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  Note to Students 

NOTE TO STUDENTS: THIS DOCUMENT IS INCOMPLETE WITH OMISSIONS, 

ERRORS, AND OTHER ITEMS OF INCOMPETANCY.  AS YOU MAKE USE OF IT NOTE 

THESE TRANSGRESSIONS SO THAT THEY MAY BE CORRECTED AND YOU WILL 

RECEIVE A CLEAN COPY BY THE END OF TIME OR THE SEMESTER, WHICHEVER 

COMES FIRST!! 

THANKING YOU FOR ANY ASSISTANCE THAT YOU MAY GIVE, RON ALVES. 

 

Introduction  

 This manual was initially created by Harold Whaley an MJC Agriculture and Natural 

Resources instruction from 1964 ï 1992.  The manual was designed as a resource for a native 

tree and shrub identification course, Natural Resources 222 that was one of the required courses 

for all forestry and natural resource majors at the college.  The course and the supporting manual 

were aimed almost exclusively for forestry and related majors.  In addition to NR 222 being 

taught by professor Whaley, it has also been taught by Homer Bowen (MJC 19xx -), Marlies 

Boyd (MJC 199X ï present), Richard Nimphius (MJC 1980 ï 2006) and currently Ron Alves 

(MJC 1974 ï 2004). 

 Each instructor put their own particular emphasis and style on the course but it was 

always oriented toward forestry students until 2006.  The lack of forestry majors as a result of the 

Agriculture Department not having a full time forestry instructor to recruit students and articulate 

with industry has resulted in a transformation of the NR 222 course.  The clientele not only 

includes forestry majors, but also landscape designers, environmental horticulture majors, 

nursery people, environmental science majors, and people interested in transforming their home 

and business landscapes to a more natural venue. 

 The basic fundamentals of botany and plant taxonomy are still an integral part of the 

course.  However, the scope of field information has changed.  The field trips, which are 

essential to knowing California native plants now range from the Great Basin side of the Sierra 

Nevada to Point Lobos in Santa Cruz County on the Pacific Ocean; a transect of plant life across 

central California.  In addition at least one arboretum will be visited.  Plant taxonomy is a 

dynamic discipline of study.  Many of the plants have undergone classification and name 

changes.  Every effort has been made to update these changes to their most current status. This 

manual, which features approximately 275 different plants, will serve as a reference for the plant 

life observed in the field. 

 The manual is organized by the plants listed alphabetically by scientific name.  Granted 

common names would be a more user friendly means of organizing the manual, but many plants 

have numerous common names and learning to identify plants by their scientific name is a 

course requirement.  Each plantôs description is limited to one page with 15 categories about 

each plant being featured.  The information in reference to each plant was gleaned from a variety 

of sources listed in a bibliography at the end of the manual. 
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Glossary of Terms Used in This Document 

ACHENES: A dry single-seeded fruit that does not open to release its seed. Dandelions and 

sunflowers have achenes. 

ARBORESCENT: Tending to be tree like in growth form and size. 

AURICLES : An ear like lobe usually located at the petiole/stem junction.  

AXIL : The angle or the area between the stem and the leaf; the space where the petiole of a leaf 

of the leaf itself attaches to the stem. 

BIENNIALS : Plants whose life span is two years. 

BRACT : A smack leaf or scale-like structure associated with a flower or a cone 

CATKINS : A spike of unisexual flowers with inconspicuous perianth, conspicuous bracts, and 

usually pendant (hanging or drooping).  These flowers are typical of salix and juglans. 

CAULINE : Leaves that are borne on a stem, like the blade attached to the petiole which, in turn, 

is attached to the main stem.  

CYMES: A flower cluster in which each flower stem ends in a single flower and other flower 

stems form below and to the side. 

DECIDUOUS: A tree or shrub that sheds its leaves annually 

DIOECIOUS : Male and females flowers on separate plants. 

DRUPE: Fleshy or pulpy fruit covering a hardened stone that contains a seed.  Prunus is an 

example of these kinds of fruits. 

ENDEMIC:   

EXFOLIATES : To be shed from surface in scales or layers.  

FASCICLES: A bundle of structures such as conducting vessels.  

GLABROUS:  Smooth and lacking hairs or bristles 

GLACOUS: Covered with a whitish, grayish of bluish waxy or powdery film that sometimes 

can be easily rubbed off.  

HERBACOUS: A non-woody plant that has softer stems, branches, and twigs; it like an herb. 

INVOLUCRES : A ring of modified leaves beneath a flower or flower cluster, e.g. in a 

dandelion or daisy flower 

LENTICELS : A common on the surface of twigs and fruits.   

MARGIN :  Refers to structure of a leaf edge; there are many different variations; see examples 

below. 

MONOECIOUS : Male and female flowers on the same plant. 

NODE: A swollen site on a stem where leaves and/or branches arise.  Nodes remain after leaves 

have fallen. 

PANICLE : A flower head that is comprised of numerous lateral pedicels (twigs) that branch out 

from a main stem.  Generally this flower arrangement is somewhat pendant.  

PAPPUS: A covering of scales, bristles, and feathery hairs that surrounds the fruit (seeds) of 

plants such as dandelions and thistles and helps to disperse the fruits. 

PEDICEL : The stalk of an individual flower or fruit. 

PENDANT: Drooping or hanging, such as a flower or fruit. 

PERENNIAL : Any plant that lives for more than two years is considered a perennial; this term 

is used to differentiate between annuals and biennials. 
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PERIANTH : A combination of the sepals and corolla of a flower; these are the bracts outside of 

the petals and the petals themselves. 

PETIOLE : A stalk that connects the leaf to the stem 

PHYLLARIES : One of the bracts forming the involucre or the head or inflorescence of 

composite plant. 

PISTIL : The female reproductive parts of a flower: an ovary, style, and pollen receiving stigma. 

PISTILLATE : Having fertile female flowers, pistils, but infertile or missing stamen.  

POME: A fleshy, non-opening fruit like a pear or an apple.  It does NOT contain a hardened 

structure surrounding the seed.  Numberous seeds are embedded in the central portion of the 

flesh. 

PUBERULENT : Covered with minute hairs or very fine down; finely pubescent. 

PUBESCENT: Parts of plants that are covered with fine short hair of down. 

RACEME : A kind of flower that is unbranched. 

RHIZOME : Acontinously growing underground stems that puts out lateral shoots and roots at 

intervals, usually at a node.  

SAMARA : A winged nut or achene containing one seed as in ash or maple trees. 

SEROTINOUS: A plant that either produces flowers or fruit late in the season.   

SESSILE: Attached directly to the stem, as in a leaf or fruit that contains no petiole, pedicel, or 

other kind of stalk.   

SORI: The reproductive structure on ferns; a distinct cluster of spores usually on the underside 

of fronds.  

STAMEN : The male reproductive parts of a flower: a filament and a pollen bearing anther. 

STAMINATE : Having fetile male flowers, stamen, but infertile or missing pistils. 

STIPULE : A leaf or scale like appendage at the axil, junction between the petiole and the stem.  

Generally are paired.  

STOMATA : A microscopic pore on a leaf or stem through which gases such as carbon dioxide, 

oxygen, and water vapor pass.   

STROBOLI: A reproductive structure that consists of sporophylls or scales arranged in an 

overlapping fashion along a central stem, as in horsetails, and many kinds of gymnosperms. For 

example, the cones of pine trees are strobili 

TOMENTOSE:  Covered with densely matted woolly hairs 

TUBERCLES: Small wart-like projections. 

UMBREL : A flower that is the result of many pedicels (stalks) radiating from the same point. 

VISCID : Refers to a plant or plant parts that are covered with sticky adhesive like covering. 
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Leaf Shapes (1st 3 rows) 

Arrangements (last row)   

 
 

Sword-shaped 
(ensiformis) 

Long, thin,  

pointed 

 
 

Lance-shaped 
(lanceolata) 

Long, wider  

in the middle 

 
 

Ovate 
(ovata) 

Oval, with a  

tapering point 

 
 

Elliptic  
(elliptica) 

Oval, with a  

short point 

 
 

Round 
(rotundifolia) 

Circular 

 
 

Cordate 
(cordata) 

Heart-shaped 

 
 

Oblanceolate 
(oblanceolata) 

Top wider than  
bottom 

 
 

Spathulate 
(spathulata) 

Spoon- 
shaped 

 
 

Rhomboid 
(rhomboidalis) 

Diamond- 
shaped 

 
 

Lobed 
(lobata) 

With several  
points 

 
 

Spear-shaped 
(hastata) 

Pointed,  
with barbs 

 
 

Pinnatisect 
(pinnatifida) 

Cut, but not to  
the midrib 

 
 

Pinnate 
(pinnata) 

2 rows of  

leaflets 

 
 

Bipinnate 
(bipinnata) 

Each leaflet  

also pinnate 

 
 

Tripinnate  
(tripinnata) 

Each leaflet  

divided into 3 

 
 

Trifoliate  
(trifoliata) 

Divided into  

3 leaflets 

 
 

Palmate 
(palmata) 

Divided into  

many lobes 

 
 

Digitate 
(digitata) 

Divided into  

5 lobes 

 
 

Opposite 
(oppositifolia) 

Leaves opposite  

one another 

 
 

Alternate 
(alternifolia) 

Arranged  

alternately 

 
 

Perfoliate 
(perfoliata) 

Stem through  

the leaves 

 
 

Peltate 
(peltata) 

Rounded,  

stem underneath 

 
 

Whorled 
 

In circles  

round the stem 

 
 

Rosette 
 

Leaves in  

close rings 

Plants have leaves in many different shapes - the thicker the book you refer to, the more leaf shapes they seem to find, but 
here are some of the basic ones.   Sometimes the Latin name will indicate the leaf shape, so I've put the Latin specific 

epithet in as well. This will help you identify a plant (if it has that epithet in its name, that's what the leaf will look), and, 

on the other hand, if it has that shape leaf, it's possible its Latin name will contain that descriptive adjective. 
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Often a single plant will have leaves of several different shapes, so any description has to be taken as an 

indication of what you can expect to find on a particular plant, rather than a description of what they will look 

like. I have one book that uses phrases like 'ovate-lanceolate to obovately-cordate', but I prefer to keep it simple, 

and accept that most of the time the leaves will be fairly variable but roughly correspond to a basic shape.  

Another Example of Leaf Arrangements 
 

Two leaves attached per node.    Only one leaf attached per node. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Opposite    Whorled     Alternate 

 Three or more leaves attached per node 
 

  

 

Schematic Drawing of Common Leaf Margins 
 

    

 1. Entire    2. Crenate 3. Dentate 4. Serrate   5. Lobed      6. Incised    

 

1.  Entire: Smooth margin with no teeth 

2.  Crenate: Scalloped with round teeth 

3.  Dentate: Sharp teeth not directed forward 

4.  Serrate: Pointed teeth sloping forward; saw-toothed 

5.  Lobed: Deep or coarse indentations of the margin 

6.  Incised: Cut rather deeply or sharply   
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Abies bracteata venusta ï Santa Lucia or Bristlecone Fir 

Abies is the classical name for evergreen conifers, firs, rising one or tall; braceata means with bracts and 

venusta means graceful or beautiful. 

 Plant Family:  Pinaceae ï Pine Family 

Geographical Distribution: In the Santa Lucia Range just south of Monterey, California, between 700 ï 

5,300 feet (210 ï 1,000 meters) elevation.  Santa Lucia fir is a California endemic.   

Plant Communities: Grows primarily in the mixed evergreen forest.   

Habitat:   Grows on steep, rocky, fire-resistant slopes, generally in canyon-live-oak phase of mixed-

evergreen forest; 210ï1600 m 

Size:  This fir grows between feet 30 ï 100 feet (9 - 30 meters) tall with a trunk diameter up to 50 inches 

(1.3 meters) 

Bark/Twigs/Trunk:  Bark is light reddish-brown, smooth, becoming scaly and slightly fissured at base.  

The bark is thin resulting in the tree not being fire resistant. Tree shape is a narrow, conical, spirelike crown 

of short, slightly drooping branches that often times touch the ground.  

Foliage.  Bristlecone fir has flat, short-pointed, stiff evergreen needles spread almost at right angles in 2 

rows. Needles are shiny dark green above, with 2 broad whitish bands beneath that flank a medial band.  

Needles have a spine-like tip.  The needles resemble those of Torreya californica.  

Flowers:  Gymnosperm, not a flowering plant.  The male (pollen) cones are 2 cm long, pale yellow and 

shed pollen in spring.  

Fruit :  The seed cones are egg shaped, purplish brown 

in color, between 2 ½ - 4 inches () long, and sit upright 

in the very tops of the tree.  Cones are quite resinous.   

However, their most distinguishing feature is needle-

like bracts up to an inch long protruding from between 

the cone scales.  The winged seeds are release in early 

fall 

Site Ecology:   It does well in full sun to partial shade.  

However, it tends to do better in the milder climate of 

central Coast Range.  

Natural Significance: The tree provides bank 

stabilization in the steep rugged canyons it tends to 

favor.  It probably thrives in these settings because 

there is little fuel accumulation, thus preventing forest 

fires.   

