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Summary 

In June of 2011 I spent three weeks traveling in California to observe the native flora 
of the California Floristic Province. Starting in San Francisco, I visited and worked 
along side the California (CA) native’s gardeners of both the San Francisco Botanic 
Garden (at Strybing arboretum) and Berkeley Botanic Garden (the University of 
California). Day visits to observe the Golden Gate Park gardens, including the 
Conservatory of Flowers, the Academy of Science’s new green-roof, and the Japanese 
Tea Garden were spaced out in the first week. I also took a guided tour to Marin 
County to see the coastal redwood grove at Muir Woods National Monument 
conservation site. A very good California native garden was brought to my attention 
while at Berkeley, so I went to see the Tilden Regional Park Botanic Garden, just 
north of Berkeley.  
 
On to Sonoma Valley, were I had the opportunity to stay and work with the 
propagator and education coordinator of Quarryhill Botanic Garden, Corey Barnes. 
Outings form here to view CA natives included the cliffs on the Pacific Coast road: 
Bodega Bay, Dillon Beach sand dunes, Armstrong redwood Grove and Sugarloaf 
State Park.  
 
Finally, I drove to Yosemite National Park, within the Sierra Nevada Mountains 
where I spent five days looking at a variety of different plant communities throughout 
the various elevations and habitats.
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Introduction to California  
 
 
Situated on the west coast of the United States of America, California sits on the coast 
of the Pacific Ocean and is bordered by Oregon, Nevada, Arizona and Mexico. Its 
area is around 414 400 square kilometres, making it the third largest state, although it 
has the largest population.  
                                                                    Figure 1 Map of California 

The climate is variable because 
of the mountain ranges. Coastal 
areas have a mediterranean 
climate, with dry summers and 
cool, rainy winters. There is a 
unique occurance of a summer 
fog belt on the north coast of 
California caused by the cool 
Pacific current offshore mixing 
with the warm air from the 
Central valley being sucked out 
to the water. The Sierra 
mountain range, running pretty 
much north to south, is more 
complex with a greater band of 
climate zones depending on 
elevation and aspect.  
 

California’s northwest is 
mainly redwood and Douglas 
fir forests. In the southwest one 
can find the Mojave Desert 
areas. The Central Valley region covers the majority of the states centre. Here the land 
is highly ranked among the most productive agricultural area in the world.  
California can brag  that it is the most diverse state in the nation, containing the 
highest elevation, Mount Whitney (4,421 m) and lowest elevation, Death Valley (86 
m below sea level) thus providing habitats for a wide variety of flora. 
 
The Jepson manual, California’s flora guide, has made the diverse flora more 
digestable with the division of the state into three separate floristic provences. It takes 
into consideration the natural landscapes, vegetation types, geologic, topographic and 
climatic variations in the state (and the surrounding areas of Oregon, Nevada and 
Mexico). 
The three floristic provinces are: 

 California Floristic Province (CA-FP) with six regions and 17 sub-regions. 
 Great Basin Province(GBP) with two regions and four sub-regions. 
 Desert Province (DP) with two regions and two sub-regions. 
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The California Floristic Province (CA-FP) 

 
Located in California, west of the deserts and also including a small area in Oregon 
and Baja California the CA-FP sits around latitudes 30°-42°N and longitudes 115°-
124°W. In total it covers an area of 324,000 km² and has an altitude range from 0 -
4418 m. 
 

The flora, inclusive of 3488 native species; of which 2124 are endemic and 565 taxa 
within the Californian part of the area are threatened or endangered. 

Figure 2 Geographic subdivision of California floristic provinces. (Hickman, J.1996) 
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Aims and objectives 
 
These are my aims while on study tour in the California Floristic Province: 
 

1. To observe Californian native species both in the wild and in cultivation at 
California botanic gardens.  

 
2. To create links with Californian botanic gardens. 

 
3. With global warming in mind, to observe the cultivation of Californian native 

and non-native flora in dry conditions. 
 

4. To improve my practical horticulture skills by gaining work experience at San 
Francisco Botanical Gardens, the University of California Botanical Gardens 
at Berkeley and Quarryhill Botanical Gardens. 

