
IMPORTANT PLANTS OF THE SIERRAN SECTION

ACER MACROPHYLLUM. BIGLEAF MAPLE. A large, fast-growing deciduous tree of riparian 
corridors and the edge of conifer forests. Vertically furrowed gray-brown bark, pairs of very 
large, palmately lobed leaves that turn golden in the fall (with chilly conditions), hanging trusses 
of pale yellow bee-pollinated flowers in early spring just as the new leaves are unfurling, and 
hanging chains of doubly winged samaras in late summer and fall. Can be tapped in spring for 
the sap which, boiled down, can make a maple syrup (long process). Common throughout the 
foothills and widespread in Bay Area forests near creeks.

ALNUS SPP. ALDERS. BETULACEAE, THE BIRCH FAMILY.  Fast-growing deciduous 
monoecious trees (one species a shrub) found along riparian corridors. Bark gray and in coastal 
fog belt often covered with a pattern of lichens, mosses, and leafy liverworts. Roots bright red 
and used as dye, also containing nodules that fix nitrogen, allowing the trees to easily 
revegetate areas that have been burned or logged. Large broadly elliptical to ovate doubly 
toothed leaves that seldom turn color in fall. Petal-less slender drooping male catkins open at 
winter’s end, followed by shorter upright female catkins, the pollen carried on the wind from tree 
to tree. Small woody catkins carry dozens of tiny, wind-dispersed winged samaras in fall, each 
catkin like a small redwood seed cone. Red alder (A. rubra) lives in coastal canyons; white alder 
(A. rhombifolia) inland and into the middle elevations of the mountains. Local stands of alder 
occur near Jewel Lake in Tilden Park.

CALYCANTHUS OCCIDENTALIS. WESTERN SPICEBUSH. CALYCANTHACEAE, THE 
SWEET SHRUB FAMILY. Fast-growing deciduous shrub from riparian shaded areas near the 
coast and at middle elevations in the Sierra, the bark and leaves with a spicy aroma, the leaves 
broadly ovate and in pairs. Scattered clusters of wine-red waterlily-like flowers in summer, each 
flower consisting of spirally arranged tepals, numerous stamens attached to a broad hypanthium 
that becomes a container of large achene type fruits in fall (often remaining on the shrub in 
winter as a means of identificaiton). Flowers smell of rotting fruit, attracting beetles for 
pollination. Found in the East Bay at Jewel Lake in Tilden Park and Huckleberry Preserve.

CARPENTERIA CALIFORNCIA. BUSH-ANEMONE. HYDRANGEACEAE, THE HYDRANGEA 
FAMILY. Medium sized evergreen shrub with narrow, shiny green, lance-shaped leaves, brown 
peely bark, and open clusters of large, showy, white saucer-shaped flowers in midspring, each 
flower with numerous golden stamens in the center followed by brown capsular seed pods filled 
with tiny seeds. Some leaves often turn brown and unsightly at the end of the dry season. A rare 
relict species confined to a handful of occurrences in middle elevations of the Sierra foothills 
mainly in Fresno County, sometimes in full sun in chaparral, sometimes in partial shade of 
evergreen forests. Introduced to California gardens from English enthusiasts. 

CORNUS SPP. DOGWOODS. CORNACEAE, THE DOGWOOD FAMILY.  Fast-growing 
deciduous, sometimes suckering shrubs with one species a small tree (C. nuttallii)  and another 
a rare woody ground cover (C. canadensis or bunchberry). All have brown to red new twigs 
(older bark is brown), pairs of broad, ovate distinctively veined leaves that turn red in fall, and 
small greenish to white star-shaped four-petaled flowers with inferior ovaries. All require 
summer water (minimal after developing a large root system). The three most prominent in the 
Garden are C. sericea (red-twig or creek dogwood), noted for its brilliant red twigs in winer and 
with loose clusters of small white flowers sporadically from spring to fall; C. sessilis (black-
fruited dogwood) noted for its beautifully veined leaves, tiny clusters of green flowers in late 



winter, and black fruits (found mainly in the northern Sierra & Klamath Mountains); and C. 
nuttallii (the flowering or mountain dogwood), a small tree on the edge of moist conifer forests at 
middle elevations with greenish flowers in a tight head surrounded by showy white petal-like 
bracts in early to midspring. The latter is similar to the popular eastern dogwood, C. florida. 
Creek dogwood can be found at Jewel Lake in Tilden Park and Huckleberry Preserve, while a 
trip to Ida Clayton Road near Mt. St. Helena is the easiest access to the flowering dogwood. 
Dogwoods have medicinal uses, and some species have edible fruis. All provide beautiful fall 
color even in Bay Area gardens.

