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PREFACE





What better way to experience California’s unique plant diversity than to hike the state from end to end along the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT)? We have, and we hope you will too—with the help of this book, which covers the first 11 of California’s 24 PCT sections, heading from south to north and ending at Tuolumne Meadows (see front endpaper map). We have hiked, extensively explored, and researched plant collections from every California ecoregion (see back endpaper map), covering all 1692 miles of the PCT, from Mexico to Oregon.


According to the 2022 Consortium of California Herbaria (ucjeps.berkeley.edu/consortium), the earliest scientific plant collection on the California PCT was of Lemmon’s draba (Draba lemmonii), collected by Mark Kerr on 16 September 1941 near upper Woods Creek in Fresno County; John Muir Trail is specifically noted on the specimen label. Likely collections were made even earlier along the trail, but either the collector left the trail name off the specimen label or the trail was not yet formally named. In total, over 5000 vascular plant collections have been made from or near the trail in California. Using those collections as a baseline, we undertook three years of extensive fieldwork, beginning in 2019, to develop this guidebook.


The PCT is a very popular trail for hikers around the world, gaining prominence with Cheryl Strayed’s 2012 book and subsequent 2014 movie, starring Reese Witherspoon, Wild. But despite all its fame and use, we found surprisingly little information about the trail’s vegetation; and as we explored the trail, we were amazed by how many previously unknown populations of rare plants we found, often in plain sight. Having a way to identify plants along the California portion of the trail was lacking—until now.


This guide to Pacific Crest Trail Sections 1–11 covers more than a third of the 3000-plus native plants that occur along the California PCT. Plants were included if they have local significance (rare or endemic to a region), have showy flowers or fruits, are common along the trail, and/or would be of interest to hikers. Some rare plants and grasses and grass-like species were not included because they’re either hard to find or hard to identify, and (especially for rare plants) impacts from hikers could negatively impact them.


This guidebook is your treasure map to discovery. Have fun, be safe, and take time to smell the flowers!












Introduction





At over 2650 miles, the Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail, as it is officially known, traverses some of the most outstanding natural landscapes in the western United States, spanning three states and crossing numerous national parks and monuments, national forests, wilderness areas, state and county parks, and tribal lands. The trail climbs as high as 13,153 ft. elevation (at Forester Pass) and drops as low as 180 ft. (at the Bridge of the Gods on the Columbia River). Although it may be tempting to have help negotiating the trail’s rugged terrain, the PCT is intended for hiking and equestrian travel only. Motor vehicles and bicycles are prohibited.


The concept of a crest trail started over 100 years ago when the US Forest Service designated the Oregon Skyline Trail, from Crater Lake to Mt. Hood; the trail was later extended to traverse the entire state. An effort to create a trail traversing Washington began in 1928 with the designation of the Cascade Crest Trail. The US Forest Service eventually designed PCT markers and in 1937 started marking the trail from Canada to the California border.


The idea for California’s portion of the PCT began with Clinton Clarke, a prosperous oilman and avid scout leader. In 1932, he founded the Pacific Crest Trail System Conference, which included Ansel Adams as a member. He also made a proposal to the US Forest Service and National Park Service to form a continuous wilderness trail across the US from Canada to Mexico, eventually recommending linking the existing trails in Oregon and Washington with California’s Tahoe–Yosemite and John Muir trails.


In 1968, the PCT was named a national scenic trail, along with the Appalachian Trail. Over the following 20 years, land management agencies, the Pacific Crest Trail Association, and other groups and volunteers completed nearly 1000 miles of trail; the entire PCT was finished in 1993.


Today, the overall management of the PCT is the responsibility of the US Forest Service. Trail maintenance and permits for hikers going less than 500 miles are generally at the discretion of the agency/organization that manages the land being traversed. Thru-hikers, or anyone going more than 500 miles, are required to obtain a long-distance permit. Check the PCT Associations permit website for more information (pcta.org/discover-the-trail/permits). Although the trail has been complete for nearly 30 years, there are still over 200 miles of private land traversed and places where you are routed on roads, highway shoulders, and vehicle bridges.
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The Washington portion of the PCT is around 506 miles long, with an additional 7 miles to hike from the Canadian border to Highway 3 in British Columbia’s Manning Provincial Park. Washington’s southern end begins at the Bridge of the Gods on the Columbia River. The main ecoregions (geographical areas with ecological similarity) traversed are the Cascades and North Cascades. Because ecoregions are based on relationships of climate, precipitation, geology, soils, hydrology, and wildlife, the plants are generally similar within them. The North Cascades ecoregion (275 trail miles) is the most rugged and pristine along the PCT. Unlike the volcanic Cascades ecoregion to the south, its geology is mostly metamorphic and sedimentary rocks. Much of the area was under glaciers until 10,000 years ago. Elevations above 4000 ft., which happens a majority of the time along this section of the PCT, are associated with subalpine and alpine vegetation. Because of the harsh, long winters, upper elevations are less species-rich than Washington’s coniferous forests below the subalpine zone.


The Cascades ecoregion (850 trail miles), spanning from Washington to California, is discontinuous along the PCT. From northern California into southern Oregon, the Cascades ecoregion is interrupted by the Klamath Mountains. The Cascades ecoregion is home to active and dormant volcanoes and has a predominantly volcanic geology. The vegetation of California’s portion of the Cascades and the Klamath Mountains is strongly associated with the species in the Cascades of Oregon and Washington. Mainly due to its relatively young surficial geology, the Cascades’ plant biodiversity is lower than California’s Klamath Mountains and Sierra Nevada.