 
The following points are objectives that will enable me to reach those aims 
respectively: 
 

1. This was fulfilled by observing wild plant communities in areas such as the 
Muir Woods National Monument, the Pacific coast near Dillan beach, 
Sugarloaf State Park, and Yosemite National Park with the help of tour guides 
and local interpretation. This goal will also be fulfilled by working within the 
California native gardens at Botanical Gardens in San Francisco and Berkeley. 

 
2. By providing professional work edequite and sincere interest in their current 

projects while at San Francisco Botanical Gardens, UC Botanical Gardens at 
Berkeley and Quarryhill Botanical Gardens, Glen Ellen.  

 
3. This was achieved by observing planting designs that have low water 

requirements and by recording methods used in order to deal with drought 
conditions in Californian botanic gardens. 

 
4. Plans were made to visit each of these botanic gardens for a few days where I 

worked along side professional horticulturists to learn cultivation, 
identification and propagation methods. 
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Left: House of the Greatful Dead band, The 
Haight, San Francisco.  
Middle: The Painted Ladies – row of 
beautiful houses, as seen in American t.v. 
show ‘Full house’ from the 1990’s. 
Right: Golden Gate Bridge 
 
 
 
 

                                                    Figure 3 San Francisco landmark features 

 
San Francisco 
 
San Francisco is a very vibrant and colourful place- from the bright coloured paint on 
the houses, to the variety of interesting people and restaurants, to the great selection of 
trees lining the very hilly streets. On my firsts afternoon arriving in San Francisco the 
weather was just as I read it would be- cool and overcast. Although this is supposed to 
be a typically mediterranean climate, on summer days (July average high temperate is 
19°C with the top in September being a high of 21°C) it is hard to believe this because 
of the fog that has rolled in off the Pacific ocean.  San Francisco bay is surrounded by 
two golden, sandy peninsulas of land that don’t quite touch, Marin county in the north 
and San Francisco in the south, keying the ‘Golden Gate’ term. The summertime cool, 
moist offshore air rushes through this gap or ‘gate’ and mixes with the warm air rising 
from the California inland valley, which is what causes the stream of fog to form.  
 
Prior to European settlers arriving in San Francisco (1776) the land was largely 
treeless, grassy hill, with a few live oak, Quercus chrysolepis and California buckeye 
trees, Aesculus californica only in the sheltered valleys. The Spanish, who arrived 
here first, actually thought it was the worst place for settlement because it offered no 
timber, no productive land, no woods and no water. This image can be seen still today 
by looking over the Golden Gate Bridge to the Marin county headlands.  
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Figure 4 Sparce headlands of Marin County  

 
 
One of the first things they did to improve this was to plant three tree species by the 
tens of thousands in hope of producing wind breaks, prevent soil erosion and to grow 
timber and fuel wood. Monterey pine (Pinus radiata) and Monterey cyress 
(Cupressus macrocrpa), both from the central coast of California were chosen, along 
with Eucalypus globules. The later was knows to grow large very quickly, so high 
hopes were placed on this crop. As time passed it was discovered that the wood was 
prone to splitting, and useless as a fuel due to it’s high level of oils causing fire to spit 
everywhere. Environmentally it’s impact was negative for the spread of native flora - 
the oils in the leaf-fall below plantations were preventing anything else from growing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5 The three main trees introduced originally, Cupressus macrocarpa, Pinus radiata, 

Eucalyptus globules. I saw these are present throughout the San Francisco area. 

 
Golden Gate Park 
 
In the 1800’s San Francisco was turning into an industrialized city. People began to 
feel the need for green space and connection with nature. It was in the 1870’s, with 
the great insight of 24 year old landscape architect, Frederick Law Olmstead, that 
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Golden Gate Park was designed, and over the next many years they constructed the 
landscape dream. Keeping the natural hill formations where possible, top soil was 
imported, along with manure and more organic matter, laying it right overtop of the 
existing grassland and vegetation. The sandy soils were stabilized by planting bent 
grass, Agrostis sp. and yellow lupine shrubs, Lupinus arboreus. Additional help came 
by installing fencing made of wooden posts and tangled tree boughs and brush. To 
this day, the original flora of San Francisco can only be found along the coast line, 
backing about one hundred feet away from the waters edge. 
 