Ethnobotanical Use:  The aromatic resin was used as 

incense by the early Spanish missionaries.  

Commercial Use: This tree is an underutilized 

landscape option.  It has no commercial timber value 

due the small population and inaccessibility of its 

range.     

Propagation: Ripened seeds germinate at a high percentage, 80%, if planted and maintained at cool 

temperatures, below 700 F. 

Remarks: Bristlecone fir is on the California Native Plant Society watch list due to its limited distribution.     

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pollen
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Abies concolor - White Fir  

Abies means rising one or tall tree and concolor means of the same color 

 

Plant Family:  Pinaceae ï The Pine Family 

Geographical Distribution:  This fir grows throughout most of California Mountains, central Oregon, Idaho, 

Colorado, and northern Baja; between 3,000 ï 11,150 feet elevation (900 ï 3,400 meters).  Plant 

Communities: Grows in mixed evergreen forest, yellow pine forest, to lower red fir forest, and lodge pole pine 

forest. 

Habitat:   Because of its wide distribution, white fir is subjected to very different climates, soils, and other 

environmental factors.   

Size:  A medium to large tree between 130 ï 200 feet tall (40 ï 60 meters) with trunks from 3 ï 5 foot diameter 

(0.9 ï 1.5 meters); largest tree in Yosemite National Park is  217 feet tall (65.75 meters) and a 7 foot 4 inch 

diameter (2.2 meters); can live up 300+  years of age; tree shape is cylindrical or spire-like.  

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:  Gray or drab brown & deeply fissured; pale tan color under old bark; young trees smooth 

light gray with numerous resin blisters; branches in whorls around trunk.  Twigs are dark orange at first and 

then turn gray-green and finally gray.   

Foliage: Evergreen needles 1.5 - 2.75 inches long (3.75 ï 7 

cm) in flat or Vee-shaped sprays; tips round; twisted at base; 

evidence of stomatal bloom; needles are flat and can be easily 

rolled.  Foliage has a grayish frosted (glaucous) color above 

and two glaucous white stomatal bands below.  

Flowers: N/A, a gymnosperm 

Fruit:  Seed cone is barrel shaped and turns from green to 

brown to purple; 3 - 5 inches (7.5 ï 12.5 cm) long and are 

borne in an upright fashion in the treeôs the upper most crown.  

The male cones are less than ½ inch long (1.25 cm) and are 

densely grouped on the underside on 1 year old twigs about 

mid crown and range from yellow to red color. 

Site Ecology: Shade tolerant and somewhat fire resistant; 

white firs have actually increased in numbers due to fire suppression.  Will grow under dry to medium moisture 

conditions, but needs well-drained soil.   

Natural Significance: Mule deer browse white fir foliage.  Chickarees, Clarkôs nutcracker, chipmunks, mice, 

and squirrels feed on the cone seeds.  The hollowed out trunks of old trees are often occupied by a variety of 

mammals, including the black bear.  In fact, there are 33 species of mammals, 123 species of birds, and 17 

species of reptiles commonly present in California white fir forests,  

Ethnobotanical Use: Southwestern Indians used an infusion of white fir foliage in a bath for rheumatism.  A 

poultice of sap was applied to sores, cuts, and boils.  White fir resin was used to fill teeth.  An extract was also 

used to brew tea.  See additional comments under grand fir.     

Commercial Use:  White Fir is popular as a Christmas tree and Christmas spray decoration.  Because the wood 

is straight grained, non-resinous, fine grained, straight and strong; it is sought after as construction lumber.  The 

tree is also a popular landscape tree, especially in northeastern U.S.  The Rocky Mountain form of Abies 

concolor has cultivars that are used in landscaping mostly east of the Rockies.    

Propagation: White fir can be easily propagated by seed or via rooted cuttings.  

Remarks:  Needs more moisture and better soil than Ponderosa Pine.  Old trees often infected with rots and 

insects.  Controversy regarding white fir classification stems from the diverse habitat that the species occupies.  

The largest tree is 217 feet tall (65.75 meters) and located in Yosemite National Park.    
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Abies grandis ï Grand Fir  

Abies means rising one or tall tree and grandis means grand 

  

Plant Family:  Pinaceae ï The Pine Family 

Geographical Distribution:  Grand fir grows at lower elevations in Western Oregon and Washington, as well 

as into Idaho and British Columbia.  In California it grows in the northern coastal forests from the Oregon 

border south to Mendocino County from sea level to 2,300 feet (700 meters) elevation 

Plant Communities: Grand fir is commonly growing in the Redwood Forest, Mixed evergreen forest, and 

Douglas fir plant communities.  

Habitat:  Most generally grows in river valleys and along streams.    

Size: Grand fir can grow to 230 feet (73 meters) tall and have a trunk diameter up to 5 ¼ feet (1.6 meters) 

across.  However, it is usually between 140 ï 160 feet (43 ï 48 meters) tall and 24 - 48 inches (60 ï 120 cm) in 

diameter.  These can live for more than 300 years.  

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:  A straight trunked tree that has reddish brown bark when mature and a white to gray bark 

when young.  There are bands on the trunk which are visable internodes. 

Foliage: The needles have numerous distinguishing characteristics.  They are about 1 ï 1 ½ inches (2.5 ï 4 cm) 

long, but vary in length with them being shorter toward the twig tip.  The upper surface of the needle is grooved 

and the lower has two white stripes of wax filled stomatas.  The tip of the needle has a notch or is blunt and the 

base is twisted where it attaches to the twig.  Needles are arranged horizontally on either side of twigs and are a 

deep green in color.    

Flowers: Gymnosperm, not a flowering plant. 

Fruit:  The barrel shaped seed cones are 3 ï 4 inches (8 ï 10 cm) long, on a very short stalk, and bright green in 

color turning purplish brown with age.    

Site Ecology: Grand fir is shade tolerant and prefers moist soil sites.  However, it will grow on exposed sites 

along the coast. 

Natural Significance: The majority of pileated woodpecker roost trees in northeastern Oregon were grand firs. 

Ethnobotanical Use: Fir needles were dried and powdered and used in the following applications: sprinkled on 

open wounds and runny sores, fir needle tea was taken for colds, the powdered needles were used as baby 

powder or it was rubbed on the body as a perfume or insect repellent, and fir needle powder was mixed with 

deer grease for use as a hair tonic.  Fir needles were burned as incense.  Fir boughs were hung on walls as air 

fresheners. 

Commercial Use:  Grand fir is harvested for use as a Christmas tree.  

Propagation: Usually propagated from seeds collected in the fall and sown in containers with a well drained 

soil.  Leave outside in winter to cold stratify naturally and watch for spring germination.  Firs can also be grown 

from hormone treated cuttings, but results are poor.  

Remarks: Grand fir is readily killed by fire.  It also hybridizes with white fir.  The two species are difficult to 

tell apart.  However, grand fir grows at lower elevations and white fir at higher elevations (3,000 feet (900 

meters) and higher).   
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Abies magnifica var. magnifica ï Red Fir (ñSilver Tipò) 

Abies means rising one or tall tree and magnifica means magnificent  

Plant Family:  Pinaceae ï The Pine Family 

Geographical Distribution:  Found primarily in Kings Canyon and Sequoia National Parks and from Mt. 

Lassen north to Crater Lake, Oregon; between 5,300 - 9,200 feet (1,620 - 2,740 meters); lower elevations in the 

Cascade and Klamath mountains and higher elevations in the southern Sierra Nevada.  

Plant Communities: Red fir forests, mixed conifer forests, and lodge pole pine forests are the common 

communities of red fir.  

Habitat:  Found in mixed conifer and sub alpine forests, red fir favors cool, moist conditions where soils are 

deep, young, and lacks organic content. 

Size: A large tree that matures between 150 - 200 ft. tall (45.5 ï 60 meters) with trunk diameter of 4 - 5 ft. (1.2 

ï 1.5 meters).  There are a few giants over 230 feet tall (70 meters) with 10 foot diameter trunks (3 meter).  Life 

spans up to 300 - 350+ years. 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:  Young trees are grey with resin blisters; old trees are reddish 

internally (thatôs how it got its name) and reddish brown externally showing 

furrows.  Branches are initially horizontal, but become more droopy and ragged 

with age. 

Foliage: Short, stiff, and thick needles 0.75 - 1.5 inches long (2 - 4 cm) that tend to 

parallel branches so that they look like hockey sticks; they cluster on upper sides of 

branches; needles ridged on upper surface and tips blunt.  First year needles are 

silvery, hence the name silver tip; aged needles are blue green.    

Flowers: Gymnosperm, not a flowering plant.   

Fruit:  Monoecious; male cones are small, slightly larger than ½ inch (1.6 cm) long, 

deep purple-red and clustered on underside of 1 year old twigs.  Female cones are 6 

ï 9 inches long (15 ï 23 cm) and 2 ï 3 inches wide (5 ï 8 cm) and an oblong cylinder in shape.  They are erect 

and on the upper-most branches.  Cones are brown when mature.  Pollen is shed in May ï June.  Seeds are 

produced every 4th year in great abundance.  Seeds are wind dispersed in September and October. 

Site Ecology: Moderately shade tolerant, but subject to rots, insects, and lightning damaged crowns on tall, old 

trees.   Red Firs tend to grow on young soils with little or no horizon development.  Red fir has a high frost 

tolerance but a low drought tolerance.  Red fir is the climax species in all zones that it occurs. 

Natural Significance: Because pure red fir stands are dense, about 111 species of birds and 52 species of 

mammals make these forests their habitat from periodically to permanently.  Few reptiles habituate red fir 

forests due to their high elevation.  Birds and squirrels use the damaged snag tops of lighting struck trees for 

nesting sites.    

Ethnobotantical Use:  See comments under grand fir. 

Commercial Use: Wood is used for coarse lumber, framing, plywood and veneer.  It is also used for printing 

paper.   Of course itôs the popular silver tip Christmas tree.  Red fir along with white fir produces 25% of 

Californiaôs timber.  

Propagation:  Red Fir is most often propagated by seeds, but can also be reproduced through soft wood 

cuttings.  Seed stratification at 30 degrees for 3 months improves seed germination.  

Remarks: Tough to distinguish between Red Fir (A. magnifica var. magnifica), Shasta Red Fir (A. magnifica 

var. shastensis), and Noble Fir (A. procera).  Red Fir and Noble Fir readily hybridize.  In fact, some botanists 

think that Shasta Red Fir is the hybrid between Red Fir and Noble Fir.   Shasta red fir tends to be found in the 

northern portion of the red fir zone.  The largest tree is 172 feet tall (57.3 meters) and located in Yosemite 

National Park.      
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Abies magnifica var. Shastensis ï Shasta Red Fir 

Abies means rising one or tall tree; magnifica means magnificent, and shastensis means from the Mt. Shasta 

area. 

Plant Family:  Pinaceae ï The Pine Family 

Geographical Distribution:  Found primarily in Kings Canyon and Sequoia National Parks and from Mt. 

Lassen north to Crater Lake, Oregon; between 4,600 - 9,200 feet (1,400 - 2,800 meters); lower elevations in the 

Cascade and Klamath mountains and higher elevations in the southern Sierra Nevada 

Plant Communities: Grows in upper mixed coniferous forests, subalpine forests, and red fir forests. 

Habitat:  Red fir favors cool, moist conditions where soils are deep, young, and lacks organic content. 

Size: A large tree that matures between 150 - 200 feet tall (45.5 ï 60 meters) with trunk diameter of 4 - 5 feet 

(1.2 ï 1.5 meters).  There are a few giants over 230 feet tall (70 meters) with 10 foot diameter trunks (3 meters).  

Life spans up to 300 - 350+ years.  

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:  Young trees grey with resin blisters; old trees are reddish brown internally and brown to 

purplish black externally showing furrows. 

Foliage: Short needles 0.75 - 1.5 inches long (2 - 4 cm) that tend to parallel branches so that they look like 

hockey sticks; they cluster on upper sides of branches; needles ridged on upper surface and tips round.  

Flowers: Gymnosperm, not a flowering plant. 

Fruit:  Monoecious; male cones are small, slightly larger than ½ inch (1.6 cm) long, deep purple-red and 

clustered on underside of 1 year old twigs.  Female cones are 6 ï 9 inches long (15 ï 23 cm) and 2 ï 3 inches 

wide (5 ï 8 cm) and an oblong cylinder in shape.  They are erect and on the upper-most branches.  Cones are 

brown when mature.  Pollen is shed in May ï June.Seeds are produced every 3rd year in great abundance.  Seeds 

are wind dispersed in September and October.  Shasta red fir has long pointed bracts that occur between cone 

scales that physically distinguished it from A. m. var. magnifica.  

Site Ecology: Moderately shade tolerant, but subject to rots, insects, and lightning damaged crowns on tall, old 

trees. 

Natural Significance: Because pure red fir stands are dense, many birds and mammals make these forest their 

primary habitat.  Birds and squirrels use the damaged snag tops of lighting struck trees for nesting sites.   

Ethnobotanical Use: See comments under grand fir.  

