
IMPORTANT PLANTS OF THE SEA-BLUFF & FOOTHILL SECTIONS 
 

BACCHARIS PILULARIS. COYOTE BRUSH OR BUSH. ASTERACEAE, THE DAISY OR 
SUNFLOWER FAMILY. Fast-growing evergreen dioecious shrub from a mounded coastal form a 
few feet tall to upright shrubs over 12 feet high. Small, fragrant, bright green rounded leaves  
with a few teeth, and clusters of male flowers with cream-colored stamens and female flowers 
(separate plants) with white-haired fruits that are wind dispersed. Unusual in blooming in  fall. 
Tolerant of many conditions in gardens and widespread in the foothills, especially in coastal 
scrub and the edge of disturbed chaparral. Can be heavily pruned. 

 
CERCIS OCCIDENTALIS. WESTERN REDBUD. FABACEAE, THE PEA FAMILY. Large 
deciduous shrub or small multitrunked tree with gray-brown bark and rounded to kidney-shaped 
leaves (different from other members of the family Fabaceae). The rose-purple to pink, pealike 
flowers appear along branches before the leaves come out, making spectacular displays in 
early spring. Flowers are followed by pealike seed pods that start wine red then turn brown, 
containing a few large seeds each. Seeds can be soaked in hot water to improve germination 
but the plants are slow to maturity. Leaves turn shades of maroon and yellow in areas with cold 
fall nights, not much so in the Bay Area. Bark was used in basketry. Not native to the Bay Area 
but widespread in chaparral and along the margins of oak woodlands in the inner North Coast 
Ranges and Sierra foothills, with populations also near the desert and in the higher mountains 
of Southern California. Nearby place to see them is on Hwy. 128  west of Williams. 

 
FRANGULA (RHAMNUS) CALIFORNICA AND VARIETIES. COFFEE BERRY. RHAMNACEAE, 
THE BUCKTHORN FAMILY. Mounded woody shrub or growing over 10 feet tall, some forms 
emulating small trees. Highly variable, the elliptical leaves often curled along the margins and 
dark, bright, dull, or gray green according to environment. New twigs red. Clusters of tiny 
yellowish starlike flowers in late spring, loaded with nectar to attract bees. Berrylike drupes 
follow turning from green to yellow to red and finally dark purple and are eaten by birds (not 
advisable for humans). Each fruit contains two or three large coffee bean like seeds giving rise 
to the common name. Many parts of the plant laxative. Widespread from coastal scrub to 
chaparral, open woodlands, and edges of forests throughout the foothills of the Coast Ranges 
and Sierra. Highly useful as backdrops and hedges in gardens with several cultivars available. 
Many stands in the Bay Area including Tilden Park. 

 
JUNIPERUS CALIFORNICA. CALIFORNIA JUNIPER. CUPRESSACEAE, THE CYPRESS 
FAMILY. A bushy multitrunked small tree or large evergreen shrub with pairs of tiny dull to blue- 
green scales along the twigs, foliage fragrant. Bark is fibrous and in long strips; plants are 
dioecious, the minute pollen cones on males, and the pale purple berrylike seed cones on 
females. Fleshy seed cones are designed to be dispersed by birds; Indians sometimes ground 
the cones into flour or used the plant medicinally. Gin flavored with some species of junipers 
(the two words have a common origin). Found in very hot dry places both in the interior foothills 
of the Coast Ranges and southern Sierra as well as in many of the higher desert mountains. 
Easiest access is at Juniper Camp on Mt. Diablo. 

 
JUNIPERUS  COMMUNIS AND  VARIETIES. COMMON OR  MAT JUNIPER. A widespread 
evergreen conifer, differing greatly in size and form according to variety and with a broad 
distribution. Three recognized subspecies in California, all low growing prostrate sprawling 
shrubs retaining the juvenile needles (most other junipers form scaly leaves in maturity) which 
are often silvery on the back and pale to blue green on the upper side. Very slow growing, often 



rooting as they grow. Dioecious, the males with tiny pale yellow pollen cones, the females with 
pale purple berrylike seed cones. Widely distributed but seldom common. A number of clones 
usually in one area such as the high Sierra and rocky outcrops (often on serpentine) in the 
Klamath Mountains. Easiest access is by Lake just east of Tioga Pass. 

 
QUERCUS CHRYSOLEPIS. GOLDCUP OR CANYON LIVE OAK. Large evergreen tree with a 
variable crown according to conditions with dark brown-gray bark, medium sized leathery leaves 
dark green on top and pale underneath, dusted with a gold powder when young and either 
entire or with prickly teeth. Plump rounded acorns borne in a warty acorn cup dusted with gold 
powder. Not common as food. Perhaps the most widespread oak in California, growing on 
north-facing slopes and canyons throughout the Coast Ranges into Baja California, and 
climbing to middle elevations in the mountains. Easily distinguished from other evergreen oaks 
by the bicolored leaves. 