Having arrived on a weekend, I took the chance to spend my first day and half 
exploring the gardens and architecture of Golden Gate Park. The park spans 1 mile 
wide by 4.5 miles long, stretching out from east to west across the upper portion of 
the San Francisco peninsular. Besides the botanic gardens, some other notable 
features of the park included the Conservatory of Flowers, the Academy of Science 
and the Japanese Tea Garden. All of these features are located within 10 minutes walk 
of each other.  
 
The Conservatory of Flowers (1879) 
 

From the Haight neighborhood, I 
reached the conservatory by strolling 
through a grove of tree ferns, 
acanthus and calla lilies.  
 
In the 1800’s San Francisco was 
turning into an industrialized city. 
People began to feel the need for 
green space and connection with 
nature. The glass house was 
purchased in a flat pack by James 
Lick, who died before it was 

constructed. In 1877  
27 San Francisco businessmen joined forces to 
purchase the kit and donated it to the Golden Gate 
Park. Opening in 1879, the conservatory has housed 
rare and tropical plants ever since. It is now one of 
California’s historical landmarks, being the oldest 
glass and wooden greenhouse in the United States.  
Figure 6 (Above) Conservatory of Flowers, Golden Gate 
Park 

Figure 7 (Right) Conservatory of Flowers, side highland 
tropical glass house zone 

I thought that its presentation was top notch, with 
great attention to details and beautiful 
interpretation. The hard landscaping was really 
creative, incorporating large-scale plant sculptures, 
especially in the aquatic plant display where a 
raised pond ascended out of the ground to bring 
plants closer to the viewer.  
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In the Lowland Tropics zone my attention was instantly grabbed by a rather large and 
old (the oldest and most valuable in the conservatories collection) giant Imperial 
Philodendron, Philodendron speciosum. 

While I visited the conservatory had a great little exhibit on called ‘Wicked Plants’, a 
theme derived from Amy Stewart in her 2009 New York Times Bestseller, Wicked 
Plants: The Weed that Killed Lincoln's Mother & Other Botanical Atrocities.      

 
Academy of Science 
 
Just down the road, but still within Golden Gate Park, I came to the Academy. This is 
a newly built structure, for which the architect, Renzo Piano won the Pritzker Prize in 
2008. It is a fantastic structure with all the latest technology and attention to being 
‘green’. The main purpose of me visiting the academy was to view their much talked 
about living green-roof. The green-roof covers an area of 2.5 acres, overlooking the 
surrounding landscape of Golden Gate Park.  

         Figure 8 Academy of  Science - hilly green-roof 

 
There are nine California native species that make up this living carpet, each one 
having undergone growing trials before being selected out of a possible thirty. There 
are hills, or domes on the roof that house structures below including– the planetarium, 
aquarium, rainforest bio-dome. For this reason the winners had to withstand growing 
on slopes, as well as look good for 6-7 months of the year to make the carpet 
compelling and educational. The plants are growing in ‘Biotrays’- 17” square coir 
trays that allow for drainage and root penetration so that they will eventually interlock 
and holdfast the living carpet. The roof is also the site of plant succession studies, and 
wildlife monitoring.  
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Figure 9 Some of the green-roof plant pallet includes, clockwise from top left: Achillea 

millefolium, Dudleya caespitosa, Erigeron glaucous, and Prunella vulgari.s 

 
 
Japanese Tea Garden 
 
During San Francisco’s ‘World’s Fair’ in 1894, 
the Japanese Tea garden was featured, designed 
and paid for by the wealthy landscape designer 
-Hagiwara. After the fair, permission was 
granted to relocate it and make it permanent in 
the park. The Hagiwara family lived in and 
maintained the garden until 1945, when all 
Americans of Japanese descent were taken off 
to World War II concentration camps. On 
returning from the war, most objects had been 
sold off, but with careful patience many of the 
bonsai were tracked down and returned.  
 
This type of garden is a wet walking garden, 
but also includes a Zen garden and a dry 
garden. 
 