Commercial Use: Red Fir is used lumber, plywood, and Christmas tree (itôs the ñsilver tipò).  

Propagation: Stratify seed for 60 days at 400 F before planting.  

Remarks: Tough to distinguish between Red Fir, Shasta Red Fir, and Noble Fir.  Red Fir and Noble Fir readily 

hybridize in its northern habitat but not in the Sierra Nevada.  Shasta red fir tends to be found in the northern 

portion of the red fir zone.  The largest tree is in the Rogue River National Forest in Oregon and is 228 feet tall 

(70 meters) by 6 feet 6 inches in diameter (2 meters).  The chart below may help with identification. 

  

Characteristic  Red Fir Noble Fir 

Needle Groove No groove down center Deep groove on upper surface 

Needle Cross Section Square Flat 

Rolled Between Fingers Yes No 

Cone Size 6 ï 9 inches Long 4 ï 7 inches Long 

Mature Cone Color Purplish Brown Light Brown 

Cone Bracts None Large Papery Bracts 
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Abies procera  ï Noble Fir 

Abies is the classical name for evergreen conifers, firs, rising one; procera means tall. 

 

Plant Family:  Pinaceae ï The Pine Family  

Geographical Distribution:  In California, if it grows in California, grand fir occurs in the northern Klamath 

Range and in the middle elevations of the Cascade Range; between 5,000 ï 6,500 feet (1,500 ï 2,000 meters) 

elevation.   

Plant Communities: Noble fir occupies the upper elevations of the mixed evergreen forest and the sub alpine 

forest communities.  

Habitat:  Noble fir grows well on a variety of sites.  It occurs on steep slopes but grows best on gentle slopes 

and warm southern aspects. 

Size: This is the tallest of all the worldôs firs.  It ranges in height from 140 ï 220 feet (43 ï 67 meters) tall with 

trees up to 270 feet (83 meters) tall and has a trunk diameter between 3 ï 5 feet (0.9 ï 1.5 meters).  Grand firs 

can live up to 600 years of age.   

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:  Trunks are long and straight with mature tree bark grayish purple and furrowed.  Young 

trees have gray bark with resin blisters.  Branches are stiff and give the tree a tiered look.    

Foliage: The needles are between 1 ï 1 ½ inches (2.5 ï 4 cm) long and upturned on the small branches giving 

them that hockey shape like the red fir.  Also like the red fir, noble fir needles parallel the twigs usually on the 

upper sides.  Noble fir needles have a brilliant silvery white stomatal bloom on both surfaces of the younger 

growth (thatôs why folks like óem for Christmas trees!).  The needles have a deep groove on their upper side and 

are flat, so they do not roll between oneôs fingers like red fir needles.     

Flowers: Gymnosperm, not a flowering plant.   

Fruit:  The seed cones are 4 ï 7 inches (10 ï 17.5 cm) long (smaller than red fir 

cones) and barrel shaped.  At maturity they are light brown in color.  There most 

unsual feature are papery bracts that protrude from between the cone scales.  These 

bracts cover most of the cone scale, point downward and have a spinelike tip.   

Site Ecology:  Unlike most firs, noble fir is intolerant of shade.  It loves windy sites 

as it is one of the most windfirm of all trees. Shallow or moderately deep loams 

support good growth.  .  Soils are typically developed in volcanic parent materials.  

Water supply is apparently more important than soil quality. 

Natural Significance: Noble fir provides cover and thermal protection for wildlife. 

Ethnobotanical Use: See comments under grand fir. 

Commercial Use:  The wood was formerly used for airplanes and ladders, in both cases because it is light, 

strong and can be bent far before breaking. It is still regarded as one of the best true firs for lumber due to the 

strength of the clear, lightly grained wood.  It is used extensively as a Christmas tree and greens decorations and 

as a landscape ornamental. 

Propagation: Usually propagated from seeds collected in the fall and sown in containers with a well drained 

soil.  Leave outside in winter to cold stratify naturally and watch for spring germination.  Firs can also be grown 

from hormone treated cuttings, but results are poor. 

Remarks: The noble fir is included in this manual, not because itôs a significant California conifer, but because 

of its extensive use as a Christmas tree.  It is difficult to ascertain as to whether or not it grows in California.  

Much of the literature discusses the possibility that Abies magnifica var. shastensis, Shasta red fir, is not a sub 

species of Abies magnifica var magnifica but rather a hybrid between A. magnifica magnifica and noble fir.  See 

Shasta red fir write up for a comparison between red fir and noble fir.  Photo courtesy of C.J. Earle from the 

Gymnosperm Data base web site.  
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Abronia latifolia ï Yellow Sand Verbena 

Abronia is Greek meaning graceful or delicate & latifolia with flowers on the side 

 

Plant Family:  Asteraceae ï Nyctaginaceae ï Four OôClock Family 

Geographical Distribution:  Grows along the Pacific coast from southern California to British Columbia under 

330 feet (100 meters) in elevation. 

Plant Community: Grows in coastal strand and coastal sage scrub 

Habitat:  Grows on sand dunes.  It deep roots enable sand verbena to grow in these tough conditions. 

Size: This plant is a creeper.  Its stems may reach 3 feet long (90 cm), but is only reaches to about 6 ï 8 inches 

high (15 ï 20 cm), including it flowering stalks.  Dense forming mats may be up to 3 feet (1 meter) across. 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs : Herbaceous plant with trailing stems and green fleshy leaves.  Plants form a dense mat on 

top of sand dunes.  

Foliage: Leaves are ½ - 2 ½ inches long (1.3 ï 6.3 cm), opposite, fleshy, thick and ranging from ovate to 

reniform in shape.  They are a rich 

green color. 

Flowers: Growing out of leaf axils of 

vine-like stems are long stalks with 

many yellow trumpet shaped flowers in 

hemispherical heads.  Flower heads are 

1 ï 2 inches wide (2.5 ï 5 cm) and each 

small trumpet shaped flower has five 

lobes.   It typically flowers between 

May and August, but may continue to 

bloom into late fall if weather is mild.  

Fruit:  The single-seeded fruit has 3 ï 5 

wings 

Site Ecology: Kind of unusual: grows 

best in very loose sand with little 

organic matter.  Also likes the salt 

spray and apparently will not survive if 

under an irrigated fresh water regime.  

Yellow sand verbena is non-frost 

tolerant.  

Natural Significance: Stabilization of sand dunes and food source for pollinating organisms 

Ethnobotanical Use: Native Americans consumed the roots; a few people still eat them today.   

Commercial Use: Used in beach restoration and the stabilization of critically erosive areas such as coastal 

dunes 

Propagation: Yellow sand verbena is propagated by seeds 

Remarks: There are two similar species: Beach Pancake (A. maritima) with wine red flowers and Beach Sand 

Verbena (A. umbellata) with deep pink to white flowers.  A. latifolia hybridizes with both of these species.   
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Acer circinatum ï Vine Maple 

Acer: Latin name - sharp (leaves or used as lances) or Celtic "ac" (hard) / Latinized form of Malayan name - 

leaves resemble genus Vitex; circinatum: with crisped hairs.) 

 

Plant Family:   Aceraceae ï The Maple Family  

Geographical Distribution:  Vine maple ranges from southern Alaska to the mountains of northern California; 

including the Cascades and northern Sierras; from sea level to about 5,000 feet (1,500 meters) 

Plant Communities: Grows in north coastal forests, which includes north coastal coniferous forest, redwood 

forest, Douglas fir forest, and mixed evergreen forest. 

Habitat:  Coastal and Montane forests and woodlands along deeply shaded stream banks; this is primarily an 

understory species. 

Size:  Shrub or small tree that grows from 3 ï 35 feet tall (1 ï 10 meters).  Vine maple is usually kind of straggly.   

Trunk /Bark/Twigs:  Multistemmed vine-like trunk, often reclining, spreading and, rooting at nodes.  Twigs are 

slender, hairless and can either be brown, green or purple and are 

often speckled. 

Foliage: Deciduous leaves that are opposite, simple and palmate 

with 5 to 9 lobes.  Pale green in color, thin and 2 ï 5 inches wide (5 

ï 12.5 cm), leaves have sharply serrated margins.  Leaves are not 

as deeply lobed as big leaf maple or dwarf maple.  Leaf is almost 

round in outline.   The fall leaf color can be yellow to orange to 

scarlet. 

Flowers: Flowers are in clusters of 2 -10 with greenish white 

petals and reddish-purple sepals.  Flowering time is from April ï 

May when the plant begins to leaf out.     

Fruit:  Reddish colored double winged samaras.  The wings of the 

two seeds are widely divergent; forming almost a straight line 

rather than a vee like most paired wing seeded plants.  

Site Ecology:  Plant needs a moist habitat and shaded 

environment; a shaded stream bank is most ideal; tolerates clay 

soil.    

Natural Significance: Leaves can and will be eaten by black tail 

deer, elk, cattle, and sheep.  The seeds and buds provide food for 

squirrels, chipmunks, and numerous birds.  

Ethnobotanical Use: Native Americans used the straight, 

long stems for making baskets.  They also carved the wood into 

numerous household utensils such as spoons, bowls, platters and tool handles. The sap contains a certain amount of 

sugar and that used as a drink or concentrated into syrup by. Vine maple saplings were used for babiesô cradles.  

The wood was burnt to charcoal and mixed with water and brown sugar then used in the treatment of dysentery and 

polio. 

Commercial Use: Vine maple is often planted as an ornamental.  It can be trained to a shapely tree or a shrub.  

Propagation: Vine maple is easily propagated from both cuttings and seeds.   Seeds should be stratified for 90 days 

at 410 F before planting. 

Remarks: In the fall the leaves turn yellow, orange, or red and bring color to otherwise darken forest sites.  David 

Douglas (1799-1834), a Scotsman, was commissioned by the London Horticultural Society to go to California to 

classify and collect.  Vine Maple was one of the species he collected and introduced to English gardens   
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Acer glabrum ï Dwarf Maple or Mountain Maple  

Acer: Latin name - sharp (leaves or used as lances) or Celtic "ac" (hard) / Latinized form of Malayan name - 

leaves resemble genus Vitex.  Glabrum means smooth or hairless; glabrous. 

 

Plant Family:  Aceraceae ï The Maple Family 

Geographical Distribution:  Found in Western North America from Mexico to Alaska at elevations from 3,000 to 

9,000 feet (900 ï 2,730 meters).  In California, it grows mostly at elevations above 5,000 feet (1,515 meters). 

Plant Communities: This maple grows in yellow pine forest, red fir forests, lodgepole forests, north coastal 

coniferous Forest, Douglas-Fir forest and wetland-riparian. 

Habitat:  Occurs near river banks and as undergrowth in montane forests, especially along canyons and damp 

mountain slopes in coniferous forests; usually forming thickets. 

Size: A shrub or small tree that typically reaches 5 ï 15 feet or taller in height (1.5 - 4.5 meters) and 2 ï 3 inches in 

diameter (5 ï 7.5 cm). 

Trunk /Bark/Twigs:  Bark is smooth, thin and either gray or brown. Twigs can be either red or white and are 

slender and upright. 

Foliage: Deciduous, palmately lobed, oppositely arranged, thin leaves are green on upper surfaces and gray on 

lower and have 3 major and 2 supplementary lobes. Mostly simple, with lobe sinuses equaling more than 1/3 of the 

length of the lobe, though an occasional leaf may be compound; varying widely across its range.  Margins are 

sharply serrate, petioles long and reddish.  

Flowers: Usually Monoecious; pinkish or greenish-yellow flowers, in flat-topped clusters numbering 2 to 10; 

blooms from May to July. 

Fruit:  Yellow or red double (two-winged) samaras, ½ -1 ½ inches long (1.25 ï 3.75 cm) 

Site Ecology: Requires a regular source of water and an elevation of 4,500 feet (1,360 meters) and higher to thrive 

in California.  Dwarf maple is shade tolerant and can persist in the under story of fir and spruce climax forests. 

Natural Significance: Deer, elk, and sheep browse the foliage and squirrels and chipmunks favor the seeds. 

Ethnobotanical Use: The sweet inner bark was gathered in spring and used to make wine.  Tea made from 

branches of Mountain Maple was used to reduce swelling and heal snake bites.  Mountain Maple wood is very 

strong and after drying it was to used make spoons, arrows, bows, hoops, handles, and cradle springs.  

Commercial Use: These fast growing trees have colorful orange leaves in the fall and can be a useful ornamental 

in the right garden setting; however, probably too hot to do well in the Central Valley.   

Propagation: Can be propagated from seeds sown soon after harvest.  Seed Collection: As soon as samaras turn 

yellowish or reddish brown and the seeds inside are firm, filled out, and dark brown. It is best to gather from the 

tree as seeds that have already dropped lose viability quickly and are easily infested.  Seed is usually not extracted 

from the samara.  Keep in cold, moist storage.  

Seed Treatment: Best results from seeds are obtained by alternating warm & cold stratification. 