FREMONTODENDRON SPP. FREMONTIA, SLIPPERY ELM, OR FLANNEL BUSH. 
MALVACEAE, THE MALLOW FAMILY. Most are large evergreen shrubs or small trees, but F. 
decumbens is a rare woody ground cover. Although there are two main species—F. californicum 
and F. mexicanum—most plants from nurseries are selected cultivars and/or hybrids. The inner 
bark is mucilaginous and was sometimes used medicinally. The broad, often maplelike leaves, 
are covered with furry, irritating, starburst (stellate) hairs. The showy, saucer-shaped yellow to 
yellow-orange flowers have 5 sepals (no petals) and 5 partly joined stamens, the fruits ripening 
into 5-chambered capsules covered with irritating hairs (wear gloves to handle the plants). 
Seeds are usually propagated by a fire treatment, and in the wild, numerous seedlings are 
found after a wildfire. Rare in the Bay Area (Carson Ridge area of Marin County; Mt. St. Helena 
region of Napa County), fremontias are dominant shrubs in the chaparral and forest edges in 
the southern Sierra, Transverse Ranges, and mountains of Southern California, where they 
often reach tree size in old age. In the garden, they should receive no summer water after the 
first couple of years and be in a well-drained soil, otherwise they’re prone to fungal infections 
which quickly kill the plants. The rare and choice F. decumbens with orange flowers is restricted 
to gabbro soils on Pine Hill east of Sacramento.

LONICERA INVOLUCRATA. TWINBERRY HONEYSUCKLE. CAPRIFOLIACEAE, THE 
HONEYSUCKLE FAMILY. A fast-growing deciduous shrub of riparian areas, often growing with 
spicebush and others of similar habitat requirements. Broad ovate leaves in pairs and clusters 
of yellow to orange-tinted tubular flowers in spring, sometimes reblooming in fall, and attractive 
to hummingbirds. Flowers borne within pairs of bright red bracts that later entice birds to the 
dark black-purple berries (insipid to humans). Can be pruned hard to make bushier. Local areas 
include Jewel Lake in Tilden Park. 

MIMULUS (DIPLACUS) AURANTIACUS AND VARIETIES. PHRYMACEAE.  Small fast-growing 
woody perennials or shrubs with pairs of narrow, toothed, sticky leaves with curled margins, the 
leaves often disappearing partially in the summer. Clusters of showy two-lipped blossoms 
attractive to many pollinators from late spring through summer and sometimes into fall (with 
additional summer water). Flowers are typically orange in the Bay Area, but many variants 
elsewheree have red, pale apricot, pure white, or yellow flowers, and the varieties may hybridize 
to produce an even wider range of attractive colors, an aspect utilized in horticulture to produce 
myriad named cultivars of great beauty. Plants often short lived but can be pruned heavily to 
rejuvenate; cuttings and seed also easy. Most grow on rocky soils in coastal scrub, the edge of 
chaparral and borders of woodlands and forests throughout the foothills. The showiest form, aka 
M. bifidus, has the largest flowers and is typical of the Feather River country, while M. flemingii 
has small red flowers and is endemic to the northern Channel Islands. Many stands of the 
orange form occur in all the foothills of the Bay Area, including Tilden Park.



PINUS LONGAEVA. BRISTLECONE PINE PINACEAE, THE PINE FAMILY.. A relatively short, 
sometimes spreading evergreen conifer often called the world’s oldest tree with specimens 
dated close to 5,000 years of age. Dense thick needles in 5s remain on branches for twenty 
years or more, an unusual trait in pines. Bark is brown and checkered on old trees, and seed 
cones hang in clusters from branch tips, initially purple then turning brown as they open, each 
scale with a small bristle leading to the common name. Even when they die, the trees are 
picturesque for their burnished wood skeletons survive for many years due to the dry conditions 
and lack of fungi. Trees are exceptionally slow growing, requiring many years to reach a treelike 
size. Bristlecone pine is mostly confined in California to white dolomite soils with the oldest and 
largest specimens in the White Mountains east of Bishop; other populations in the Inyo 
Mountains and the highest peaks in Death Valley. The species is also found in hgih desert 
mountains of Nevada and Utah. Its close relative, foxtail pine (P. balfouriana) occurs in the high 
southern Sierra and Klamath Mountains.

POPULUS TREMULOIDES, QUAKING ASPEN. Medium-sized winter deciduous cloning tree 
from the high Sierra, often near water courses, with whitish bark, broadly deltoid leaves that 
flutter on flattened petioles, turning gorgeous shades of gold, yellow, or orange in fall. Seldom 
blossom but flowers are similar to Fremont cottonwood. Rapidly expanding to form groves by 
suckering. A focal point at the Garden in the Sierran lawn, but failing to turn color in fall because 
of the lack of cold nights. Not native to the Bay Area.

QUERCUS 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. 

SALIX SPP. WILLOWS. SALICACEAE, THE WILLOW FAMILY.  Fast-growing deciduous shrubs 
and trees, suckering and reproducing much the same way as the related cottonwoods. Twigs 
may be brown, grayish, orange, or red and attractive when leafless in the winter. These twigs 
are highly flexible, making them important in creating frameworks for huts and the framework of 
baskets. Also medicinal, the bark contains salicylic acid, the active ingredient in aspirin. 
Dioecious like the cottonwoods, male willows bear upright catkins of petal-less staminate 
flowers visited by bees as well as the pollen carried on the wind; female plants have upright 
green pistillate flowers that ripen pods with hairy seeds. The many species grow along riparian 
corridors and near marshes with several foothill species (S. lasiolepis or arroyo willow is the 
common one in Tilden Park), and a number of other species climbing into the high mountains, 
two with prostrate stems close to the ground. Identification of species is often difficult.