The Oregon portion of the PCT (456 trail miles) falls mostly in the Cascades ecoregion. Volcanoes (both active and dormant) along or near the trail include (south to north) Mt. McLoughlin, Mt. Mazama (Crater Lake), the Three Sisters, Mt. Washington, Three Fingered Jack, Mt. Jefferson, and Mt. Hood. Moist, temperate conditions support extensive Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii) forests with a mix of many other conifers, especially as you head north or gain elevation.


California (at 1691.7 trail miles, to be precise) accounts for nearly 64% of the PCT’s length. California’s high biodiversity is well known, especially when it comes to vegetation. Over 6600 native plants occur in the state. Its plant diversity is a result of surficial geology, physiography, climate (mostly temperature and precipitation), biotic influences (critters, other plants, and humans), and fire. California’s ecoregions traversed by the PCT (south to north) are Southern California/Northern Baja Coast (30 trail miles), Southern California Mountains (445 discontinuous trail miles), Sonoran Basin and Range (35 discontinuous trail miles), Mojave Basin and Range (33 discontinuous trail miles), Sierra Nevada (756 trail miles), Cascades (153 trail miles), and Klamath Mountains (242 trail miles). Almost half the PCT miles in California are in the Sierra Nevada ecoregion. Although the Sierra Nevada has more plants than any other California ecoregion, the PCT stays mainly in the upper elevations, missing much of that diversity. With that said, the flora of the Sierra Nevada is still spectacular and well documented in such places as Yosemite, Sequoia, and Kings Canyon National Parks.
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Using This Guide





This guide was developed to help hikers or equestrians identify native plants along the southern half of the California portion of the Pacific Crest Trail (CA PCT). We aimed to include as many plants as possible, particularly those that are easily visible from the trail itself. Our general intent was that special tools or equipment would not be needed for identification. With that said, a phone camera can make identification much easier. Photos can be reviewed at your leisure and magnified if necessary. At times a hand lens would be beneficial, especially if fruits, nutlets, or seeds are helpful for identification.


Please practice good conservation techniques by staying on the trail and not picking flowers or collecting plants. Although we point out various cultural, medicinal, or historical uses for some species that you may be interested in trying yourself, always obtain proper permission from the land manager or owner before collecting any plants or plant parts. Also, do not consume any plant part unless you’re completely sure of a plant’s identity. Color is never a good sole indicator of edibility; red fruits are notorious for being either tasty or poisonous, for example. If in doubt leave them be—it’s not worth taking a chance along the trail, far away from medical facilities. The most poisonous plants have notes to that effect in the descriptions.


PCT Sections. We have divided the CA PCT into 24 sections (again, see front endpaper map), numbered and listed in entries from south to north; these divisions were based on likely access points and defined ecoregions as natural borders to those sections, as much as practicable. This volume covers Sections 1–11. We tried to select sections that have vehicle access (or close to it) at each end to accommodate section users. Section locations for plants covered by this book are from personal observations, historic records, and professional judgment as to the likelihood it would occur along the PCT within a particular section. We fully expect that some plants will be found by our readers in sections where previously unknown and not indicated.


Organization. Plants are presented in the following main categories: Conifers, Trees and Shrubs, Wildflowers, and Ferns, Horsetails, and Grasses. Further groupings based on characters such as leaf arrangement, color, etc., are alphabetically arranged, first by the family scientific name then the full species name. Conifers groupings are based on leaf type and number of needles per cluster. Trees and Shrubs groupings are based on leaf type and arrangement. Wildflowers (Flowering Herbs) are grouped by color. They are further grouped by type of flower or number of petals/sepals. Flowers with 5 petals or petal-like sepals are further divided by having symmetric/irregular flowers with free or fused (into an obvious tube) petals. Ferns, Horsetails, and Grasses are split into two sections (ferns and horsetails; grasses, sedges, and rushes).
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Scientific Name. Species nomenclature follows current taxonomy as presented on the Jepson Herbarium eFlora website (ucjeps.berkeley.edu/eflora/). Variety and subspecies are included for plants where we felt it necessary to differentiate at a level below species. We often include the origin and/or etymology of scientific names. For more information, Wikipedia maintains an ongoing list at “plant genera named for people,” with links to publications where those names first appeared.


Common Name. Many sources were used for common names, with the main source being the CalFlora website (calflora.org). If more than one common name is often associated with a plant, we sometimes include alternative (aka = “also known as”) common names.


Abundance. You can use abundance information to help with plant identification. For example, if you keep seeing a species along the trail that you initially identified as a rare plant, then you probably misidentified it. Common plants are those found in great numbers along many miles of the PCT, in various habitats, and generally in many PCT sections. Locally common plants can have a large range with gaps of few to no plants in between. They’re not common along long portions of the PCT, but where they do occur, they tend to have large populations. Occasional plants are those encountered infrequently along the PCT. They could also be considered as uncommon. Rare plants are those with 1 to few populations on or near the CA PCT; many are restricted to one PCT section. For more details, see the California Native Plant Society (CNPS) Rare Plant Inventory at rareplants.cnps.org.


Height. Given in inches or feet, and represents typical heights of mature plants under normal conditions. If the height is off for a plant that you are looking at, try to find other individuals to see if there’s a range that makes more sense.


Flowering. The range indicated is the most likely time the plant blooms. With that said, atypical climatic conditions or other factors can result in plants blooming outside their normal time of year.