Remarks: The largest specimen, at 67 feet in height (20.3 meters), lives in Island City, Washington; also called 

Rocky Mountain Maple.  Often times there are red blotches on the leaves caused by galls produced by an eriophyid 

mite.  A.g. var. diffusum has small leaves and white twigs and is found in desert mountains and the eastern Sierra 

Nevada. A.g. greenei has very small leaves and a samara with overlapping wings and is found only in the Southern 

Sierra Nevada.   
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Acer macrophyllum- Big Leaf Maple  

Acer: Latin name - sharp (leaves or used as lances) or Celtic "ac" (hard) / Latinized form of Malayan name - 

leaves resemble genus Vitex; macrophyllum: means large leaves. 

 

Plant Family:  Aceraceae ï The Maple Family 

Geographical Distribution:  Found in all regions of California excluding the Central Valley and deserts, and 

extending north into Alaska, at elevations from sea level to 5,000 feet (1,515 meters).  

Plant Communities: Grows in the north coastal coniferous forest, redwood forest, Douglas fir forest, mixed 

evergreen forest, riparian woodland, and yellow pine forest.  

Habitat:  Commonly found on stream banks and moist canyon soils, but can occur in drier habitats. 

Size: A large tree that typically grows from 30 - 100 feet (9 ï 30 meters) in height and 1 ï 4 feet in trunk diameter 

(0.9 ï 1.2 meters). 

Trunk/Bark/Twigs:  Brown bark is furrowed into small, four-sided plates. Twigs are hairless and green when 

young. Species is often multi-trunked. 

Foliage: Palmately-lobed, oppositely-arranged leaves are 6 

- 10 inches long (15 ï 25 cm) and wide, dark green above, 

paler and hairy beneath. Long, red petioles are up to 10 

inches long (25 cm) and exude a milky sap. Deciduous 

leaves turn orange or yellow in autumn before falling off.   

Flowers: Yellowish-green complete or staminate ¼ inch 

(6.25 mm) flowers on 6 inch long (15 cm) terminal, narrow, 

drooping clusters that open in early May.  

Fruit:  Single seeded 1 - 1 ½ inches (2.5 ï 3.75 cm) samara 

with wings at divergent angles that are covered with stiff 

hairs and mature in May - July. 

Site Ecology: Normally grow in moist, well-drained soils 

but can endure drought in its native range, tolerates 

serpentine and clay soils and surprisingly is also a very 

flood tolerant.  Grows in full sun to partial shade 

Natural Significance: The abundant annual seed crop is 

eaten by mice, squirrels, woodrats, chipmunks, chickarees 

and finches.  Flowers are attractive to numerous insects.  

Ethnobotanical Use: Native Americans used wood to make 

canoe paddles, the leaves were food wraps for storage, and inner bark was used to make rope and even crude 

clothing.  

Commercial Use: Light brown wood used for furniture, veneer, paneling, musical instruments, and cabinets.  

Maple wood is also used to make axe and broom handles.  Sap can be tapped for maple sugar.  Big Leaf Maple is 

planted on sites for revegetation of disturbed riparian areas.  It can be an interesting and color specimen tree in a 

landscape.  Even though it does not normally occur in the Central Valley, a natural is growing in Knights Ferry and 

I have two that are surviving quite will in my landscape in Oakdale, CA.   

Propagation: Stratify seed for 90 days at 410 F. before planting.  

Remarks: Leaf size and hairiness is highly variable throughout the range. Big Leaf Maple is the most commonly 

occurring western maple and has largest leaves of any North American maple.  The dark splotches on the fall leaves 

are caused by speckled tar spot fungus (Rhytisima punctatus) The largest tree is 61 feet tall (18.5 meters) and 

located in Los Altos hills, California.  . 
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Acer negundo var. californicum ï California Box Elder  

Acer: Latin name - sharp (leaves or used as lances or Celtic "ac" (hard) / Latinized form of Malayan name - leaves 

resemble genus Vitex; negundo: from a Sanskrit name for a tree whose leaves resemble box elder. 

 

Plant Family:  Sapindaceae (previously Aceraceae) ï The Soap Berry Family 

Geographical Distribution:  In California, the species is widespread outside of desert areas, and can be found at 

elevations from sea level to 6,000 feet (1,820 meters).  

Plant Communities: Many plant communities including: most typically wetland-riparian but also yellow pine 

forest, foothill woodland, chaparral, and valley grassland  

Habitat:  Occurs in wet or moist environments such as along streams or in valleys, in forests or woodlands, usually 

at lower elevations. The species is adapted to riparian habitats, but can 

tolerate drought.  

Size: Box elder is a small to medium tree that grows rapidly to 35 feet 

(10.5 meters) in 20 years, with a spread of 15 - 35 feet (4.5 ï 10.5 

meters); trees may reach 50 feet (15 meters). 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs  Bark is a pale gray-brown and has many narrow 

ridges and fissures becoming deeply furrowed at maturity.  Mature twigs 

are coated with down. 

Foliage: Deciduous, opposite, pinnately compound leaves have 3 - 7 

ovate or elliptical leaflets, which measure 2 ï 4 inches long (5 ï 10 cm) 

and 1 - 1 ½ inches wide (2.5 ï 3.75 cm). Upper surfaces are light green, 

lower are paler. Leaflet margins are coarsely saw-toothed and 

occasionally lobed.  Foliage turns yellow or occasionally red in autumn. 

Flowers: Yellow-green, 3/16 inch (4.5 mm) long flowers appear 

clustered on drooping stalks before leaves come out in spring, with male 

and female flowers on separate plants; thus box elder is dioecious. 

Fruit:  Single-seeded white to pale yellow, paired samaras with 

conspicuous wings, mature in summer and remain on tree through 

winter.  

Site Ecology:  Adapted to all soil types. This is a very tough tree that tolerates heat, cold, wind, seasonal flooding 

and drought.  Typically found in moist habitats such a river and stream banks.  Box elder grows in sun to partial 

shade in a 10 ï 20 inch (25 ï 50 cm) average annual rainfall regime.  

Natural Significance: Riparian box elder communities provide important habitat for many wildlife species and 

protect livestock from temperature extremes in summer and winter.  Many species of birds and squirrels feed on the 

seeds of box elder.  This tree may be poisonous to livestock   

Ethnobotanical Use: The Plains Indians used the sap as a source of syrup, and it is still used today, but the product 

is not as sweet as sugar maple syrup.  

Commercial Use: Useful for stream bank erosion control and as a wind break. The species is widely planted as an 

ornamental.  Wood is of low commercial value. 

Propagation: Propagated by seed that needs to be stratified at 41 degrees F (9 degrees Celsius) for 90 days. 

Remarks: The tree is periodically attacked by box elder bug. Species has a short life span; averages about 35 years 

but can live to 75 ï 100 years.  Heavy pubescence on the leaves distinguishes A.n. var. californicum from the 5 

other recognized subspecies.  This variety only occurs in California.  The largest specimen is in Union City, 

California and is 36 feet (11 meters) tall and the national champion. 
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Achillea millefolium ï Common Yarrow 

Achillea: named after the Greek warrior Achilles; millefolium: thousand leaves or much divided leaves.   

 

Plant Family: ï Asteraceae - Sunflower Family 

Geographical Distribution:  Yarrow is found in every state in the Union.  It grows throughout California 

except the deserts; below 11,500 feet (3,500 meters) 

Plant Communities: Yarrow species are found in almost all plant communities except the alkali sink scrub, 

Joshua tree woodland, and creosote bush scrub. 

Habitat:  Many habitats, except deserts.  

Size: Usually is from 1 ï 4 feet tall (0.3 ï 1.3 meters) including flower stems.  

Bark/Trunk/Twigs: Numerous simple erect twig-like stems; it is a shrub with no trunk or bark although the 

stems do become woody with age. 

Foliage: Semi evergreen herbaceous perennial with 3 pinnately 

dissected fern-like leaves covered with white wooly hairs; 

green to grayish green color; very aromatic.    

Flowers: Very small flower heads, ¼ inch (0.6 cm) that 

collectively form a tight flattened cluster; white to pink; blooms 

from April  to October; flowers are on stiff stems up to 4 feet 

(1.3 meters) high raising well above the vegetation.  Flower 

heads turn dusty brown in fall. 

Fruit:  Produces many tiny, 2 mm, seeds.  If seeding to replant, 

do not cover the seed as they need light to germinate. 

Site Ecology: Sun to partial shade, moderate water to drought 

tolerant, will do well in a variety of soil types, but drainage 

must be good. 

Natural Significance: Seeds are winter forage for birds such as 

towhees, juncos, and sparrows; flowers attract bees and 

butterflies.   

Ethnobotanical Use: Yarrow was brewed into a tea to treat a 

variety of ailments and the Native Californians called it ñlife medicineò.  Yarrow has been used for 1,000s of 

years as a styptic ï a plant to stop bleeding.  Leaves have been used in washes, salves, and poultices for treating 

burns, boils, open sores, pimples, mosquito bites, earaches, sore eyes and back and leg pains.  Dried yarrow 

leaves have been used as perfumes and bath powders.   

Commercial Use: seeded as a ground cover; seeded to stabilize slopes; dried flower arrangements; used in a 

variety of applications in landscaping. 

Propagation: Regenerates most effectively with seeds that are left on the soil surface and exposed to light; also 

can be propagated by dividing rhizomes.  

Remarks: Subject to aphid infestations; spreads by underground rhizomes that can result in invasiveness on 

favorable sites.  With more than 85 species of yarrow, the number of cultivars that have been developed is 

probably undocumented.  California has only one native specie.  The genus name Achillea is named after the 

warrior Achilles because during battle he treated the wounds of his men with yarrow to enhance blood 

coagulation. 
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Actaea rubra ï Baneberry  

Actaea is an ancient Greek name, from its wet habitat and similarity to Sambucus leaves or Latin actaea for a 

strong-smelling plant, herb.  Rubra is from the Latin ruber or rubra meaning red. 

 

Plant Family: Ranunculaceae -  

Geographical Distribution: Baneberry grows in all Canadian Provinces all the states except the southeastern 

states from Texas to the eastern seaboard at less than 9,240 feet (2800 meters) elevation.  In California it grows 

in the northwest, Cascade Range, Sierra Nevada, San Francisco Bay Area, outer south Coast Range, and the San 

Bernardino Mountains from sea level to 10,000 feet (3,048 meters)..     

Plant Communities: The forest communities in which baneberry occurs include the: Yellow Pine Forest, Red 

Fir Forest, Lodgepole Forest, Subalpine Forest, Mixed Evergreen Forest, and Redwood Forest. 

Habitat : Actaea rubra is found throughout its native range in moist shady areas, often in deciduous forests but 

also in mixed coniferous forests, open pine or spruce woodlands, swales, stream banks and swamps. 

Size: Baneberry is a deciduous, perennial herb, usually from 1 to 3 feet 30 - 90 cm) tall with one to several 

branched stems. 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs : This shrub is branched and leafy, maybe bushy would be a better description.   

Foliage: The three times compound alternate leaves are 4 ï 16 inches (10 ï 40 cm) across with the toothed to 

irregularly cut leaflets from 1 ï 3 ½ inches (2 ï 9 cm) across.  Lateral leaflets are lanceolate to ovate and 

terminal leaflets are ovate to almost round.   

Flowers: The white flowers are composed of numerous small blooms on stalks called pedicels.  This flower 

cluster occurs in either leaf axils or on stem ends.  When in bloom the stamen in the flower clusters give them a 

feathery appearance. The whole array is bloom time is from May to July 

Fruit: The fruit is a cluster of striking red berries, sometimes white, that are almost round and from.  Poisoning 

from the fruit is unlikely as they are extremely bitter.   

Site Ecology: Baneberry grows best on cool, moist, nutrient-rich sites that range from open to shaded. 

Natural Significance:  Birds that are attracted to 

Actaea fruit include Yellow Bellied Sapsucker, 

American Robin, Gray Cheeked Thrush, Brown 

Thrasher, Gray Catbird, and Grouse.  Apparently they 

have some resistance to the poisons and consume the 

berries in only small quantities. 

Ethnobotanical Use:  Although extremely toxic, 

Native Americans used baneberry root tea to treat 

menstrual cramps and postpartum problems, colds, 

coughs, rheumatism, and syphilis. 

Commercial Use: Some herbalists have used 

baneberry roots as a strong antispasmodic, anti-

inflammatory, vasodialator, and sedative; usually for treating menstrual cramps and menopausal discomfort.  

This plant should NOT be used without concrete knowledge of how and how much to use.  It has been used in 

native plant gardens in association with ferns and other moist/shade tolerant plants.   

Propagation: Propagated by root division in early spring or fall, or by seed sown outside, ½ inch deep, as soon 

as ripe. Seeds germinate the following year and flower the third year. Two periods of cold treatment, inbetween 

which is a period of warm treatment, may hasten otherwise slow germination. 

Remarks: All parts of the plant are poisonous, but the roots and berries are the most toxic.  Photo courtesy of 

Adrianna Galvan.  
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Adenostoma fasciculatum ï Chamise 

Adenostoma: Adeno means gland or glandular; fasciculatum: bound together or bundled. 

