, has fewer stamens and shorter tails on
fruits than does curlleaf mountain-mahogany
(Stutz  1990). Although hybridization occurs
between the two species, littleleaf mountain-
mahogany appears to exhibit much greater
reproductive  isolation from true mountain
mahogany (C. montanus Raf.) than does its
ancestral species (Stutz 1990). Walker and Turley
(1999) cited examples of hybrids between littleleaf
and true mountain-mahoganies, suggesting that a
lack of hybridization may be due, at least in part,
to limited interspecies contact.

Range.—Littleleaf mountain-mahogany is found
throughout most of Nevada and Utah and in parts
of eastern California, northern Arizona, and
extreme western Colorado at elevation of 900 to
3,000 m (Davis 1990). Limited populations have
also been reported for New Mexico and Wyoming
(NatureServe Explorer 2002).

Ecology.—Within desert shrub, pinyon-juniper,
and mountain brush communities, littleleaf
mountain mahogany is typically found rooted in
cracks and crevices of exposed sedimentary and
metamorphic  rocks; commonly limestone,
dolomite, and quartzite in the Great Basin and
sandstone in the Colorado Plateau (Davis 1990). It
is also found in shallow, poorly developed soils
derived from these substrates. It grows best in full
sun. Soil pH of littleleaf mountain-mahogany
habitat is neutral to slightly basic, (Fairchild and



Brotherson 1980). Annual precipitation is 200 to
500 mm. Although undocumented, it is believed
that this species possesses nitrogen fixing root
nodules similar to those reported for close relatives
(Davis 1990). Littleleaf mountain-mahogany is
browsed heavily by wild ungulates and domestic
sheep when it can be reached.

Reproduction.—Flowering occurs from mid-May
to late June (Walker and Turley 1999). Fruits ripen
and disperse in July and August. Years of
abundant seed production are rare. A high
percentage of empty fruits is common. Plummer
and others (1968) reported 112,000 cleaned seeds
(fruits with tails removed) per kg. Seed dispersal is
by wind.

Growth and Management.—Although
information on seed germination for this species is
lacking in the literature, primary dormancy at seed
dispersal is probably similar to that of curlleaf
mountain-mahogany. Kitchen and Meyer (1990)
observed almost no germination for this species
without prechill (1 °C). They reported germination
of six seed collections after 6 weeks of prechill
ranged from 53 to 96 percent of viable. Seedling
growth rate is slow, and plants require 10 to 30
years to reach maturity. Management alternatives
for littleleaf mountain-mahogany are limited due
to the nature of the sites it occupies.

Benefits.—Littleleaf mountain-mahogany
provides cover and year-round forage on harsh
landscapes. It is of particular value to native
ungulates that depend on rugged escape terrain
such as mule deer (Ococolius hemionus), bighorn
sheep (Ovis Canadensis), and mountain goat
(Oreamnos americanus).
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