Flower Color. Flower color can vary, so you may have to check other colors for the plant you’re trying to identify. Detecting the difference between colors can be challenging, or flowers can change color as they mature. We recommend that if you don’t find your plant under a certain color, such as orange, you should try something similar like red. Using color and basic flower characters to identify plants is not perfect, but it is a system that doesn’t require learning tons of jargon. With a little practice, you will be efficiently figuring out flowering plants along the trail.


Habitat–Community. Where a plant grows is just as important as your address or phone number. A plant’s habitat is its natural home. It includes the living and nonliving conditions of a plant’s surrounding environment. The next chapter gives a detailed discussion of the habitats and communities used in this guidebook.


Elevation. The CA PCT mostly stays several thousand feet above sea level throughout the state. Since most plants have a clear upper elevation limit (due to things like snow, ice, etc.), you will notice that most entries don’t indicate a lower limit. The elevation given for a plant represents the most likely place to find it growing, but outlier populations at extreme low or high elevations are always possible.


Ecoregions. The ecoregions used in this guidebook are designated by the US Environmental Protection Agency. Their California map is too detailed and large to reproduce well in a book but can be accessed and downloaded at epa.gov/eco-research/level-iii-and-iv-ecoregions-state. Again, a simplified ecoregions map appears inside the back cover of this book.


Descriptions. Each begins with the plant type (such as tree, shrub, annual, or perennial) and generally stem and branch characters. Next, character and size information is presented for the leaves, flowers, and fruits. Entries often include explanations of a plant’s name or information about its uses.


Photographs. We took almost all the photos; any exceptions are listed in the photo credits. Most wildflowers have only a single photograph, and we acknowledge these may or may not show all important characteristics needed to identify the plant, especially if it’s not in bloom. Knowing that having a single photograph can make identification difficult, we recommend you look at all the information given for a plant in order to make a determination.
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CALIFORNIA PCT FIRE ECOLOGY





— By Jeffrey M. Kane


Given recent and ongoing patterns of increased wildfire activity in California, it is likely that most PCT hikers will be impacted by fire in some way. Since 2000, over 350 fires have occurred along the PCT. Smoke from nearby wildfires may pose serious health risks. Hikers may need to evacuate areas due to wildfires. Sections of the trail will be closed because wildfire is actively burning or because recent fires have damaged the trail or pose other risks. These circumstances will inevitably pose challenges to planning and may affect the experience, but fires also provide opportunities to learn about its ecological role and the history of past practices that have led to these concerning wildfire trends.


The following table presents wildfire information for ecoregions that occur along the CA PCT. Fire information refers to large fires (≥500 acres) that occurred between 2000 and 2020. Burned area includes areas that have reburned during this time period.








	Ecoregion


	No. of Fires


	Burned Area (acres)


	Burned Area (%)











	Cascades


	15


	94,301


	2.7







	Klamath Mountains


	41


	455,045


	5.6







	Mojave Basin and Range


	28


	70,139


	0.4







	Sierra Nevada


	21


	949,167


	7.4







	Sonoran Basin and Range


	32


	44,478


	0.6







	Southern California/Northern Baja Coast


	208


	951,680


	24.3










For most ecosystems along the PCT, fire is an ecological and cultural process that is integral to numerous plant and animal species. A hike along the trail serves as tour that highlights the diverse roles of fire within and among many ecosystems in California. However, the ability of a hiker to observe the influence of fire on the landscape requires understanding the fundamental concepts of fire science and ecology.


Fire is a chemical reaction that, in the presence of sufficient heat and oxygen, combusts live and dead vegetation, commonly referred to as fuel. Fire behavior, or the pattern of movement and intensity of fire across a given area over time, is influenced by the interaction of weather, topography, and fuels. Depending on the fuels present and the patterns of fire behavior, there are generally three types of fire that can occur alone or in combination: surface fires, crown fires, and ground fires. Fires that burn through litter, grasses, or small woody fuels are surface fires and typically burn at relatively low intensities (amount of energy released during a fire) and low to moderate rates of spread (speed of the fire). Crown fires carry through the canopies of plants (shrubs and trees) and are typically much more intense and rapidly moving than surface fire. Ground fires predominantly burn by smoldering in the organic soil layers of duff or peat.


Fires can ignite by lightning, typically by striking a tree or ground that combusts by smoldering, which ignites the dead and dry litter or grasses that allows the fire to spread. Generally, lightning strike density in California increases from west to east as well as from lower to higher elevations, with the highest lightning density observed in the high Sierra. Fires are also intentionally ignited by humans. Across California, numerous Indigenous peoples utilized fire to manage the landscape for a diverse array of benefits for most of the previous 11,000 years, a practice that was villainized and violently disrupted in the 19th century and afterward but that persists in many regions today. In many regions, most modern ignitions are the result of unintentional human ignitions that result from a number of activities.


In the early 20th century, many foresters perceived wildfire as damaging to forests in the western US due to the loss of merchantable timber. These perceptions were largely generated because nascent federal foresters were trained in regions and countries where forests did not regularly experience fire—a perspective that was strongly reaffirmed following the 1910 fires, referred to as the “Big Blowup,” which burned over 3 million acres (an area approximately the size of Connecticut) in the northern Rocky Mountains. Soon after, federal forest policy decisions focused on a zero-tolerance philosophy of fire, in which all fires are to be prevented and extinguished—perhaps best exemplified by the 10 a.m. policy from 1935 that mandated all wildfires were to be suppressed by 10 a.m. the morning of or following wildfire ignition.