 

Plant Family:  Rosaceae ï The Rose Family 

Geographical Distribution:  Foothills surrounding Central Valley, central Coast Ranges, and throughout 

southern California from 500 - 5,000 feet (150 ï 1,500 meters) 

Plant Communities: Grows mostly in chaparral and foothill woodland communities.  

Habitat:   One of the more common shrubs of the coastal, open forests, and woodlands.  The chaparral plant 

community has chamise as one of its major inhabitants. 

Size:  A much-branched shrub 2 - 12 feet tall (0.6 ï 3.5 meters); 

often in dense pure stands that are impossible to walk through. 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:  Diffusely branched, stems straight, bark 

shreddy and reddish to grayish brown; fire resistant burls are at 

base of each shrub  

Foliage: Evergreen, tiny needle-like leaves in bundles that 

surround stem, alternately arranged and sticky.  Young foliage is 

light to yellow green and becomes darker with age. 

Flowers: White flowers are in a dense terminal panicle; flowers 

are minute but panicle is large and showy at ends of stalks; 

blooms from February to July 

Fruit : Fruit is a hardened achene (a small dry one-seeded fruit 

that does not open readily) clustered at the ends of reddish 

colored stalks; seed clusters range in color from burnt orange to 

maroon.  

Site Ecology: This is a tough plant that stands full sun, variable 

soil and limited amounts of water. 

Natural Significance: Is important shelter for many animals; 

goldfinches and woodrats eat the seeds.  Chamise is an excellent 

honey plant for bees.   This shrub is a great stabilizer of 

watersheds, especially in Southern California.  Deer graze new 

growth after a fire. 

Ethnobotanical Use:  Native Americans had many medical uses 

for the leaves, including treating colds and snakebites. Chamise 

oils were used to treat skin infections, and an infusion of the bark 

and leaves was used for syphilis.  A binding agent for arrows and 

baskets was made from scale insects found on chamise plants. 

Commercial Use: Chamise is probably not used commercially.  

Propagation: Chamise most often regenerates by stump 

sprouting.  Growth from seeds is rare in the wild, but can be done 

under garden conditions.  

Remarks: A common chaparral plant of lower foothills; often occurs in pure stands; after fire, these plants 

sprout abundantly from stumps. It is sometimes called greasewood.  Dense stands are almost impenetrable to 

humans on foot and on horseback.  Longevity of chamise is estimated at 100 to 200 years.  A second California 

species is Red Shank, Adenostoma sparsifolium, which is found from San Luis Obispo County to Baja 

California 
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Aesculus californica ï California Buckeye  

Aesculus: Linnaeusô name for this genus but the word in Latin means edible acorn; californica: from California 

 

Plant Family:  Sapindaceae (Previously Hippocastanaceae) ï The Soap Berry Family 

Geographical Distribution:  California endemic foothill woodlands and valleys of the Coast Ranges, Sierra 

Nevada, and Tehachapi Mountains; below 5,500 feet (1,700 meters) 

Plant Communities:  California buckeye typically grows in Coastal Sage Scrub, Mixed-evergreen Forest, 

Riparian (rivers & creeks) and Central Oak Woodland. 

Habitat:  Intermittent riparian streams and/or dry, hot slopes of the foothills. 

Size: A multistemmed large shrub to small tree from 12 - 35 feet tall (3.5 ï 10 meters) with single trunks of 8 - 

20 inches in diameter (20 ï 50 cm) and multi-stem trunks of 4 ï 6 inch diameter (10 -15 cm); the tree is rapid 

grower and sometimes shrub like and spreading.  It is long lived; up to 200 years. 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs  Smooth grayish white bark that is especially vivid after leaf fall.  Twigs are stout and 

hairless.  They are reddish the 1st year and become darker with age.  They also show conspicuous triangular leaf 

scars.  

Foliage: Summer deciduous green, palmately compound leaves 

in leaflets of 5-7 and each leaflet 2 ¼ - 6 ½ inches (6-17 cm) 

long, with a finely toothed margin and (particularly in spring) 

downy surfaces; each leaflet oblong-lanceolate and finely 

serrated; early spring foliage, but drop leaves beginning in July.  

The trees look dead in mid to late summer. 

Flowers: Great showy spring flowers; erect candelabra like 

flowers 3-6 inches in length; white to rose colored. 

Fruit:   Small pear-like or fig shaped fruit is in fuzzy green 

husk; seed turns shiny brown color and has a ñbuckeyeò where 

it attached to the parent plant.  Large 1 ï 3 inch long seeds (2.5 

ï 7.5 cm).    

Site Ecology:  Grows best in a coarse, well drained soil; 

drought tolerant; pH 5.5-7.5; will grow naturally in a 16-75 inch (40 ï 180 cm) precipitation range. 

Natural Significance: When the shoots are small and leaves are new they are low in toxins and are grazed by 

livestock and wildlife.  

Ethnobotanical Use: Seeds used by natives as food (esp. when other food was scarce) after rather tedious 

preparation as the seed are poisonous to human in raw form; used to stun fish in quiet pools; medicinal 

applications include: suppositories for hemorrhoids, bark poultice for snake bites and as toothache remedy. 

Commercial Use:  Buckeye is planted as an ornamental.  California buckeye is valuable as a soil binder on 

stream or river banks and steep slopes.   

Propagation: Propagates best by its large seeds. 

Remarks: Flowers are poisonous to honey bees.  Harvest seed in November and plant very shallow in well, 

drained soil.  Germinating seed must be kept damp if not enough winter rain.  Water the first year; should reach 

1 foot first year.  A single spring time watering is probably all thatôs necessary after year one.  There are some 

great specimens in the UC Davis arboretum.  The largest specimen is at the Swanton Pacific Ranch north of San 

Luis Obispo and is 46 feet (14 meters) tall. 
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Agave deserti - Desert Agave/Century Plant  

Agave: admired one in reference to the stately nature of century plant; deserti: of or from the desert 

 

Plant Family:  Liliaceae ï Lily Family 

Geographical Distribution:  Sonoran Desert mountains (low desert around Salton Sea), Arizona, and Baja 

California below 5,000 feet (1,500 meters). 

Plant Communities: Creosote Bush Scrub 

Habitat: Rocky slopes and dry washes of the lowland desert  

Size: Up to 2 feet (60 cm) tall and 3 feet (90 cm) wide with a flower stalk as tall as 15 feet (4.5 meters). 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs   An evergreen 

succulent with no true trunk 

Foliage: Plant forms a rosette of 

fleshy gray-green leafs that are 1 ï 

2 ½ feet (30 ï 75 cm) long and 2 ï 

4 inches (5 ï 10 cm) wide.  The 

leaves have spines along the 

margins 

Flowers: Yellow flowers from 

May to July are at the ends of 

stalks.  The individual flowers are 

funnel shaped and 1 ¼ - 2 ½ inches 

(3 ï 6 cm) long and are massed on 

top of the stalk. 

Fruit: An oval capsule full of 

black seeds 

Site Ecology: Grows in full sun, 

very drought tolerant and needs 

excellent drainage.  Agave is cold hardy to 5 degrees F (-15 degrees C). 

Natural Significance:  Agave is the larval food for the California Giant Skipper Butterfly  

Ethnobotanical Use: The desert dwelling Indians used fibers from the leaves to make cloth, bowstrings, and 

rope. Young flower stalks, buds, and hearts of plants were roasted and eaten. Food from the Agave often 

became a dietary staple, especially in drought years.  Alcoholic drinks were also manufactured from the sweet 

juices.  Sharp leaf tips were used for guiding fibers in basket making and for tattooing.   

Commercial Use: Planted as an ornamental, works well in a desert garden and also can be grown in containers 

Propagation: Can be propagated by seeds, bulbs, rhizomes, or tubers. 

Remarks: Takes about 30 ï 40 years to reach maturity and bloom.  Most plants bloom once and die.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Native_Americans_in_the_United_States
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Ailanthus altissima ï Tree of Heaven (non-native) 

Ailanthus: reaching to heaven; altissima: tall or high 

 

Plant Family: Simaroubaceae ï (no common name) 

Geographical Distribution:  Abundant in Sierras and Klamath ranges; below 4,000 feet (1,200 meters).  Tree 

of heaven is native to northeast and central China and Taiwan. 

Plant Communities: Thrives along riparian corridors, but will grow almost anywhere in Californiaôs Central 

Valley oak woodlands. 

Habitat:  Along streams and river canyons throughout state, but not in desert.  

Size: Single stem tree 40 ï 70 feet tall (12 ï 21 meters) with a 1 foot diameter (30 cm) trunk.  It is one of the 

fastest growing trees in North America, but it is also short lived with 50 years its maximum. 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs : The twigs are reddish in color. The branches are light to dark gray in color, smooth, 

lustrous, and containing raised lenticels that become fissures with age. The ends of the branches become 

pendulous. All parts of the plant have a distinguishing strong odor that is 

often likened to peanuts, or cashews.  

Foliage: Deciduous, alternate, pinnately compound with 13 - 25 leaflets 12 - 

36 inches long (30 ï 90 cm); leaflets egg to lance shaped 2 - 6 inches long (5 

ï 15 cm); margins entire, tips sharp pointed and bases horizontal  

Flowers: Dioecious; inconspicuous yellowish green female seed bearing 

flowers; pollen bearing flowers on male trees are more profuse and smelly to 

attract pollinators.  

Fruit: Whitish; fruit are 1/5 inch (5 mm) clusters of samaras (winged) with 

the seed in the middle of a papery twisted wing; the seeds are in reddish-

brown clusters that are rather attractive. 

Site Ecology: Ailanthus is an opportunistic plant that thrives in full sun and 

disturbed areas. It spreads aggressively both by seeds and vegetatively by 

root sprouts, re-sprouting rapidly after being cut.  It is considered a shade-

intolerant tree and cannot compete in low-light situations. It grows rapidly on harsh sites; in fact, it is so tough 

that it is the tree that grew against all odds in A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. 

Natural Significance: An aggressive weed in disturbed areas, very invasive, hard to eliminate, foliage, flowers, 

and twigs emit an unpleasant odor when crushed, but not like peanut butter!!   

Ethnobotanical Use: As an introduced exotic, it is out of place and has no use, but is used extensively in China 

(see below). 

Commercial Use: Ailanthus can certainly be used to prevent erosion and add vegetation to a highly disturbed 

site, but its aggressiveness has made it a weed in most instances.  In China its leaves serve as food for the 

Alianthus silk moth.  The silk is stronger than mulberry silk but is not as glossy or as smooth textured.   The 

roots, leaves and bark are still used today in traditional Chinese medicine, primarily as an astringent.  

Propagation: This plant easily reproduces by either seeds, cutting, or root sprouts.  

Remarks: Native to China, introduced by Chinese settlers in 1874 to the Mother Lode; now a naturalized 

species; has spread across the US; a very large specimen is in Long Island, NY and is 64 feet tall by 6 feet 4 

inches in diameter.  Have you ever read A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith?  Ailanthus produces an 

aleopathic chemical called ailanthone, which inhibits the growth of other plants.  Tree is unusual because all of 

its relatives are native to the tropics, rather than a temperate climate.  The largest tree is 88 feet tall (26.7 

meters) and located in Sanger, California.    
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Alnus incana ssp. Tennufolia ï Mountain Alder  

Alnus: the classical Latin name for this genus; incana: grayish or hoary; tenuifolia: with finely-divided, 

slender leaves  

Plant Family:  Betulaceae ï Birch Family 

Geographical Distribution:   Mountain Alder is found from central Alaska and the Yukon Territory, southeast 

to western Saskatchewan and British Columbia, and south throughout the Mountain States to New Mexico and 

California.  In California it grows in the Klamath and Cascade Ranges and the Sierra Nevada between 4,000 ï 

8,000 feet (1,200 ï 2,400 meters) elevation. 

Plant Communities:  This alder is found in yellow pine forests, red fir forests, montane coniferous forests, and 

wetland-riparian areas. 

Habitat:  Commonly found in moist mountain canyons, swales, open-canopy riparian stands, and upper 

montane meadows. 

Size: Mature plants are 6 ½ - 30 feet (2 ï 9 meters) tall with trunks 4 ï 8 inches (10 ï 20 cm) in diameter.  The 

crown of the shrub/tree is broad and spreading.   

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:  A large multi-stemmed shrub or small tree that is often found growing in thickets.  The 

bark is thin and gray to reddish gray.  Older plants develop a scaly bark. 

The twigs are slender, light green and hairy.  Lenticels are evident on the 

twigs.   

Foliage: The simple deciduous leaves are arranged on twigs alternately and 

range from an oval   to egg shape.  The upper surface of the leaf is dark 

green and the lower surface is yellowish green.  Both surfaces tend to be 

hairless.  The leaves are 2 ï 4 inches (5 ï 10 cm) long and 1 ï 2 ½ inches 

(2.5 ï 6 cm) wide.  The margins are doubly serrated with tip that varies 

from round to sharp pointed and bases that are round to heart shaped.    

Flowers: Both male and female catkins are produced during the growing 

season prior to blooming. Catkins expand before the leaves emerge in the 

spring and flowering generally begins during March and April. Male 

catkins grow in clusters of 2 to 4. They are 0.8 to 3 inches (2 - 8 cm) long 

and pendulous at maturity. Female catkins are woody and resemble cones, 

growing in clusters of 2 to 6. 