 
Figure 10 Pavilion in Japanese Tea Garden with 
bonsai conifers.  
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At the end of my time in San Francisco it was a great joy to see that the natives were 
making a comeback somewhere in the Park (other than on a secluded roof). I saw a 
poster for Crissy Field on my travels. I was naturally intrigued because it shared the 
exact spelling of my name, which is quite unusual. I later learned that Crissy field is a 
nature reserve located below (and ever so slightly to the east of) the Golden Gate 
Bridge. I made sure to drive past on my way out of town to see it. Once a military air 
strip, it has now been reclaimed by Golden Gate National Parks to reintroduce the 
native species to this tidal march area. Today it covers 100 acres and serves as an 
urban wildlife reserve and community project. Being so close to the city, it was such a 
great surprise to find this little gem of a green space.  
 
 
San Francisco Botanic Gardens at Strybing Arboretum 
 
Located in the South east of Golden Gate Park, this internationally recognised botanic 
garden encompasses 55 acres of diverse plant collections. Its staff is dedicated to 
conservation and offering public educational programs. There are over 8,000 taxa 
from around the world, with a focus on Magnolia species, high elevation palms and 
cloud forest species from central and South America, as well as south East Asia.  
 
Originally the garden was laid out by John McLaren (park supervisor) in the 1890’s, 
and with the additional support of Helen Strybing, 1937 brought about the beginning 
of planting. They officially opened in 1940. It is now managed by the city of  
San Francisco, but the San Francisco Botanic garden Society provides education 
programs and runs the Helen Crocker Russel library of horticulture.  
 
The garden focuses on the showcasing the five Mediterranean regions of the world—
California, central coastal Chile, southern and south western Australia, the lands 
surrounding the Mediterranean Sea, and the western Cape of South Africa. All of 
these regions have mild, temperate climates, with winter rain and summer drought 
meaning they will grow well in San Francisco’s agreeable climate. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                               Figure 11 California native meadow, SF Botanic Garden 

For two days I worked along with the gardener of the California natives section, Terry 
Seefeld. Terry was a well-seasoned gardener with plenty of character and vast 
knowledge of the California flora. It was such a pleasure to meet Terry. A resident in 
San Francisco, since 1968, he has seen many changes to the city and the gardens. His 
naturalistic approach allowed for the creation of a meadow that is mostly left to self-
seed here and there around the more permanent placed shrubs, trees and perennials. 
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Terry has a keen eye, and is happy to maintain this area by hand weeding 
(unfortunately not a job that can be done by most of his volunteers, who tend to get a 
bit over zealous in wedding things out!) There is only one full time member of garden 
staff in each main area, so volunteers are heavily relied upon to help maintain the 
gardens. Terry has one to two per day helping him. 
 
My favourite thing about the CA native area was the redwood trail. A series of 
undulating pathways wound through a century-old grove of redwood trees, dominated 
by non-flowering plants, such as the Western sword fern, Polystichum munitum, Lady 
fern, Anthyrium felix-femina, and Chain fern, Woodwardia fimbrata. Also present was 
the common under story of red huckleberry Vaccinium parvifolium, the moisture 
loving redwood sorrel, Oxalis oregana, and Skunk cabbage, Symplocarpus foetidus to 
name a couple. 
 
                                                                                Figure 12 Albino mutant of Sequoia sempervirens 

Terry showed me this very rare specimen of the 
albino redwood. It is a mutant of the normal 
Sequoia sempervirens that is unable to produce 
chlorophyll, leaving it with white needles. Since it 
can not photosynthesis, to survive it must remain 
attached to the roots of its parent tree from which it 
obtains nutrition. Only about twenty-five examples 
of the albino redwood are known. Terry tends to 
chop the specimen down when it is getting to large, 
fearing it will stress the mature parent specimen. He 
has sone this many times, knowing that it will 
resprout again. 
 