SEQUOIADENDRON GIGANTEUM. GIANT SEQUOIA, BIG TREE, OR SIERRA REDWOOD. 
CUJPRESSACEAE, THE CYPRESS FAMILY. This is the world’s largest living organism with 
more board feet of wood than any other tree and among the greatest in girth. Although the coast 
redwood is heavily logged for its rot-resitant wood, the giant sequoia has very brittle wood 
making it difficult to use for similar purposes; This evergreen conifer can grow over 200 feet high 
with a nearly straight trunk for the first dozens of feet. The cinnamon colored fibrous, pitch-free 
bark is thick and resistant to fire. The prickly dark green needles are spirally arranged and 



resemble the needles at the top of the coast redwood. The tiny pollen cones open in late winter 
and the seed cones, similar in shape to coast redwoods, are three to four times the volume but 
with diamond-shaped wrinkled scales. These cones remain tightly closed even when ripe and 
will remain on the trees for many years unless opened by fire or gathered by squirrels. Like the 
coast redwood the seeds seldom grow except aftet fire so controlled burns are being trialed to 
help regenerate the species. Giant sequoia seldom forms exclusive stands the way the coast 
redwood does, instead mixing with other middle-elevation conifers such as ponderosa pine, 
sugar pine, incencse-cedar, and white fir. The groves occur from just west of Lake Tahoe (very 
small population) south to beyond Sequoia National Park, the largest stands from Yosemite 
southwards in middle elevations, where the trees receive some winter snow and runoff from 
snow melt in summer.

SPIRAEA DOUGLASIANA. DOUGLAS’S SPIRAEA OR STEEPLE BUSH.  ROSACEAE, THE 
ROSE FAMILY.  Fast-growing, colonizing deciduous shrub found on the edge of wetlands in 
northwestern California and the northern Sierra. Shreddy brown barked stems with elliptical 
toothed, pale green leaves, and dense steeple-shaped spikes of small rose-purple flowers in 
summer, each flower like a miniature wild rose. Can be invasive in watered gardens. Not native 
to the Bay Area but easily seen along the northern coast.

EPILOBIUM CANUM AND SEPTENTRIONALE. (FORMERLY ZAUSCHNERIA). 
HUMMINGBIRD OR CALIFORNIA FUCHSIAS. ONAGRACEAE, THE EVENING-PRIMROSE 
FAMILY. Winter-dormant woody-based colonizing perennials with narrow silver-gray to pale 
green leaves and clusters of showy, trumpet-shaped scarlet flowers in late summer and fall, 
highly attractive to hummingbirds. (White and pink cultivars are available.) Highly variable in leaf 
color, length of stems, and growth pattern with many cultivars available. The flowers are 
followed by slender seed pods that contain numerous hairy, wind-dispersed seeds. Stems need 
to be cut to the ground in winter to allow healthy new growth in spring. Easy to grow in most well 
lighted situations. The main species, E. canum, is widespread on rocky slopes on the edge of 
woodlands and chaparral throughout the foothills, one variety wandering up to the granite rocks 
of the higher Sierra. By contrast, E. septentrionale, is restricted to rocky outcrops near forests in 
the northern coastal counties of California where its stems spread close to the ground providing 
a colorful and more compact looking presentation in gardens. The common species is plentiful 
in the Bay Area including parts of Tilden Park and Mt. Diablo.

ERYTHRONIUM SPP. FAWN-LILIES OR GLACIER-LILIES. LILIACEAE, THE LILY FAMILY. 
Spring-flowering bulbs with pairs or triplets of tongue-shaped, sometimes mottled leaves and 
single stems with one to several showy nodding lilylike flowers of great beauty. Two prolific 
species at the Garden are E. revolutum with mottled leaves and pink flowers, and E. 
multiscapoideum with mottled leaves and white flowers with a yellow center. Fawn-lilies are 
nearly absent from the Bay Area but can be found on serpentine soils in the north Coast Ranges 
into Oregon and Washington, the higher elevation species not as often cultivated with solid 
green leaves and yellow or white, yellow-centered flowers that often fade purple. 

IRIS 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. Tam and Pt. Reyes National Seashore. Other species in the area 
include the ground or long-tube iris, I. macrosiphon, in the north bay, and in mixed-evergreen 
forests in the lower mountains I. fernaldii and I. 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.

MUHLENBERGIA RIGENS. DEER OR BASKET GRASS. POACEAE, THE GRASS FAMILY. A 
large winter-dormant perennial bunchgrass favoring open woodlands and banks near streams 
mostly in the Sierra foothills and mountains from central California south but not in the Bay Area. 
Large graceful mounds of narrow pale green leaves to 3 feet high and very narrow spikes of 
petal-less wind-pollinated flowers in summer. Widely used in native landscapes and drought 
tolerant. Should be cut back evey year. Easy to grow from divisions. 