Fruit:  Produces cones that are ½ - ¾ inch (1.25 ï 2 cm) long that are green when young and mature to a brown 

color.  Each cone scale encloses a small winged seed.  

Requirements: This shrub is shade intolerant.  If there are not periodic disturbances, it can be over grown.  

Flooding is a disturbance that allows Mountain Alder to reseed itself.  It grows best in coarse to medium, 

nutrient rich, moist soils.  Mountain alder can tolerate floods but not drought. It is able to survive extremely 

cold winters. 

Natural Significance: Leaves and twigs provide important browse for deer, moose, and elk.  Birds eat alder 

buds and seeds.  Thickets also act shelter belts for numerous species.  Mountain Alder also protects stream 

banks and water sheds from erosion.  

Ethnobotanical Use: Bark in conjunction with other products was made into red dyes.  The list of medicinal 

uses is huge.  This plant was the aspirin of natural plant remedies.  

Commercial Use: Alder wood is used to make furniture & novelty items.  The wood is used to smoke fish. 

Propagation: It reproduces by seed, rhizomes, or root suckers.  

Remarks: Like other alders its root system develops nodules that fix atmospheric nitrogen.  This is an 

important nutrient source in areas the alder inhabits. 
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Alnus rhombifolia ï White Alder   

Alnus: the classical Latin name for this genus; rhombifolia: diamond-shaped leaves. 

 

Plant Family:  Betulaceae ï The Birch Family  

Geographical Distribution:  Throughout the Pacific Northwest, Nevada, Idaho, and Montana 

Habitat:  open, rocky stream banks and often adjacent slopes, even where rather dry, at elevations from 300 ï 8,000 

feet (90 ï 2500 meters) 

Plant Communities: Because of its wide range in elevation, white alder is found in low elevation oak woodland, 

chaparral, douglas fir forest, mixed-evergreen forest, redwood forest, riparian (rivers & creeks), and higher 

elevation yellow pine forest. 

Size: Grows 40 to 80 feet in height (12.5 - 25 meters) with trunks 1 ï 2 feet (30 ï 60 cm) in diameter. 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs  Light gray, smooth bark becomes darker and broken into scaly plates with age.  There is dark 

upside down vee marks where branches grow from the trunk.  Twigs are slim and at first light green and pubescent, 

becoming smooth and dark red-orange and flecked with 

small scattered lenticels.      

Foliage: Narrowly elliptic to rhombic, alternately 

arranged, 1 ½ to 3 inches long (3 ï 5 cm) leaves have 

usually singly serrate margins. Upper surfaces are green, 

lower yellowish-green with prominent parallel veins.  

The leaves are deciduous, but do not change color before 

dropping in winter.  

Flowers: Monoecious; pollen bearing catkins (male 

flowers) in clusters of 3 ï 5 and 2 - 8 inches long (5 - 20 

cm); female catkins are short and thick, borne at the ends 

of branchlets.  

Fruit:  The many-scaled, cones are ¼ - ½ inches (10 ï 29 

mm) long and bear one small, round unwinged nutlet per 

scale.  Cones are initially green but turn dark brown with 

age and are shed in fall/winter. 

Site Ecology:  White alder is a very fast growing tree in cool, moist to wet environments, only mildly shade 

intolerant, it will do will in shaded stream banks; must have a constant source of moisture to succeed.  White Alder 

grows very fast to 30 feet (9 meters) in 5 to 6 years.     

Natural Significance: Leaves and twigs provide browse for grazers, birds eat buds and seeds.  It provides habitat 

for birds and wildlife and stabilizes tree banks. 

Ethnobotanical Use: Used medicinally for diarrhea, skin problems in children, and on burns.  Dried bark used as a 

blood purifier and facilitate child birth. Juice was used as a source of red dye and the wood was used to smoke 

salmon, eels, and deer meat.  The small branches were used to make arrow shafts.  

Commercial Use: Wood used in furniture and novelty items and to smoke fish and meat.  

Propagation:   Stratify seeds for 60 ï 90 days at 400 F prior to planting. 

Remarks: Nitrogen fixing; there are 30 species of Alder world wide, with 4 of these are native to California: A. 

incana ssp. tenuifolia (mountain alder), A. rubra (red alder), and A. viridis ssp. sinuata (thinleaf of Sitka alder).  

The white alder is most closely related to the red alder (Alnus rubra), differing in the leaf margins being flat, not 

curled under. This tree can be useful in a wet spot where nothing else will grow.  The largest specimen is in 

Springville, California and is 75 feet (22.7 meters) tall.  
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Alnus rubra oregona ï Red Alder 

Alnus: the classical Latin name for this genus; rubra means red and oregona refers to being from Oregon. 

 

Plant Family:  Betulaceae ï The Birch Family 

Geographical Distribution:  Occurs from southeastern Alaska to San Luis Obispo County at elevations to 

3,000 feet (1,000 meters).  Other than a northern Idaho colony, red alder occurs mostly along the coast.  

Plant Communities:  Grows in northern coastal scrub and montane woodlands 

Habitat:  Grows along stream banks, in moist flood plains; and along lake shores, wet slopes, and sandy coastal 

areas. 

Size: Red alder grows to 90 feet (27 meters) in height and is the largest of the North American alders.  Its 

typical height is 40 ï 60 feet (12 ï 18 meters) with trunks from 1 ï 3 feet (30 ï 90 cm) in diameter. 

Trunk /Bark/Twigs:  Red Alder is a graceful looking tree with a straight trunk.  A thin, smooth, gray bark 

breaks into darker, shallow rectangular plates with age.  The inner bark of red alder is red, hence the common 

name.  Sometimes red alder bark is so thin and light colored that it is mistaken for paper birch (Betula 

papyrifera).   

Foliage: Deciduous, leathery leaves are ovate to 

elliptic, 3 ï 6 inches long 7.5 ï 15 cm) and 1 - 2 ½ 

inches wide (2.5 ï 6 ¼ cm), with deeply doubly serrate 

to crenate margins, with margins tightly rolled under. 

Upper surfaces are dark green and hairless, lower are 

pale and have prominent, parallel, rust colored veins 

with up to 10 ï 15 pairs of side veins. 

Flowers: Flowers are tiny and occur in spring.  The 

male flowers are yellowish, 2 ï 8 inches long (5 ï 20 

cm) pollen-bearing catkins in clusters of 3 ï 5.  The 

female flowers are reddish in color.  

Fruit:  many-scaled, cone-like catkins are ½ - 1 ¼ 

inches long (1.25 ï 3 cm) and bear one small, winged 

nutlet per scale 

Site Ecology:  Red alder is shade intolerant, yet prefers moist, cool sites.  It grows on a variety of soil types 

from gravel through clay.  It can survive light surface fires despite thin bark and is a rapid invader of exposed 

soils in its range.  

Natural Significance:  The thickets adjacent to wet area provide habitat for a wide variety of birds and small 

animals.  Deer browse the leaves 

Ethnobotanical Use: Wood used by Native Americans for medicinal purposes.  The inner bark yields a red 

dye.   

Commercial Use: Wood used to make inexpensive furniture, cabinets, tool handles, and paper pulp.  It is 

planted as an ornamental on wet sites and used to stabilize soils after fires or other disturbances.  

Propagation: Red alder can be propagated by both seeds and cuttings. 

Remarks: No other western alder has rolled under leaf edges or cones over ¾ inch (2 cm) long.  Red alder trees 

fix nitrogen in the soil.  
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Ambrosia chamissonis ï Silver Beach Bur 

Ambrosia is Greek for food of the gods and chamissonis is after French botanist Adelbert von Chamisso (1781-

1838) 

 

Plant Family:  Asteraceae ï Sunflower Family 

Geographical Distribution:  One of the most common plants found on coastal sand dunes from Baja California 

to British Columbia, and on the Channel Islands at less than 100 feet elevation (30 meters). 

Plant Community: Coastal strand 

Habitat:  Oceanside to a short distance inland on sand dunes 

Size: Prostrate stems up to 5 feet (1.5 meters) long and may reach 1 foot (30 cm) tall.  The entire plant may for 

large sprawling mats up to 10 feet (3.3 meters) across. 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs : This herbaceous plant has many brown to grey branches that may be covered with silky 

hairs.  The hairs seem to be more prevalent in plants in California.  Further north the hairs are sparse or absent 

and the plant has a more grey-green appearance.  

Foliage: The simple leaves are on long petioles and 

extremely variable.  They may be ovate, rhombic, 

oblanceolate, or triangular.  They may be toothed to 

3 pinnately lobed.   

Flowers: The plant is monoecious with male and 

female flowers on the same plant but on different 

heads, the male flowers packed on terminal spikes 

with the female flowers below the male.  The muti-

flowered males are yellowish green and the single 

female flower is about the same color.  Silver 

Beach Bur blooms from July to November. 

Fruit:  This is a round, reddish-brown bur with 10 ï 

20 thick based spines on each bur.     

Requirements: Silver beach bur needs excellent 

drainage and full sun; salt tolerant    

Natural Significance: Nothing noted 

Ethnobotanical Use: Plant used as medicine for 

healing and strength.  Children played with stems 

that exuded a blood-colored juice; looked like they 

had been injured.   

Commercial Use: This plant helps to stabilize dunes and prevent erosion caused by the wind 

Propagation: Seeds are collected between April to December.  Mature inflorescences are brown. Seeds are burr 

like, 5 to 10 mm long, greyish brown. Seeds drop from plant when mature. 

Remarks: Some scientists have assigned the less hairy plants a subspecies name of A. chamissonis ssp. 

bipinnatisecta.  Silver beach bur is a species of ragweed.  
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Ambrosia psilostachya ï Western Ragweed 

Ambrosia is Greek for food of the gods and psilostachya is derived from the Greek psilos, bare and stachys, a 

spike, hence a bare spike. 

 

Plant Family:  Asteraceae ï Sunflower Family 

Geographical Distribution:  A common weed found throughout the United States and Canada that grows 

below 3,300 feet (1,000 meters) elevation. 

Plant Communities: It is a weed and like most weeds it characteristically occupies disturbed places, including 

intermittently wet and disturbed meadows, dry places like roadsides,  

Habitat:  Western ragweed grows in grasslands, savannas, and woodlands across North America.  In addition to 

occurring in its native settings (such as dry prairies, blowouts, washouts, sandy woods, meadows, and hills), 

western ragweed is a widespread weed in waste places, roadsides, railroads, overgrazed rangeland, and other 

disturbed places. 

Size: An tall, upright perennial with slender branched stems and grows from 1 ï 6+ feet tall (30 cm ï 2 meters)  

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:  Stems arise from a branching rhizome that will extend down to 6 ½ feet (2 meters) into the 

soil.  As aerial stems are killed by frost, plant overwinters as a rosette.  The stems are straw colored and will 

range from softly hairy to bristly.     

Foliage: The lower leaves are opposite and lanceolate to ovate in shape with 1 to 2 pinnate lobes and hairy.  

Upper leaves are sessile.  Leaves can be up to 5 inches (12 cm) long.   

Flowers: The species is monoecious, and the inflorescence is composed of staminate (male) flower heads with 

the pistillate heads located below and in the axils of leaves.  Bloom time is from June - November 

Fruit:  The fruit is a tiny obvoid bur, greenish brown, puberulent (having tiny hairs that can only be seen with 

magnification) with spines.  

Site Ecology: Preferred soil types range from sandy to clay loams.  Otherwise it is quite adaptable to many 

situations and circumstances.   

Natural Significance:  Western ragweed is used for food and nesting material, and as a habitat component by 

small mammals and nongame birds.  Western ragweed is an important food (seeds and foliage) on activity sites 

for upland gamebirds.  It of limited forage value to both domestic and wild grazers. 

Ethnobotanical Use:  This plant had a number of medicinal uses including: Infusion of leaves and stem taken 

for cramps in the bowels and bloody stools.  Infusion of ground leaves and stems taken for colds.  Poultice of 

heated leaves applied to aching joints. Decoction of stems and leaves used after a hair wash as a rinse for 

dandruff.  Infusion of plant given to women during difficult labor.  Decoction of plant used as a wash for sores 

on horses.  It contains a biologically active phytochemical called Psilostachyin. 

Commercial Use:  Although western ragweed readily invades disturbed ground and is not considered desirable 

forage, it is a native forb and is included in prairie restoration plantings. 

Propagation: This plant will reproduce by either seeds or rhizomes.  

Remarks: Western ragweed is one of the main hay-fever plants in late summer when it is in bloom. 
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Amelanchier alnifolia  ï Service Berry 

Amelanchier is from an old French common name and alnifolia means with leaves like genus Alnus (alder). 

 

Plant Family:   Rosaceae ï Rose Family 

Geographical Distribution:  California north coast, Klamath Range, outer North Coast Ranges, high Sierra 

Nevada Mountains, Alaska, and New Mexico.  There are 3 or 4 similar species in the northwest and the Rocky 

Mountains; from 165 ï 8,580 feet (50 ï 2,600 meters) elevation.   