Now with staffing cuts all around California it is 
difficult to keep up with the inventory and also with 
the Index Seminum. (collecting ripe seed from 
noteworthy species and compiling lists so that the 
seeds can be exchanged with botanical gardens and 
researchers worldwide). Inventory of each garden 
section is done on a 5 year rotating basis. While I 
was at the garden there was an effort to map the gardens with geographical 
information systems (GIS), a system designed to merg mapping with statistical 
analysis, and database technology. Terry and I were having a laugh when they 
reached his self-seeded meadow, which proved to be a real challenge for them to map. 
So much for saving them time in this section. 
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Another very interesting plant I was introduced to, and would see again in my travels, 
was a beautiful flowering tree, the Devil's Hand Tree. It is not part of the native 
California flora, being an evergreen species native to Guatemala and southern 
Mexico, where it is becoming endangered, but it was very cool! It is fast-growing to 
about 40 feet tall here in San Francisco. These bizarre spring/summer flowers, each 
with 12cm blossoms, has five red stamens that branch out like fingers, with vivid 
yellow pollen on what looks to be the "knuckles". As the blooms age, the "fingers" 
curl under like a clawed hand.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 13 Devils' hand tree, Chiranthodendron pentadactylon is an unusual rare tree with hand 
shaped flowers. (2011,Unknown) 
 
Muir Woods National Monument 

 
I joined a led tour one day, making its way over the Golden Gate Bridge to Marin 
County, towards the Muir Woods National Monument. I was so excited to see this 
place, my first native redwood grove! Existing as a national monument since 1908, 
the Muir Woods is a remnant of ancient coast redwood forest that once covered many 
coast valleys prior to logging in the 1800’s. Thanks to William Kent, who purchased 
the land to protect one of the last stands of uncut redwoods, just under 300 acres here 
are now in permanent protection under the federal government. Kent decided to 
dedicate the monument’s naming to the conservationist John Muir, who was active in 
Kent’s time.  
 
As an easy daytrip from San Francisco, this fog-drenched redwood forest, with trees 
as old as 600 years was a very special place to visit. It isn’t their age they are known 
for, but rather their record height. Being the tallest trees in the world, they have been 
recorded at heights of 115 m (I believe the tallest known today is growing on a secrete 
location in Oregon.)  
 
The redwood environment provides a special habitat for plants adapted to low light 
levels and moist conditions. The average year round temperature is 15-16 degree 

 

 



Study of California Native Flora- San Francisco to Yosemite National Park 

          Crissy Mulrain 12  

 

Celsius. The ‘fog belt’, like that found in this section on this Pacific coast is vital for 
the survival of these trees, accounting for anywhere from a third to one half of their 
water needs. 
 
Beneath the canopy of these majestic giants I observed the large leaves of Western 
coltsfoot, Petasites frigidus and delicate flowers of Wild ginger, Asarum caudatum. 
Both are moisture-loving plants. In the microclimate on the forest floor, where felled 
trees offered sun lit pockets there were the big leaved maples, Acer macrophyllum, 
blue elderberry, Sambucus mexicanna, the fragrant bay laurel, Umbellularia 

californica, and stinky flowers of the native rhododendron, Azalea occidentalis.  
           Figure 14 Sequoia sempervirens at Muir Woods 

At one point I was crossing a bridge and noticed 
a yellowish object at my foot, about 10cm long. 
On closer inspection I realised that I was 
hovering over a banana slug! I have read about 
these, but was not expecting to be lucky enough 
to see one. I wouldn’t have wanted to pick one 
up, as they were pretty slimy, so I hoped that it 
made it to safety before another pedestrian 
made a banana pancake of it.  
 
Muir Woods and the Redwood Creek watershed 
(attached) are a part of the Golden Gate 
International Biosphere Reserve- one of the 
planet’s richest and most threatened reservoirs 
of plant and animal life. There was a lot of 
repair work underway to the foot paths, and the 
ground cover plant species. This forest site gets 
over one million visitors a year, which I thought 
was apparent from the stressed and degraded 
plant life near to the paths. One good thing was 
that there were plenty of interpretive signs 
around the area explaining the ecology and history of the represented plant 
community. 
 
University of California, Berkeley Botanic Garden 
 
Set in the hills above the university town of Berkeley, the botanic garden is a little 
gem among the Strawberry Canyon. The University of California Botanical Garden 
was formally established in 1890 to form a living collection of the native trees, 
shrubs, and herbaceous plants of the State of California. Within a couple years its 
scope and collection expanded to encompass plants from all continents. 
 
