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A Relic From An Earlier Time

The Joshua tree, Yucca brevifolia, is actually a relic from an earlier time when the 
climate was wetter and cooler. According to the fossil record, Joshua trees existed 
during the Pleistocene era. The range (place where a plant is found) of the Joshua tree 
is much smaller than in previous time periods. The tree’s range extended up to 225 
miles beyond it’s current location.

Outside of Las Vegas in Gypsum Cave, the 
remains of prehistoric ground sloths were 
found. Within this cave exists the dung or 
droppings of these 2 types of giant ground sloths, 
Paramylodon harlani and Northrotheriops 
shastensis. The dung contains large amounts of 
Joshua tree seeds, leaves and fruits. Scientists 
have been able to determine that the Joshua 
tree was a favored food. The sloth would travel 
up to 10 miles before it deposited its dung with 

the seeds. This provided a supply of fertilizer for the seeds to grow in. The sloth was a 
major mover of Joshua trees and has been referred to as the “Johnny Appleseed” of the 
Joshua tree.

When the sloths became extinct 13,000 years ago due to climate change, the Joshua 
tree lost the major way of moving its seeds from one location to another. Since that 
time, the Joshua tree range has been shrinking. Today it is mainly found within the 
Mojave Desert.

Some scientists have predicted that the Joshua tree will not exist in Joshua Tree 

National Park within a hundred years. Reasons vary. Most are related to a combined 
effect of climate change, change in fire regime, increase in exotic or non-native plants, 
and loss of habitat. So once again, the Joshua tree faces another climate change. The 
question remains, will it survive this one? No one knows for sure. 


