Plant Communities:  In California occurs in chaparral, pinyon-juniper, and coniferous forest communities.  

Habitat:   Found in open shrub land and coniferous forests 

Size:  A shrub that ranges between 3 ï 26 feet (1 ï 8 meters) tall 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:   Twigs may be 

without or covered with matted hairs and 

are reddish brown when young and gray-

brown with age.  Bark is light brown and 

tinged with red, usually smooth with a few 

fissures.  

Foliage:  Leaf blade are elliptic to round 

and 2/3 ï 2 inches (1 ï 5 cm) long and ½ - 

1 7/8 inches (0.8 ï 4.5 cm) wide.  They are 

generally serrated above the middle and 

pinnately veined.  Leaves turn a rich yellow 

color in fall.  

Flowers: Flowers are small, white and 

individually about 1 inch (2.5 cm) across 

and bloom time is April ï June. 

Fruit:  Fruits are berrylike pomes (look and 

taste like blueberries) borne in hanging clusters.  Each fruit contains 4 to 10 small seeds and are purple in color 

when mature. 

Site Ecology: Tolerates infertile, as well a fertile soils, soils must be well-drained.  Needs moderate moisture 

and will endure periods of low moisture, but is not drought tolerant, although there is a difference of opinion on 

this is issue.  Guess Iôll have to try it and see!   

Natural Significance: Serviceberry is a valuable wildlife plant.  Deer, Elk, and Wooly Mammoths browse 

twigs and foliage; fur and game mammals such as black bear, beaver, and hares consume twigs, foliage, fruits, 

and bark.  Upland game birds consume the fruits and buds, and many species of rodents and songbirds eat the 

fruits.  

Ethnobotanical Use:  Native Americans used serviceberry wood to make arrow shafts, spears, and digging 

sticks.  They made a tea, used for treating colds, by boiling the branches.  They also consumed the berries 

Commercial Use:  Serviceberry is used for reclamation and for wildlife, watershed, and shelterbelt plantings.  

It is also planted as an ornamental and to produce commercial fruit crops.  The fruits are added to pastries and 

used for making jelly or syrup.  Several cultivars of Serviceberry have been developed. 

 Propagation:  It can be started from seed or vegetative cuttings. 

Remarks: There are at least five varieties of service berry, but there is not total agreement on this classification. 

It seems that three of these are found in the Sierra Nevada and their ranges overlap.  They include: A. ainifolia 

var. pumila, A. ainifolia var. semiintegrifolia, and A. ainifolia var. utahensis.  All of these service berries 

hybridize making identification quite difficult. The description above is generalized to cover all three varieties.  

Consuming only or large quantities of service berry can result in death due to the high concentration of 

cyanogenic glycosides in young twigs.    
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Apocynum androsaemifolium - Bitter dogbane or Spreading dogbane 

Apocynum, meaning ñaway from dog,ò (due to its poisonous nature) and androsaemifolium refers to leaves like 

Androsaemum, a genus which takes its appellation from the old Greek name Androsaimon used by Dioscorides 

for a kind of Hypericum, which is derived from andros, "man," and haima, "blood," in reference to its blood-red 

sap or juice 

 

Plant Family: Apocynaceae ï Dogbane Family 

Geographical Distribution: This plant is widespread, growing through Canada and the United States except 

four south eastern states.  In California it grows in all the foothiils and mountain ranges with the exception of 

the south coast range and the high desert; from 660 ï 8,250 feet (200 ï 2,500 meters) elevation.  

Plant Communities:  Yellow Pine Forest, Red Fir Forest, Foothill Woodland 

Habitat:   Spreading dogbane is found in a variety of habitats, from native plant communities (as noted above) 

to open woodlands and woodland edges as well as weedy roadsides and waste areas. 

Size: A 2 ï 5 foot (0.6 ï 1.5 meters) tall plant with branching stems. 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:  Stems are widely branching, bushy, red and glabrous (hairless) and a milky sap oozes 

from broken stems, twigs, and leaves.  

Foliage:  Leaf arrangement is opposite and leaf shape is oval with leaf margins entire.  Leaves are 1 ½ - 1 ½ 

inches (4 ï 6 cm) long and tend to droop.  

Flowers: Numerous small pink, nodding, bell-like flowers on short pedicels on the ends of stalks, they are 

fragrant and striped inside with deeper pink.  The flowersô fragrance is reminiscent of lilac. 

Fruit :  Each flower produces 2 slender pods that release numerous small seeds tipped by a tuft of cottony hairs 

that aid in wind dispersal. 

Site Ecology: This opportunistic plant grows in all soil textures and from full shade to full sun.  It needs a well 

drained soil and will tolerate a very acid soil.  

Natural Significance: The flowers produce nectar that is an important food source for insects, most notably the 

monarch butterfly. In fact, the milkweed family, host plant for monarchs, and the dogbane family are closely 

related. 

Ethobotanical Use:  Native Americans used the tough fibers of this and other native dogbanes to make threads 

and cord.  North American Indians also used it to treat a wide variety of complaints including headaches, 

convulsions, earache, heart palpitations, colds, insanity and dizziness.  It should be used with great caution, and 

only under the supervision of a qualified practitioner if taking this plant internally.  The juice of the fresh root 

has been used in the treatment of syphilis.  The sap of the plant has been applied externally to get rid of warts. 

The roots were boiled in water and the water drunk once a week in order to prevent conception (The 1st birth 

control use!).  The green fruits were boiled and the decoction used in the treatment of heart and kidney 

problems and for the treatment of dropsy (edema). 

Commercial Use:  The plant is poisonous, due to the cardiac glycosides it contains.  Despite its toxicity, the 

plant has been used medicinally for a variety of ailments. 

Propagation: It spreads by rhizomes and these can be used to propagate it.  In addition it can be propagated by 

its seeds - best sown as soon as it is ripe in late summer and overwintered outdoors. The seed requires a period 

of cold stratification if it is to germinate well. 

Remarks:  There are numerous subspecies, two of which are native to California.  This plant is a relative of the 

milkweeds, hence the milky sap.   
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Aquilegia formosa ï Western Columbine 

Aquilegia means eagle in reference to the claw like nectaries;  formosa means handsome, beautiful, well-formed 

(kind of like your instructor). 

  

Plant Family:  Ranunculaceae ï Buttercup Family  

Geographical Distribution:  Native from southern Alaska to Baja California and east to western Montana and 

Utah; between 4,000 ï 9,000 feet (1,200 ï 2,700) meters.  Columbine is not native to the central valley floor of 

California. 

Plant Communities:  Grows in Chaparral, Mixed-evergreen Forest and Riparian (rivers & creeks). 

Habitat:  Moist, open woods, banks and seeps;  

Size:  2 - 3 foot (60 ï 90 cm) tall perennial 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs  An open-branched, herbaceous perennial 

Foliage:  Divided leaves into trifoliate leaflets 

that are ¾ - 1 ½ inches (2 ï 4 cm) long and wide 

with delicate, blue-green color.  Leaf shape is 

orbicular with a crenate leaf margin.    

Flowers:  Pendent 2 inch (5 cm) wide flowers 

range from red to yellow and bloom from May 

through August and hang at the end of branches.  

The flowers are quite striking with 5 red 

lanceolate shaped sepals and fused funnel-

shaped petals transitioning from red to yellow.  

The central reproductive parts, stamen and pistil 

are yellow in color.  A really cool flower!    

Fruit: a brown pod  

Site Ecology: Uses medium amount of water 

but does well in dry or wet conditions; grow in 

full sun to part shade; grows in rocky or dry, 

nutrient poor soils.  

Natural Significance: Flowers attract 

hummingbirds and are pollinated by the birds 

and Sphinx moths.   

Ethnobotanical Use:  The nectar was eaten as a 

candy by Native American peoples.  The young 

leaves of variety truncata were gathered before flowering, boiled, and eaten as greens by indigenous peoples of 

California.  Some Plateau Indian tribes used the Aquilegia formosa seeds to concoct a perfume and also to treat 

head lice (go figure!!).  The flowers are edible and the seed are poisonous with a chemical related to cynanide.. 

Commercial Use:  Columbines are easy to grow; just plant, water, and prune old flower stalks back annually.  

This is a very attractive long blooming addition to any garden.  It will probably do better in a shadier or north 

side oriented planting in the Central Valley.    

Propagation: Easily propagated by seeds that have been stratified for 4 ï 5 days at 400 F, then placed in flats in 

the fall. Western columbine can also be propagated by division. 

Remarks: Plant is rather short-lived and needs to be replaced about every three years under a cultivated regime.  

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indigenous_peoples_of_the_Northwest_Plateau
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Arbutus menziesii ï Pacific Madrone  

Arbutus: an old Latin name; menziesii: Archibald Menzies (1754-1842) was an English naturalist who collected 

and classified plants in the United States.  

 

Plant Family:  Ericaceae ï The Heather Family 

Geographical Distribution:  From Vancouver Island south to Mexico, at elevations from 300 ï 5,000 feet (100 

ï 1,500 meters) 

Plant Communities: Grows in the northern coastal forests.  

Habitat:  Canyons and upland slopes in forests, oak and coniferous woodlands, often as understory.  Many sites 

tend to be dry and influenced by the ocean, although there are exceptions.   

Size: Typically to 25 feet tall (7.6 meters) but can reach 80 feet (24 meters).  Trunks are 1 ï 3 feet (30 ï 100 

cm) in diameter.  

Bark/Trunk/ Twigs: Single or multi-trunked; Smooth, thin, red bark on branches peels in strips, older bark on 

trunk is darker and fissured and may show none of the red ñunderbarkò.   Madrones have a lot of wandering 

angled to horizontal branches.  The upper story of the tree is sparse. 

Foliage: Elliptical, 2 - 4 ½ inches long (5 ï 11.25 cm), 1 

ï 3 inch wide (2.5 ï 7.5 cm) evergreen foliage is thick 

and leathery, shiny dark green above and whitish 

beneath, and alternate in arrangement. Margins are 

entire or have fine serrations. 1 inch (2.54 cm) long 

petioles are grooved.  Leaves turn red as they age. 

Flowers: White to pinkish ¼ inch (6.25 mm) urn-shaped 

flowers occur in terminal clusters measuring 2 ï 6 

inches long (5 ï 15 cm) and wide in early spring. 

Fruit:  orange-red, berry-like fruit to ½ inch (1.25 cm) in 

diameter have approximately 20 dark brown seeds and 

mealy pulp and mature in autumn. 

Site Ecology: Moderately shade tolerant; prefers acid 

soil with good drainage.  Remember, this is a coastal 

plant and in a central valley planting its requirements are 

exacting.  A good substitute for Pacific Madrone would be the hybrid Arbutus óMarinaô, a smaller tree with 

most of the Madrone characteristics. 

Natural Significance: The foliage is not very palatable, therefore not consumed by wildlife or livestock. Fruit 

is edible, especially to band tail pigeons and other birds and mammals.  Many bird species use madrone as 

nesting sites.  Flowers are used by honey bees in honey production and deer will consume them.  

Ethnobotanical Use: c: The Salinan, Miwok, Pomo, and other California tribes have long used the berries of 

Pacific madrone for food and to make cider.  Fresh berries were eaten in small quantities probably because the 

high tannin content makes them astringent.  Berries were strung to make necklaces, and leaves and berries were 

used as decorations.  The Bark has been used in leather tanning. 

Commercial Use: Harvested for firewood and wood also used for cabinets and novelty items.  Fruit also edible 

for human but can cause cramping if eaten in abundance. 

Propagation: Madrone can be propagated by half ripe wood cuttings collected in the fall or seed that has be 

stratified for 60 ï 90 days at 400 F. 

Remarks: Pacific Madrone can resprout following injury from fire or cutting. It is susceptible to a fungal 

disease known as ñMadrone Cankerò.  Trees can be long-lived to 400 ï 500 years old.  
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Arctostaphylos manzanita ï óDr Hurdô Manzanita (Parry Manzanita) 

The name comes from the Greek words 'arktos' meaning "bear" and 'staphyle' meaning "grapes" in reference to 

bears eating the fruit.  Manzanita is the Spanish word for small apple.  Dr. Cuthbert Hurdôs garden was where 

this plant was found growing in 1972.     

 

Plant Family:  Ericaceae ï The Heather Family 

Geographical Distribution:  A hybrid that probably originated in Sonoma County, California. 

Plant Communities: Most likely would be found in chaparral, northern oak woodlands, yellow pine forests and 

central oak woodlands. 

Habitat:  Grows in a variety of places including grasslands, woodlands, and chaparral. 

Size: óDr Hurdô Manzanita is a small tree that reaches 15 feet (4.5 meters) tall and the same width. 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:  Red peeling bark with a multi-branched up right scaffold arrangement makes this 

manzanita a striking specimen both in the wild and in the garden. 

Foliage: Oval shaped light leaves that vary in color from dark green 

to olive green to blue green to a green with white overtones.  

Flowers: Clusters of bell shaped white flowers appear from January 

ï March. 

Fruit:  It has roundish ½ inch (1.25 cm) green berries that turn red at 

maturity. 