The California (CA) native gardener, Ken Bates, was waiting for my arrival with a 
massive grin and cheerful attitude. He and his part time assistant, Ben, where great at 
showing me around the eleven different areas of their CA natives garden, defined by 
the eleven different Jepson plant communities (as found in The Jepson Manual- 
Higher plants of California, Hickman).  
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Their collection includes 2,900 accessions, covering about a quarter of the state’s 
native species, and 201 rare and endangered taxa.  
 
Including the whole State of California, these 11 plant communities include: 
 
Serpentine  Chaparral  Pygmy forest 
Channel islands  Alpine fell-field  Coast redwood forest 
Coast beech dune  Desert (New world)  Oak woodland 
Riparian  Vernal pool   
 
The California native area is the largest in the garden, encompassing 14 acres (1/3 of 
the whole garden area) planted on mainly clay slopes. They have a lot of oversized, 
mature trees, giving the area a very natural look. The best things about this garden 
included the division of plant communities, with clear representations of each, and the 
interpretation of ethnobotany represented throughout. 
 
Across the street is the redwood grove, planted in the 1920’s. This ampla-theatre of 
Sequoia sempervirens is a really lovely place that is used for public gatherings and 
has also been voted in the top ten best places to get married in the San Francisco Bay 
area.  
 
I worked with Ken and Ben for three days in the gardens in the Chaparral beds and 
alpine fell field so I could get myself more familiar with identifying the associated 
plants. We also did some back-logged propagation work, in the form of cuttings.  
 
A dominant factor that keeps this garden in operation is the strong community of 250 
people that volunteer their time as docents, volunteer propagators, curatorial 
assistance, bookstore managers and horticulture support. This group also has two 
annual plant sales (spring and fall) and daily plant sales from the Garden Shop nursery 
that raise funds for the garden. I was very impressed by their all-volunteer-run 
propagation operation.  
 
A very good California native garden was brought to my attention while at Berkeley, 
so on my day off I went to see the Tilden Regional Park Botanic Garden, just north of 
Berkeley. It is a quiet and well maintained botanic garden dedicated to California 
natives. It is way off the beaten track, but they lead tours on weekends twice a day.  
 
Quarryhill Botanic Gardens 
 
Quarryhill Botanic Gardens is an Asian plant collection, located in the Sonoma 
Valley. It was the brain-child of Jane Davenport, who in 1987 decided to start a 
garden focusing on plant conservation. It presently covers 25 acres, but is always 
growing.  
 
The garden was built on an old, disused quarry site (used for road-bases), which is 
where the name is derived from. This garden boasts the largest collection of 
documented, wild-collected Asian plants in the world, but still it is constantly 
growing, with staff embarking on seed collecting trips yearly, contributing to the 
understanding and conservation of temperate Asian flora.  
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Expeditions have included places such as China, Japan, North America, Nepal and 
Taiwan. The seeds of threatened temperate flora and specimens collected during these 
trips now cooperatively grow in botanic gardens in Europe, North America, and 
Japan. Seeds are grown on in Quarryhill’s on-site nursery, presently operated by 
nurseryman Corey Barnes, and looked after by 5 full time gardeners.  
 
Partnered with Royal Botanic Gardens Kew, and the Howick Arboretum, Quarryhill’s 
staff has a special interest in getting specimen of endangered species into cultivation 
before they become extinct. Their main collections include flowering trees and shrubs 
(Maples, magnolias, dogwoods, birches, rhododendrons, roses, and lilies and more).  
 
I spent a fun filled four days with Corey Barnes, working through his propagation list 
from the garden, and organising the nursery and standing-out ground. We spent a 
couple mornings taking cuttings of trees/shrubs including Polyspora longicarpa, an 
evergreen tree with glossy green leaves and white flowers (similar to Camellia) in 
autumn. Another beautiful specimen we propagated was the Styrax obassia, a spring 
flowering tree with delicate white pendent flowers. It is important to mention that the 
garden serves as a great hands-on learning base for a large number of local school 
children, which use this little Eden as a classroom under Corey’s direction. 