 
Q. KELLOGGII. CALIFORNIA BLACK OAK. Large deciduous tree with a variable crown 
depending on growing conditions, large pinnately lobed leaves, the lobes ending in a bristle tip 
unlike other lobed-leaf oaks, and plump rounded acorns that sit in a shallow scaly acorn cup; 
male tassels in early spring along with briefly bright pink new leaves, the colored hairs later 
wearing off. Bark shallowly checkered and dark gray to black. Preferred food of the Indians. 
Main distribution at middle elevations in most of the mountains, often growing with ponderosa 
pine and white fir. Widely scattered elsewhere with a few localized stands in the East Bay and 
Marin County. 

 
SAMBUCUS SPP. ELDERBERRIES. ADOXACEAE. Fast-growing tall deciduous shrubs to 
small trees with opposite, ill-scented, pinnately compound leaves and panicles or cymes of tiny 
white to cream colored flowers that ripen into berries in summer. Two common species: S. nigra 
caerulea, the blue elderberry, is widespread in canyons and hill slopes into the mountains, 
usually growing inland, and produces cream-colored fragrant flowers in late spring followed by 
blue berries; S. racemosa, the red elderberry, is typically found in shaded coastal canyons and 
bears pyramidal clusters of white flowers in early to mid-spring followed by bright red berries. 
Elderberries have multiple uses, including as medicinals, new straight shoots for flutes and 
clappers, flowers battered and fried as fritters, and fruits made into jelly and wine, best used 
thoroughly cooked to remove the toxins from the seeds. Both species are common in the Bay 
Area-red elderberry at Pt. Reyes, and blue elderberry in the local Berkeley and Oakland hills 
east to Mt. Diablo. 

 
APOCYNUM  CANNABINUM. INDIAN  HEMP. APOCYNACEAE,  THE DOGBANE FAMILY. 
Vigorous, colonizing winter-dormant perennial from substantial roots. Stalks to six feet high 
carry pairs of broad oval leaves similar to showy milkweed, and also imbued with copious and 
poisonous milky sap. Umbel-like clusters of small starlike whitish flowers open in summer 
followed by pairs of single-chambered seed pods with numerous hairy seeds carried on the 
wind. Although related to the milkweeds, Indian hemp lacks the complex gynostegium of that 
genus. The fibers of the old stems in fall, harvested and the bark peeled away, produce strong 
strands when twisted together, some of the finest twine used by the Indians and much coveted. 
Uncommon in the Bay Area, Indian hemp is locally abundant in temporary wetlands, often in 
partial shade, and isolated stands can be found in Marin and Sonoma counties but the main 
bulk of the populations is in the foothills and middle elevations of the Sierra like Yosemite Valley 
where the plant is widespread. Not recommended for most gardens because of its invasive 
ways. Incidentally, there is a second unrelated Indian hemp in the Bay Area whose fibrous 



stems were used in a similar way to this one. Its name is Hoita macrostachya, a member of the 
pea family Fabaceae, and found along creeksides in full sun to part shade but not nearly as 
abundant as Apocynum. Look for this second kind on the Mines Road and on Mt. Tamalpais in 
seeps. 

 
ARABIS BLEPHAROPHYLLA. COAST ROCKCRESS. BRASSICACEAE, THE MUSTARD 
FAMILY. A small short-lived perennial with a tuft of broad, oval basal leaves lined with eye 
lash like hairs and carrying racemes of showy, rose-purple mustard like flowers in early spring. 
Slender seed pods follow, and the bloom season is short but spectacular. Restricted to coastal 
bluffs in the Bay Area. Good populations can be seen on the top of San Bruno Mountain and at 
the tip of the Point Reyes Peninsula. 

 
CLEMATIS LASIANTHA. VIRGIN'S BOWER OR PIPESTEM. RANUNCULACEAE, THE 
BUTIERCUP FAMILY. A vigorous deciduous woody vine with pairs of pinnately compound, 
toothed leaflets and dense clusters of cream colored 4-pointed starlike flowers in spring followed 
by spectacular poufs of seeds with long feathery white styles attached for wind dispersal. Often 
forms bowers over shrubs like ceanothuses and coffee berry, creating beautiful pictures in the 
spring. Abundant on Mt. Diablo and other dry areas and widespread through California's 
foothills. 

 
CLINOPODIUM (SATUREJA) DOUGLASII. YERBA BUENA. LAMIACEAE, THE MINT FAMI LY. 
The "good" herb of the Spaniards is an evergreen creeping ground cover growing mostly in dry 
shade and sometimes near coastal scrub. The oval, scalloped bright green leaves have a lively 
scent of mint and are excellent steeped in hot water for an herbal tea. Tiny white, two-lipped 
flowers hide in the axils of the leaves in summer. This plant once gave its name to San 
Francisco where it was once abundant. It also is common in dry woodlands of the East Bay in 
the hills near the bay. Easy to grow in gardens. 