The perception that fire was a damaging agent to be eliminated was not uniformly shared. Indigenous peoples in many regions resisted these policies by continuing their burning practices, which had helped sustain their communities for many millennia but were now deemed as illegal. Other groups, primarily ranchers and private foresters who likely learned about burning through interactions with Indigenous peoples, actively advocated for the beneficial role of “light burning” fires. Unfortunately, these voices ultimately lost out to fire suppression practices that aimed to “protect” forests from fire.
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It is also important to point out that direct fire suppression was not the sole means of change contributing to the fire-related issues of today. The removal of fire from the landscape was indirectly facilitated decades earlier through the intentional genocide and removal of Indigenous peoples from their ancestral lands. Intensive grazing practices of the past also contributed to the removal of fire. Many grasslands were effectively denuded by sheep and cattle that would have limited fire spread throughout much of California, conditions that would have also favored conifer and other tree establishment. Furthermore, the fire suppression policies coincided with intensive and extensive logging that cut most of the old legacy forests that were once much more prevalent in California. Following logging, areas were subsequently planted or allowed to naturally regenerate, eventually becoming the dense, young forests that make up a large portion of the forest conditions today. The consequence of these past actions and policies all contributed to the circumstances of fire we are now dealing with. Denser, more contiguous young forests that established across many landscapes due to fire exclusion can yield more damaging and destructive fires when they burn.


Beginning around 1960, western US researchers began to realize the limitations of excluding fire from ecosystems. These perspectives highlighted the need to reintroduce fire to many of California’s landscapes. Soon after, many managers began to use prescribed or controlled burning to manage historically fire-prone ecosystems. In the 1970s, the National Park Service and Forest Service incorporated a policy of allowing lightning-ignited wildfires in wilderness areas in the Sierra Nevada of California and other regions in the western US to burn under desired conditions to reduce fuels, improve forest conditions, and promote other resource benefits.


Despite the increasingly aggressive (and more costly) efforts to suppress fires in California throughout much of the 20th century, the recognition of fire’s ecological importance, and the increased use of prescribed and managed wildfires for resource benefit, the frequency of large wildfires increased in the mid-1900s. This increase in fire activity over the past few decades is largely attributable to increasing temperatures and greater aridity, a direct impact of climate change—a pattern that was most pronounced in 2020 and 2021, when nearly 7 million acres burned in California. Changes in fire severity (amount of living vegetation killed by fire) across California have been more varied. In the Sierra Nevada, there has been demonstrated increases in fire severity over the past four decades. However, in the Klamath Mountains, increased fire activity has not coincided with increases in fire severity, but the size of high severity patches has increased. While the fire activity in California has increased, it remains below pre-EuroAmerican settlement levels (one estimate is that an average 4.5 million acres burned annually in California), and a substantial fire deficit persists.


Prior to fire exclusion, California ecosystems burned in relatively consistent patterns of seasonality, intensity, severity, size, patchiness, and frequency, or what is commonly referred to as a fire regime. Similar to the way that climate represents the culminating patterns of day-to-day weather fluctuations in an area, fire regimes reflect the cumulative pattern of individual fires over time for a given area. Fire regimes vary over time and space within and among plant community types but still can be classified broadly into three broad categories based on frequency (number of fires that occur over time) and severity (proportion of living biomass killed by fire): 1) low severity (high frequency), 2) mixed severity (moderate frequency), and 3) high severity. All three fire regime types are found along the PCT in California. Fire severity is often inversely related to fire frequency so that high frequency fire regimes typically have low severity fires and low frequency fire regimes have high severity fires. Yet, there are some ecosystems where low intensity fire can result in high severity.


California contains a diverse array of plant communities, each of which can be characterized by one of the three general fire regime types just described. In the desert regions of southern California, plants communities such as creosote bush scrubs, mixed woody scrubs, and Joshua tree woodlands are typically fuel-limited, meaning that low levels of precipitation result in relatively low productivity that limits the spread of fire. These conditions result in very low frequency fires (>500 years) with burns resulting in predominantly high severity. Other plant communities in arid regions, containing species such as pinyon or juniper, are also fuel-limited, burning at high severity every 50–100 years. Foothill and montane chaparrals will also burn at high severity, with fires occurring historically, on average, every 30–60 years. High-elevation plant communities, such as subalpine coniferous forests and alpine, also are characterized as low frequency–high severity fire regimes that historically burned every century or so. However, fire in these communities is limited due to higher fuel moisture content because of the higher precipitation levels and cooler temperatures in these environs. Plant adaptations to fire in these fuel-limited plant communities tend to be uncommon. Most plant species persist through unburned refugia or by recolonizing areas from the unburned edges. The exception to this is chaparral plant communities that have a number of plant adaptations that facilitate fire or promote recovery following fire. Many chaparral shrub species have the ability to resprout following fire, while others prolifically regenerate from seed stored in the soil. The germination of these seeds are often stimulated by the presence of heat and smoke. The architecture of the shrubs and retention of dead branches also facilitate the spread of high severity fires, which provides growing space for seedlings. Many species also experience enhanced flowering following fire including many fire ephemerals or followers (short-lived plant species that establish in the first few post-fire years).
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Lower-elevation plant communities, such as California prairies, oak woodlands, and lower montane conifer forests, often tend to have high frequency–low severity fire regimes. Fires in these ecosystems tend to result in low severity, burning every 15 years or less. Many of the tree species in these ecosystems tend to have relatively thick bark (e.g., ponderosa pine, California black oak) and self-pruning branches. The leaves and needles of these species are also highly flammable due to their creation of dry porous litter beds that promote rapidly moving low intensity fires that are helpful to limit fire damage to the bole and reduce potential competitors, among other benefits. Evidence of frequent fire in these forest types is determined based on fire scars at the base of trees. In the prolonged absence of fire, these ecosystems are most impacted because they typically result in substantial increases in shade-tolerant competitors; these lead to dense stand conditions with higher amounts of fuel and greater continuity, which can result in higher intensity fires that can kill otherwise fire-resistant trees.