Figure 15 Polyspora longicarpa and to the right 
Styrax obassia 

 

 
The current star of the show at Quarryhill was the rare, both in cultivation and in the 
wild, Acer pentaphyllum. Its deeply cut leaves and bold red autumn colour are what 
captured Quarryhill’s director, William Namara to take a special interest in this tree. 
The only known colony is native to an area in Sichuan, where it is growing near to the 
homes of subsistance farmers, increasing the trees vulnerability do to the locals need 
for firewood. Corey introduced me to the three-acre grove of Acer pentaphyllum on 
my arrival. It has recently been planted to produce seed for seed banking, distribution 
to other botanic gardens and scientific institutions for research and display. Most 
importantly, this ‘bank’ of trees will be used for repatriation to areas in China where 
the trees naturally occur. It was plain to see that this is a very passionate subject for 
the horticulturists of this garden. Quarryhill is the only institution in the world 
working to save this rare maple tree from extinction, which was a very special thing to 
see and learn about. 



Study of California Native Flora- San Francisco to Yosemite National Park 

          Crissy Mulrain 15  

 

 

Road trip from Quarryhill 

 
I had great pleasure in getting to see the areas 
surrounding Sonoma Valley (Quarryhill). We 
embarked on a few road trips, including one 
where I had to hold a rattle snake in a bucket 
between my legs for the duration of a 10 minute 
car ride before we could get rid of it from the 
garden! That was a first! These outings allowed 
me to see some Pacific coastal natives around 
Bodega Bay, and at Dillon Beach sand dunes 
(image left).  
 
Next, our destination was Armstrong Redwood 
State Reserve. The rainfall averages 1.4 m a 
year mostly all from September through to 
June. During the dry months after June the 
redwoods are generally shrouded in fog, 
making it possible to maintain the moist 
conditions needed to survive. This was a special 
treat, as I thought Muir woods would be my last 
chance to view these beauties!  

Figure 16 Above- Coastal CA natives including dune daisy, Erigeron glaucous and Eriophyllum 

stachadifolium. 

Figure 17 Below, right- Fairy lantern, Calochortus amabilis. 

 
On we drove to Sugarloaf State Park, located in the 
Mayacamas Mountains, wedged between Sonoma valley 
and Napa valley. It covers 4000 plus acres and 
encompasses three distinct plant communities: Chaparral 
covered ridges, oak and fir woodland and open meadows. 
Some species we saw include: California lilac, Ceanothus 

sp., coyote bush, Baccharis pilularis,  
toyon, Heteromeles arbutifolia, four oak species, 
Quercus alba, Q.chrysolepis, Q. wislizenii, Q. douglasii 
and Douglas fir, Pseudtsuga menziesii. My prize find was 
of this fairy lantern, Calochortus amabilis! According to 
local knowledge it is known to live here, but more rarely 
seen. 
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Yosemite National Park 
 
An amazing experience in every way, Yosemite was as awesome as the books say, 
with many more unexpected thrills. On entering the park from highway 120 at the Big 
Oak Flat entrance I drove along the Tioga pass, which is a 39-mile scenic and winding 
drive through forests and past meadows, lakes, and granite domes. It ranges in 
elevations from 2800’ to 9945’ at its highest part (the highest automobile pass in 
California) There were many places to pull over to look at plants and countless broad 
and beautiful vistas. 
 
Around an elevation of 2800’ + I was passing the zones of Digger pines, Pinus 

sabiniana, ponderosa pines, Pinus ponderosa and knobcone pines, Pinus attenuata. 
Climbing higher along the Tioga pass through more forest of sugar pines, Pinus 

lambertiana and the stunning flowers of Pacific dogwoods, Cornus nuttallii , I 
eventually reached Siesta Lake, 6800’, where the Jeffery pine, Pinus jefreyi and red 
fir, Abies magnifica could be found. I was shocked to see how deep the snow was on 
either side of the road here. In places the banks were easily 15’ high, with crisp edges 
where the snow-removal team had just finished carving it away the day before! 
Although it was a beautiful sight, I was filled with disappointment, as this meant that 
the mountain meadow jewels I really wanted to see in flower were still beneath the 
thick, white layers of snow, and out of my sight.  
 