 
CYNOGLOSSUM GRANDE. HOUND'S TONGUE. Summer/fall-dormant perennial from a 
taproot, sending up a basal cluster of tongue-shaped leaves in winter followed by a panicle of 
blue or blue-purple, forget-me-not like flowers in early spring, each flower with a white corona 
around the stamens and ripening large spreading wart-covered nutlets, easy to grow. 
Widespread throughout the  foothill woodlands and open forests, with good representation 
on Mt. Diablo and other East Bay locations but seldom available in the nursery trade. 

 
ERIGERON GLAUCUS. SEASIDE DAISY. ASTERACEAE, THE DAISY OR SUNFLOWER 
FAMILY. Woody-based mounding perennial with broadly spatula-shaped pale green leaves and 
clusters of large, showy purple and yellow or pink and yellow daisies from late spring through 
summer. Each flower head has numerous narrow rays around a large cluster of tiny yellow disc 
flowers. Hair-tipped seeds are easy to grow as are semiwoody cuttings. Restricted in the wild to 
coastal prairies, bluffs, and dunes and abundant in Pt. Reyes National Seashore. Some 
cultivars available from native nurseries. 

 
ERYSIMUM SPP. WALLFLOWERS. BRASSICACEAE, THE MUSTARD FAMILY. Mostly 
biennials making a leaf rosette atop a taproot the first year, then blooming the second year, 
setting seed, and dying. The leaves are typically narrow and subtly toothed, and the showy 
flowers are in tight racemes and are fragrant. Each flower has 4 crosslike petals, 4 sepals, 6 
stamens of 2 lengths (typical traits of the mustard family Brassicaceae), and slender seed pods 
with abundant small rounded seeds that germinate readily. Flowers may be orange, bright 



yellow, or cream color. Our two most prominent species are E. concinnum from coastal bluffs in 
Marin County with cream colored flowers, blooming early in the Sea Bluff Section; and E. 
capitatum angustatum, a rare variety from the Antioch Dunes with bright yellow flowers along 
the lower edge of the Foothill Section. 

 
GRINDELIA SPP. GUMPLANTS. ASTERACEAE, THE DAISY OR SUNFLOWER FAMILY. 
Mostly upright woody based perennials (one variety is a prostrate ground cover) with broadly 
spatula-shaped dark to bright green, toothed leaves and clusters of large showy yellow daisies, 
the buds covered with a white, sticky gum. Blooms mostly in late spring and summer, 
sometimes into fall, and attractive to bees and butterflies. Each flower head has many disc 
flowers surrounded by many showy ray flowers. Easy to propagate from cuttings and drought 
tolerant. Common in dry areas on the edge of roadsides, woodlands, and chaparral throughout 
the East Bay but the prostrate G. stricta platyphylla is endemic to coastal dunes in places like 
Pt. Reyes. 

 
I RIS  SPP. AND CULTIVARS. WILD IRSES OR PACIFIC COAST IRISES. IRIDACEAE, THE 
IRIS FAMILY. Among the most popular rhizomatous perennials for their beautiful flowers 
and availability, the most common of the lot is the Douglas iris, Iris douglasiana, often 
hybridized with other species and offered as Pacific Coast cultivars in a wide variety of colors. 
Evergreen sword-shaped, equitant leaves and small clusters of showy flowers with 3 colorful 
drooping sepals alternating with 3 colorful narrow upright petals, 3 stamens, and three style 
branches that resemble an internal set of petals. Most bloom in spring. Straight doug iris can 
have white, pale yellow, blue, or purple flowers in many shades and is common mostly on the 
west side of the Bay, being abundant on Mt. Tarn and Pt. Reyes National Seashore. Other 
species in the area include the ground or long-tube iris, /. macrosiphon, in the north bay, and in 
mixed-evergreen forests in the lower mountains /. fernaldii and /.purdyi, both often with pale 
yellow flowers. Also the gorgeous coast irisi, I. longipetala with pale blue flowers is found on 
heavy soils in the west bay in selected locales such as Montara Mountain. 

 
MONARDELLA VILLOSA. COMMON COYOTE-MINT. LAMIACEAE, THE MINT FAMILY. Low- 
growing mounded woody-based perennial with pairs of oval, highly fragrant, pale green often 
hairy leaves and in summer and fall, large pincushion-like heads of tubular blue to purple 
nectar-rich flowers heavily visited by bumblebees and butterflies. May partially die back in cold 
winters, can be heavily sheared to encourage new growth and denser structure. Perfect to grow 
on well-drained soils with minimal summer water in combination with buckwheats and small 
daisies. (Other species also sometimes found but this one is the common one in the wild as well 
as in nurseries.) Look for it in dry areas near chaparral on Mt. Diablo and near Wildcat Peak. 