Upper montane conifer forests tend to have low or mixed severity fire regimes. Fires in these forests historically burned every 10–40 years. Fire severity in these forest types is usually a mixture of low, moderate and high severity patches, with most burning at low and moderate severity. Many conifers in these forests have adaptations similar to those present in low severity fire regimes. However, some forests contain species that require higher severity fires such as knobcone pine. These species have serotinous cones that open with fire. The adult trees have thin bark and die after the fire, but the seeds from serotinous cones prolifically establish on the exposed mineral soil the year following fire. The upper montane zone also contains lodgepole pine forests. Fire’s role in these forests is interesting because although they are not technically serotinous (all cones open within a year), seedlings commonly establish after fire similar to serotinous species. This is likely because most fires occur in the late summer or early fall when the current cone crop contains mature seeds and is still closed. Thus, once fire comes through, the seeds stored in the cone can establish after the fire, though presumably at lower densities than truly serotinous species.


The role of fire in the many ecosystems present along the PCT is quite evident and in most cases ecologically and culturally beneficial. However, the unfortunate legacy of past management practices and the ongoing challenges related to climate change can result in undesired impacts from wildfires. Still, a hike along the PCT would not be representative without the clear evidence of fire on the landscape.
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Plant Communities and Habitats





You may notice vegetation occurring in repeating patterns as you traverse California’s various landscapes on the PCT. For 100 years or more, ecologists have mapped and classified these patterns using methods that included species composition, structure, and/or environmental conditions. As practicable, the plant communities are presented here in order of increasing elevation.
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PCT Sections: All Elevation: Below 10,500 ft.







Wetland-Riparian Communities


Found from desert arroyos to subalpine zones throughout California. Habitats include bogs, fens, lakeshores and lakebeds, marshes, wet meadows, ponds, riparian forests and scrubs, seasonally wet depressions, seeps, shallow lakes, springs, and streambanks. Meadows, streams, lakeshores, and other wet places above tree line are included in Alpine Communities.


Basically, when you go to fill your water bottle below the alpine zone, you’re in a wetland-riparian community. It also includes areas of near-surface water. These are important places not only for us, but for wildlife. Indigenous peoples have used fire over the past 10,000 years in California to keep meadows open and accessible for themselves and game species. While keeping tree species such as lodgepole pine (Pinus contorta subsp. murrayana) from encroaching, burning also removed old, decadent vegetation from meadows and riparian habitats, allowing for species such as rushes (Juncus spp.), grasses, and sedges (Carex spp.) to thrive with lots of new growth. With new, nutritious foliage to munch on, plus plenty of available drinking water, grazing animals such as elk and deer would gather and thrive in burned wetlands. Yosemite and other national parks have brought fire back to their shrinking meadows to open them up again or at least to slow the encroachment of woody vegetation. Using controlled burning, or allowing natural fires to burn through meadows and riparian habitats, is gaining popularity with land managers throughout California.
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PCT Sections: 1–4 & 7 Elevation: Below 4500 ft.







Creosote Bush Scrubs


Structurally dominated by creosote bush (Larrea tridentata, pictured above), this ubiquitous desert scrub community is limited to the most arid low-elevation stretches of the CA PCT that bisect the Sonoran and Mojave Basin and Range ecoregions. Habitats include gravelly slopes and alluvial fans to sandy well-drained basins. It intergrades with Sonoran and Mojave Mixed Woody Scrubs and Joshua Tree Woodlands at higher elevations, and with Saltbush Scrubs where soils have higher salinity.


White bursage (Ambrosia dumosa) is often codominant with creosote bush, and the two species together represent the most common species in California’s Sonoran and Mojave deserts. Creosote bush clonal rings are known to live up to 11,000 years, and undisturbed ancient stands represent the oldest of California’s old growth vegetation! While a few widely spaced shrub species dominate this plant community, it’s worth noting that annual plants comprise 50–70% of its species composition. Urbanization, off-road vehicles, and the recent sprawl of solar and wind development threaten this plant community, especially along the PCT in Kern County.
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PCT Sections: 1–4 Elevation: Below 4500 ft.







Sonoran Mixed Woody Scrubs


Found along the CA PCT on the desert flanks of the eastern Peninsular Ranges (San Felipe Valley region and lower Snow Creek drainage of the San Jacinto Mountains) and the southeastern San Bernardino Mountains. It is generally a transitional vegetation between the Creosote Bush Scrubs at lower elevations and the Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands and Montane Chaparrals above. Habitats include alluvial fans, rolling hills, and steep, rocky slopes with shallow soils. Plants are generally of Sonoran and southern Mojave Desert affiliation, with no clear dominant species. The various assemblages are highly diverse, containing a mix of both deciduous and evergreen woody shrubs and succulent species, including desert agave (Agave deserti var. deserti), California barrel cactus (Ferocactus cylindraceus), and Mojave yucca (Yucca schidigera). Species composition is influenced by summer precipitation; numerous shrubs and summer annuals are able to initiate growth and late-season flowering when activated by a warm-season precipitation event.
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PCT Sections: 3–8 Elevation: Below 5000 ft.