Site Ecology:  This manzanita needs a loose well drained soil and 

full sun.  However, it will tolerate a heavier soil than most 

manzanitas.     

Natural Significance: óDr Hurdô flowers attract bumblebees and 

butterflies and a wide range on animals consumed the berries; 

including, bear, coyote, deer, and numerous bird species.   

Ethnobotanical Use: Nothing noted particularly, however all manzanitas were used extensively by Native 

Americans.  A cider was made from the berries and the hard wood was fashioned into a variety of tools or 

carved into artistic items. 

Commercial Use: This is an excellent garden selection, but probably needs to be planted on a mound to prevent 

over watering.  Drip irrigation is preferred as manzanitas are susceptible to root rot and a fungal stem disease 

caused by overhead watering.  

Propagation: Dr. Hurd manzanita can be propagated from both seeds and cuttings.  The seeds require 

pretreatment and then are still slow to germinate.  Treatments include sulfuric acid or boiling water scarification 

followed by cold treatment of about 35 ï 41 degrees (2 ï 5 C) for 2 months or burning straw or pine needles 

over the seeds after they have been planted in flats.  Marjorie Schmidt gives a detail procedure for propagating 

manzanita cuttings in her venerable book Growing California Native Plants.  Probably in the case of this 

horticultural variety, cuttings will assure a more consistent plant.      

Remarks:  There are number of cultivars of Parry Manzanita, óDr. Hurdô being one of them. This form was 

found by John Coulter of the Saratoga Horticultural Foundation in 1972, growing in the garden of Dr. Cuthbert 

Hurd in Portola Valley. It was probably a seedling from Louis Edmunds Native Plant Nursery (one of the old 

native plant growers that were in Danville in the 1950's.) Concerning the origin of this plant, Saratoga 

Horticultural Foundation said, "Although this plant has obvious affinities with Arctostaphylos manzanita it is 

undoubtedly of hybrid origin". This was most likely a seedling collected within a native garden where 

Arctostaphylos manzanita, and Arctostaphylos stanfordiana, were members.  In Sonoma County, California, 

these species occur together and readily hybridize. There are over 230 native and cultivated manzanitas.   
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Arctostaphylos glauca- Big Berry Manzanita  

The name comes from the Greek words 'arktos' meaning "bear" and 'staphyle' meaning "grapes" in reference to 

bears eating the fruit.  Glauca is Greek and means with a fine whitish bloom, or sea green, or bluish green 

coloring of the leaves. 

   

Plant Family:  Ericaceae ï The Heather Family 

Geographical Distribution:  Occurs from the San Francisco Bay Area south to the Southern California 

Mountains and Baja California at elevations from sea level to 4,500 feet (1,360 meters). 

Plant Communities: Grows in chaparral, northern coastal scrub, mixed evergreen forests, and yellow pine 

forests. 

Habitat:  Found in woodlands and chaparrals at low to mid elevations. 

Size: Commonly reaches as high as 25 feet (7.5 meters) and as wide. 

Bark/TrunkTwigs:  Bark is smooth and deep red-brown. Twigs are covered in a greenish wax and occasionally 

have bristles. 

Foliage: Evergreen, oval leaves are 1 ï 2 inches 

long (2.5 ï 5 cm) and rounded at the base. Both 

upper and lower surfaces are grayish-green, 

hairless, and waxy. Margins can be entire or 

finely toothed. 

Flowers: Inflorescences are open, droopy 

clusters of white to pale pink urn-shaped 

flowers measuring not more than 1/3 inch (8.25 

mm) each. Bracts are scale-like with the 

exception of the lowest, which is larger and 

leaf-like. 

Fruit:  Spherical ½ inch (1.25 cm) berry-like 

drupes are very sticky.  The fruit can be 

abundant and hang on the parent plant well into the fall. 

Site Ecology: Lacks burls and will therefore not re-sprout after fire.  Big berry manzanita is quite a tough plant 

that withstands heat, full sun and drought conditions.   

Natural Significance: Fruit is edible and supplies an important food source for a large variety of birds and 

wildlife.  

Ethnobotanical Use: Native Americans ate berries raw, cooked, or made into a meal that was used for 

porridge.  Cider was made from the berries, as well.  The fruit and leaves had numerous medical uses. 

Commercial Use: Used as an ornamental in dry climates. 

Propagation: To develop from cuttings, collect tips in the spring, dip them in IBA#1, place in vermiculite 

under high humidity.  To develop from seeds scarify the seeds in sulfuric acid for 24 hours before planting. 

Remarks: The species is easily identified by its large fruit. Chemicals in the foliage prevent the growth of 

annual plants within the plants drip line. The largest known specimen lives in Sunol Regional Park in Alameda 

County and measures 33 feet (10 meters) in height with a trunk diameter of 16 ½ inches (41 cm). 
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Arctostaphylos hookeri óKen Taylorô ï Monterey Manzanita 

The name comes from the Greek words 'arktos' meaning "bear" and 'staphyle' meaning "grapes" in reference to 

bears eating the fruit.  Hookeri is after Sir William.J.Hooker (1785 ï 1865), director of the Royal Botanical 

Garden at Kew, England. 

     

Plant Family:  Ericaceae ï Heath Family  

Geographical Distribution: Central coast of California and the San Francisco Bay region less than 2,000 feet 

(600 meters) elevation  

Plant Communities: Grows in coastal scrub, and woodlands  

Habitat:  Prefers a coastal environment   

Size:  2 feet (60 cm) tall by 6 feet (2 meters) wide; more of a ground cover 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:  The ground hugging maroon branches root where they touch the ground 

Foliage: Shiny evergreen, alternate, 1/3 ï 2 ¼ inches (0.8 ï 3 cm) long and ¼ - ¾ inches (0.4 ï 1.5 cm) wide, 

elliptic to oblanceolate, base rounded, and margins entire.   

Flowers: Flower color is white to light pink. 

Fruit:  Less than ½ inch (1.25 cm) berries 

Site Ecology: Grows in full sun and needs only occasional water 

Natural Significance: Fruit probably consumed by birds and other wildlife.  

Ethnobotanical Use:  Nothing noted particularly, however all manzanitas were used extensively by Native 

Americans.  A cider was made from the berries and the hard wood was fashioned into a variety of tools or 

carved into artistic items. 

Commercial Use: A great landscape plant in the right environment 

Propagation: Obviously by layering or cuttings; see bark etc. above.  

Remarks:  The Manzanita genus is found mainly on the West Coast and Mexico. Tough, picturesque shrubs 

and small trees are found in considerable variety in California. Their ornamental features include reddish to 

purple, often crooked trunks, round to pointed oval, green to greyish green leaves, and clustered, fragrant urn 

shaped blossoms, painted pink to white. The flowers are borne mostly in late winter and early spring and, often 

develop into attractive berries. Grows in full sun, well drained soil, occasional to no supplemental watering 

once established.  Most are hardy to 0-10oF. There are at least 9 cultivars of A. hookeri; and óKen Taylorô, like 

all A. hookeri, would be suited for a coastal or more temperate environment than the central valley. 
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Arctostaphylos densiflora ï óHoward McMinnô Manzanita (Vine Hill Manzanita) 

The name comes from the Greek words 'arktos' meaning "bear" and 'staphyle' meaning "grapes" in reference to 

bears eating the fruit.  Densiflora means a habit of stem growth that is crowed, close, or dense.  Howard 

McMinn, a botany professor at Mill College in Oakland, California, collected seed in habitat and cultivated 

plants on the Mills College campus.  In he gave plants to the Saratoga Horticultural Foundation and in 1955 

they introduced the óHoward McMinnô Manzanita.  

 

Plant Family:  Ericaceae ï The Heather Family 

Geographical Distribution:  óHoward McMinnô has a very narrow restricted range near Sebastopol in Sonoma 

County, California.  Since cultivars are horticultural selections and garden hybrids, they do not technically have 

a natural range. 

Plant Communities:   The wild ñHoward McMinnò would be found in the closed-cone pine forest and coastal 

sage scrub. 

Habitat:  Grows in a variety of places including grasslands, woodlands, and chaparral. 

Size:  A medium-sized, evergreen mounding shrub to 7 -10 feet (2 ï 3 meters) tall by as wide with a densely-

branched structure - can be kept smaller by pruning.  

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:  It has smooth dark red bark.  The young stems are reddish color. 

Foliage: This manzanita has bright green leaves ¾ - 1 ½ inches (2 ï 3.5 

cm) long that range from elliptic to narrowly lanceolate with a wedge 

shaped base and entire margin.   

Flowers: óHoward McMinnô blooms from late winter into spring with 

showy white tinged with pink flowers. 

Fruit:  These are small spherical red berries about ¼ inch (5 - 6 mm) in 

diameter. 

Site Ecology: 'Howard McMinn' is excellent where you are trying to 

transition from a watered flower bed to the natural. It likes to be five to ten 

feet from a watered area where it can get the root moisture without the wet 

feet it hates. It is one of the most garden tolerant of the manzanita, and 

although you can kill it from overwatering or under watering.  It tolerates 

from sand to clay soils and does well in full sun to part shade. 

Natural Significance:  Moths, hummingbirds, butterflies and all sorts of other native wildlife like the plant, 

both the flowers and the fruit. 

Ethnobotanical Use: Native Americans used berries to make tea and flavor other foods.  Tea was also made 

from the bark to treat poison oak and kidney infections.  The wood was used to carve spoons, canes, head 

ornaments, and pipe stems.     

Commercial Use:  This probably one of the best garden/landscape manzanitas. 

Propagation: Howard McMinn manzanita can be propagated from both seeds and cuttings.  The seeds require 

pretreatment and then are still slow to germinate.  Treatments include sulfuric acid or boiling water scarification 

followed by cold treatment of about 35 ï 41 degrees (2 ï 5 C) for 2 months or burning straw or pine needles 

over the seeds after they have been planted in flats.  There are other methods, as well, but the seeds are slow to 

germinate and erratic in germination percentage.  Marjorie Schmidt gives a detail procedure for propagating 

manzanita cuttings in her venerable book Growing California Native Plants.  Probably in the case of this 

horticultural variety, cuttings will assure a more consistent plant.           

Remarks:  'Howard McMinn' was selected from wild stands of Arctostaphylos densiflora from Sonoma 

County.   
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Arctostaphylos manzanita ï Common Manzanita 

The name comes from the Greek words 'arktos' meaning "bear" and 'staphyle' meaning "grapes" in reference to 

bears eating the fruit.  Manzanita means little apple in Spanish.   

 

Plant Family:  Ericaceae ï The Heather Family 

Range: Occurs north of Contra Costa and Mariposa Counties and into the Klamath Mountains and the Northern 

Coastal ranges at elevations between 650 ï 5,000 feet (200 ï 1,500 meters) 

Plant Communities: Grows in closed cone pine forests, chaparral, foothill woodlands, and lower elevations of 

yellow pine forests.  

Habitat:   

Size: Common manzanita can reach 23 feet high (7 meters) and wide with a trunk diameters from 6 ï 24 inches 

(15 - 60 cm). 

Bark/Trunk/Twigs:  Bark is dark reddish-brown and 

smooth. Twigs are densely covered with fine, whitish 

hairs. 

Foliage: Evergreen, ¾ - 2 inches long (1.9 ï 5 cm) 

leaves are elliptical to nearly round and green to gray-

green on upper and lower surfaces. Blades are hairless or 

finely hairy and can be dull or shiny. Margins are entire 

and leaf stalks short.  Both leaf surfaces are the same 

color.   

Flowers: Inflorescences are droopy ½ - 2 inches long 

(1.25 ï 5 cm) and oblong in shape with clusters of white 

to pale pink urn-shaped flowers measuring not more than 

1/3 inch (8.25 mm) each and appearing in spring. 

Fruit:  Berry-like fruits are round to slightly flattened 

and measure 1/3 -1/2 inch in diameter 8.25 ï 12.5 mm). 

Fruits emerge white and mature to a deep red-brown. 

Site Ecology: Intolerant of fire damage.  Once 

established it is a very drought tolerant plant. 

Natural Significance: Berries are consumed by wildlife 

and colonial  

Ethnobotanical Use: Native Americans ate berries raw, 

cooked, or made into a meal that was used for porridge.  Cider was made from the berries, as well.  The fruit 

and leaves had numerous medical uses.  Manzanita berries are rich in vitamin C.  The wood from manzanitas 

was burn in many ceremonies because it produced little smoke.  

Commercial Use: The twisted trunks and limbs of Manzanita are fashioned into novelty items going under the 

name of ñMountain Driftwoodò.  The wood is hard and makes excellent fire wood. 

Propagation: To develop from cuttings, collect mature wood, dip them in IBA#1, place in vermiculite under 

high humidity.  To develop from seeds collect in winter, scarify, stratify for 60 ï 90 days at 400 F. 

Remarks: The species has 6 subspecies due to variations in leaf color and hairiness.  All manzanitas hybridize 

freely with other members of their genus.  This makes specific identification somewhat difficult.  To compound 

the ID difficulty there are 56 species of manzanita native to California. 

 

 