One of the many highlights (that made up for the snow covered alpine meadow) in the 
park was the Mariposa grove, the lowest of the three giant sequoia tree groves in the 
park, positioned at an elevation of around 5600’. It was, however, the largest grove, 
and includes the ‘Grizzly Giant’ specimen. Over 1800 years old, this tree is thought to 
be Yosemite's oldest living sequoia. This was 
a heavily visited area, with tour buses visiting 
nearby, so not a quiet retreat, but still breath 
taking to see its fantastic girth and mass! It 
was hard to believe that sequoias don’t even 
have the largest girth of all trees. That record 
goes to the Montezuma cypress, Taxodium 

mucronatum, of Mexico, exceeding 15m. 
Looking at height, the tallest sequoia in this 
grove was only 94m tall (that is 19.5m shorter 
than the tallest redwoods).  
 
Hetch Hetchy Reservoir, located to the north-
west of the park, is a great valley said, by 
John Muir, to be as beautiful as Yosemite 
Valley, by now serves as a reservoir to supply 
drinking water for San Francisco. The faces 
on the cliff roadsides were covered in wild 
flowers and there were many white flowering 
deerbrush, Ceanothus integerrimus shrubs all 
over the road sides. 
 
                    Figure 18 The Grizzly Giant, Sequoiadendron gigantea, but no photo can do it justice! 
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Figure 19 Above left to right: Rock face covered with mosses and Sedum sp. with brilliant yellow 
flowers. Delphinium glaucum. Heuchera rubescens.  Castilleja applegatei. Erigeron foliosus 

Yosemite Valley is the main visitor attraction in Yosemite National Park. The Merced 
River flows across the Valley's flat floor at an elevation of 4,000’, and was in full 
force while I was there. I approached the Valley from the Wawona road, coming 
through the access tunnel (Tunnel View). What an awesome sight to behold! You get 
a sense of how large the valley is, with massive granite cliffs around you, and 
powerful veils of white water falling hundreds of feet to the valley below.  
 

Figure 20  Yosemite Valley, as viewed from ‘Tunnel View’ on Wawona Road. 
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What I achieved 

 
From my main aims I was successful in achieving the following: 

 
Observing Californian native species both in the wild and in cultivation at California 
botanic gardens was a valuable experience, and one that will not be forgotten. It has 
fueled my passion for plants and the desire to learn more and seek out more plants in 
the wild.  

 
I am happy that I have developed new horticulture contacts in San Francisco, 
Berkeley and Sonoma Valley. Since returning home I have been in touch and will 
continue to maintain these contacts. This trip has improved my communication and 
organization skills while planning and embarking on this study tour. 

 
I did observe and recorded the cultivation of California native and non-native flora in 
dry conditions. I was hoping to gain enlightenment on special water saving techniques 
used, with global warming in mind, but concluded that horticulturists in California are 
not gardening by any divine secrete methods, simply following the guide lines of 
planting the right plant in the right place. There are many Mediterranean regions 
worldwide, which makes for a massive and interesting plant pallet to select from 
when designing a garden. The other practice, which seemed a recurring theme in 
England, was mulching and maintaining good ground cover where possible, both to 
help retain moisture and reduce soil temperatures. Alas, I noted lots of irrigation being 
used, but this just goes with the territory of pleasing the paying public I think. 
Otherwise it would be a lot crispier looking, more like what we see in the wild places. 
 
Lastly, I was able to gain a wider understanding to horticulture practices in America 
by joining in on the every day practical maintenance and upkeep at all three of the 
botanic gardens I was privileged to visit. 
 
 
Future Travel Plans 
 
I would love to return to California but to head down south to the Joshua Tree 
National Park, Redwood National Park, and even visit Yosemite again in July when 
the meadow alpine flowers are in bloom. To the north I would love to visit the conifer 
rich forests on the southern Oregon, northern California border, and the Darlingtonia 

californica bogs in this area too. 
 
The University of California runs study tours that are run in conjunction with courses 
at the university, referred to as Jepson workshops, but are open to the public. They are 
in many different areas of California and include botanising in the wild with native 
flora specialists. I would definitely be interested in looking out for their next itinerary, 
and perhaps plan a trip around this.  
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