Mojave Mixed Woody Scrubs


This diverse scrub community is common throughout the Mojave Desert at mid-elevations. Along the CA PCT, it is intercepted only along Mojave Desert–influenced stretches of the Transverse Ranges and southern Sierra Nevada, where it is a transitional vegetation between Creosote Bush and Saltbush Scrubs below and Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands above. It may also intermingle with Joshua Tree Woodlands and Black Bush Scrubs. Often occurs on moderate slopes or on dynamic alluvial fans; soils are shallow, well drained, and gravelly to somewhat rocky, usually derived from granitic materials. These complex scrubs may contain 15–20 codominant shrubs and as many as 45 shrub species per acre! White bursage (Ambrosia dumosa), black bush (Coleogyne ramosissima), narrowleaf goldenbush (Ericameria linearfolia, pictured above), creosote bush (Larrea tridentata), Joshua tree (Yucca brevifolia), and Mojave yucca (Y. schidigera) are often key constituents, but none are dominant.
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PCT Sections: 1–7Elevation: Below 4000 ft.







Saltbush Scrubs


A low-diversity scrub type found intermittently in the valleys and drainages traversed by the CA PCT in the southern trail segments. Habitats include dry basins, sandy benches along watercourses, mudflats, and disturbed areas. Soils are fine-textured, poorly drained, and of high alkalinity or salinity. Because soils with high salt content are toxic to most species, total shrub cover is usually low, and few herbaceous plants occupy the open ground between shrubs. Saltbush Scrubs are typically dominated by one or more shrub species in the Chenopodiaceae, or by other salt-tolerant species. These “xero-halophytes” are well adapted to tolerating dry, saline soils; some absorb salts and store them in their tissues and in doing so may balance the pH of soils. Native species such as four-wing saltbush (Atriplex canescens, pictured above) and various goosefoots (Chenopodium) have been used in the rehabilitation of over-irrigated agricultural soils or soils contaminated by road salt or depleted by groundwater pumping.
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PCT Sections: AllElevation: Below 10,000 ft.







Sagebrush Scrubs


Found in all the CA PCT ecoregions in dry washes, plains, valley bottoms, mountain slopes, streambanks, and ridges, generally in well-drained, sandy to loamy soils. Often occurs and is codominant with bitterbrush (Purshia tridentata). Sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata, pictured above) is the quintessential shrub of the Great Basin Desert. Fire plays an important role in maintaining healthy sagebrush stands, and fire intervals of 30–70 years are typical. Increased fire frequency or severity, however, may prove deleterious as sagebrush does not sprout after fire and is totally reliant on an established seedbank or adjacent plants to recolonize a burn. When fires are too frequent or severe, the seedbank is depleted, and the landscape generally becomes dominated by weeds. Disturbance, especially from cattle or vehicles, leads to an increase of invasive, nonnative plants.
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PCT Sections: AllElevation: Below 12,000 ft.







Rabbitbrush Scrubs


Rabbitbrush Scrubs are more common in the intermountain states but appear along the CA PCT as well, most often in the southern Sierra Nevada. California stands are dominated by subspecies of rubber rabbitbrush (Ericameria nauseosa, pictured above), many of which have extensive ranges throughout the state. Casting a gray-green hue on the landscape, this community stands out from the more common stands of Sagebrush Scrubs, Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands, and forest associations. Habitat characteristics include well-drained soils in valleys, alluvial fans, and pediments at the base of slopes. Soils, usually of high clay content, may “self-till,” shrinking and swelling with the wet-dry precipitation cycles emblematic of California. Rabbitbrush Scrubs have a reputation for being a disturbance-follower, thriving on abandoned (tilled) agricultural property, overgrazed lands, burned areas, and along roadways.
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PCT Sections: 1–2 & 8Elevation: Below 6000 ft.







Black Bush Scrubs


Of all the desert-affiliated plant communities along the CA PCT, perhaps none is more dominated by a single species than is Black Bush Scrub. On dry, well-drained slopes and ridges, black bush (Coleogyne ramosissima, pictured above) forms a monoculture of low, intricately branched, dark grayish green shrubs. While quite common in the Mojave Desert and western Sonoran Desert of California, the only known stands of Black Bush Scrubs along the PCT occur in the San Felipe Valley region of San Diego County and just north of Kelso Valley in Kern County, separated by about 520 trail miles! Black bush grows in shallow, often calcareous soils with a well-developed crusty caliche layer. Some mature stands may exceed 500 years in age. These ancient stands have not fared well with increased fire frequency in recent years. The shallow-rooted plants rarely survive a burn, and post-fire recovery, which may take decades, is limited to germination of seeds cached by rodents.
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PCT Sections: 1–8 & 18–19 Elevation: Below 4000 ft.







California Prairies


Prairies along the CA PCT are associated with valleys and foothills mixed with oaks or shrubs, or open, treeless expanses. They also include native annual species such as California poppies (Eschscholzia californica), lupines (Lupinus), phacelias (Pacelia spp.) and popcorn flowers (Plagiobothrys spp.), all pictured above. With increasing elevation, prairies generally transition into woodlands or chaparrals. Unfortunately, because of intensive grazing, agriculture, and human development, California Prairies mostly consist of nonnative annual grasses and herbs such as wild oats (Avena spp.), bromes (Bromus spp.), star-thistles (Centaurea spp.), and filarees (Erodium spp.). Fire can have positive effects on this habitat by reducing nonnative species, especially grasses and their thatch buildup, allowing native plants to germinate. Fire was likely infrequent in California Prairies due to the low occurrence of lightning strikes, but grasslands close to habitation by Indigenous peoples were likely burned to attract wildlife with a proliferation of lush, new vegetation the following spring.
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PCT Sections: 4–9Elevation: Below 7000 ft.







Joshua Tree Woodlands


Joshua tree (Yucca brevifolia, pictured above) has an extensive range throughout the Mojave Desert and is encountered along the Mojave Desert–influenced segments of the CA PCT. Though it rarely dominates a plant community, in denser stands this small tree becomes structurally significant. Joshua Tree Woodlands range along the PCT from sandy flats, such as those in the Antelope Valley, to elevations as high as 7000 ft. on the transmontane slopes of the San Bernardino Mountains and eastern Sierra Nevada and Tehachapi Mountains. They intergrade at lower elevations with Creosote Bush Scrubs and at higher elevations with Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands. Joshua Tree Woodlands, especially in Kern County, are subject to habitat degradation due to grazing, recreational activities, altered fire regimes, and more recently by the rapid sprawl of renewable energy development.
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PCT Sections: 1–10Elevation: Below 8500 ft.







Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands


Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands take on many forms across the southwestern US but are especially symbolic of the vast Great Basin Desert. Along the CA PCT, several combinations occur; the most common involves singleleaf pinyon pine (Pinus monophylla, pictured above) and California juniper (Juniperus californica). This plant community occupies the mid-elevation transmontane slopes of the southern Sierra Nevada and Southern California Mountains ecoregions, where precipitation is 9–17 in. annually. In the Peninsular Ranges, Parry pinyon (P. quadrifolia) is added to this plant community. Pinyon pines and junipers have slow growth rates and are poorly adapted to fire. Over the past several decades, land management agencies have cleared Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands for the benefit of range and fire management programs. Environmental groups, tribal leaders, and other conservationists have argued that removing these trees is harmful to this storied plant community.
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PCT Sections: 1–10 & 16–24 Elevation: Below 7000 ft.







Oak Woodlands


Oaks can be found on every section of the CA PCT, and in this community, oaks are the dominant tree. Oak Woodlands commonly intermix with Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands, Foothill Chaparrals, Lower Montane Coniferous Forests, and Montane Chaparrals. Fire is an important component in maintaining most Oak Woodlands. Frequent, low to moderately intense fires create openings for seedlings and sprouts. There’s evidence that Indigenous peoples maintained stands of oaks for acorn production by having frequent, low intensity fires. The most common oak here is canyon live oak (Quercus chrysolepsis, pictured above).
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PCT Sections: 1–6 & 8 Elevation: Below 6000 ft.







Foothill Chaparrals


Foothill Chaparrals are the major vegetation type at lower elevations of the various mountain ranges. As you hike the CA PCT, Foothill Chaparrals tend to be the first shrub-dominated community you’ll encounter above California Prairies, and as you gain elevation, they transition into woodlands or Lower Montane Coniferous Forests. Although Foothill Chaparrals are dominated by shrubs, they can include small trees. Dominant species include chamise and red shank (Adenustema spp.). manzanitas (Arctostaphylos spp.), and ceanothuses (Ceanothus spp.). Fire intervals in this community may vary from 10 to 100+ years. Many of the dominant shrubs can sprout following fire, but frequent high intensity burns can eliminate chaparral altogether. Competition from nonnative plants, following disturbances such as fires or manual clearing, can also hinder the return of native chaparral species.
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PCT Sections: AllElevation: Below 11,000 ft.







Montane Chaparrals


This mountain community is typified by dry, brushy areas between stands of trees. It may include some of the same species that occur in Foothill Chaparrals, as well as shrubs requiring the increase in precipitation associated with the montane zone. Dominant species include manzanitas (Arctostaphylos spp.), ceanothuses (Ceanothus spp.), and chinquapins (Crysolepsis spp.). As you continue to gain elevation above timberline, Montane Chaparrals and associated Subalpine Coniferous Forests transition into Alpine Communities. Fire interval range is 20–75+ years. Although many of the dominant shrubs can sprout following fire, frequent or high intensity fires can eliminate chaparral completely. After burning, rocky sites tend to stay shrub-dominated, while other, less harsh sites can eventually convert into coniferous forest as long as the fire-return interval is long enough for trees to become dominant.
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PCT Sections: AllElevation: Below 8800 ft.







Lower Montane Coniferous Forests


Conifers are a quintessential part of the PCT experience as one hikes above the scrubs, woodlands, and chaparrals. At lower elevations, Lower Montane Coniferous Forests (aka mixed coniferous forests) transition into woodlands or shrub-dominated habitats. The upper limits of this community are not always clear as you transition into a preponderance of dominant trees associated with Upper Montane Coniferous Forests. Moister sites tend to favor white fir (Abies concolor), sugar pine (Pinus lambertiana), and Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii). Fire is an important component of this community, especially when pines dominate. With livestock grazing and fire exclusion, pine stands can be replaced by more shade-tolerant trees like white fir and Douglas-fir. Climate change is linked to altered fire frequency and intensity, and more and more, forest fires result in complete stand replacements. In other words, forests along the trail may never return to tree-dominated communities. Loss of seed banks and viable sprouting material, generally drier conditions (climate change), and competition from nonnative plants are major factors working against coniferous forests returning along recently burned portions of the trail.
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PCT Sections: 3–5 & 10–24Elevation: Below 11,200 ft.







Upper Montane Coniferous Forests


As you transition out of Lower Montane Coniferous Forests by gaining elevation or by moving onto cooler, moister slopes (often north-facing), red fir (Abies magnifica), lodgepole pine (Pinus contorta subsp. murrayana), and/or mountain hemlock (Tsuga mertensiana) become more dominant in the landscape. Lodgepole pines tend to occupy cold, moist habitats near meadows, lakes, and streams; red firs prefer slopes where winter snow accumulations are deep (to 20 ft.). For lodgepole pines, large stand fires tend to happen at long intervals, sometimes several hundred years between events. Lodgepole pines establish after burns with wind-dispersed seeds; surface fires tend to happen every 20–30 years. Red firs have a different relationship with fire; surface fires mostly occur at intervals of 10–65 years. Intense, large fires are very rare since fuels are often moist and compact, or just very sparse.
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PCT Sections: 3–5 & 10–24Elevation: Above 8000 ft.







Subalpine Coniferous Forests


As you continue going up in elevation, this is the last plant community containing conifers. It is a boreal forest, bordering Alpine Communities and forming the timberline ecotone. Elfin, weather-battered, stunted trees that look like shrubs (aka krummholz) are common on exposed ridges within this community. Lightning strikes are also common, but fires are generally restricted to one or few trees. The shrub and herbaceous layers are mostly open and sparse, slowing the spread of fire. Foxtail pines (Pinus balfouriana) occur with the whitebark pines (Pinus albicaulis), which are the quintessential tree occupying this zone from the southern Sierra Nevada to the Klamath Mountains. Whitebark pine seeds are mostly scattered by Clark’s nutcrackers and squirrels. Summer climate is mild, with maximum temperatures normally not exceeding 65°F.
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PCT Sections: 10–15 & 18Elevation: Above timberline (over 9500 ft.)







Alpine Communities


Besides the desert communities, plants in these communities, which include snowbank margins, talus and scree slopes, and meadows, face some of the harshest conditions along the PCT. Extreme wind, cold, lingering snow, and generally thin, rocky soils limit plant diversity mostly to low, tufted perennials (aka cushion plants). Plants can also seek protection from the elements by growing in protected rock crevices, between rocks, and at the base of boulders. Dominant species include Sierra columbine (Aquilegia pubescens), sedges (Carex spp.), and paintbrushes (Castilleja spp.). Lightning strikes are common, generally striking rock without causing any fires. Summer climate is very mild, with maximum temperatures normally not exceeding 60°F. The optimum growing season is limited to 4–7 weeks in summer, but hard frosts can happen year-round!
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Pacific Crest Trail Sections 1–11







Section 1


Southern Peninsular Ranges


Mile 0–77.3


Length: 77.3 miles, US/Mexico Border south of Campo (elev. 2925 ft.) to Highway 78 at Scissors Crossing (elev. 2259 ft.)


Predominant Plant Communities: Wetland-Riparian Communities, Creosote Bush Scrubs, Sonoran Mixed Woody Scrubs, Sagebrush Scrubs, California Prairies, Foothill Chaparrals, Oak Woodlands, Montane Chaparrals, Lower Montane Coniferous Forests


Ecoregions South to North: Southern California/Northern Baja Coast (Diegan Western Granitic Foothills and Morena/Boundary Mountain Chaparral), Southern California Mountains (Southern California Lower Montane Shrub and Woodland and Southern California Montane Coniferous Forest); Sonoran Basin and Range (Western Sonoran Mountain Woodland and Shrubland)


Places and Plants of Interest


San Diego County is a well-known US biodiversity hotspot, containing an astounding 2500 native plant species. Traversing numerous plant communities from the interior coastal valleys to arid desert regions of San Diego County, Section 1 of the CA PCT intercepts many of these species.


Hauser Mountain and Creek, mixed chaparral and wildflowers, Mile 2–20. The chamise and mixed chaparral assemblages along this stretch of trail are unique to the PCT, as they contain species typical of the coastal and interior foothills of southern San Diego County and northern Baja, Mexico. For example, fingertips (Dudleya edulis) reaches its easternmost range here, clinging to the granitic slabs south of Morena Lake at Mile 19. In spring, look for Campo clarkia (Clarkia delicata) at Campo Creek, Mile 2.5, and again in the Hauser Creek drainage, Mile 15.
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Creosote bush scrub habitat in San Felipe Valley near Scissors Crossing, Mile 76.3. Dominant yellow annual is needle goldfields (Lasthenia gracilis). At 2240 ft., this is the lowest elevation in Section 1 of the CA PCT.
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Parry’s jujube (Ziziphus parryi), Mile 73.7, attains a height of 15 ft. along the trail.
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Fingertips (Dudleya edulis) growing on granitic rock slabs just south of Morena Lake, Mile 19.
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Parry pinyon (Pinus quadrifolia) atop windswept crest of the Laguna Mountains, Mile 43.5.






Though limited in California to the interior southern San Diego County, robust herbaceous perennial sticky geraea (Geraea viscida) can be seen in the foothill chaparrals south of Mt. Laguna. Look for occurrences at Mile 3 (at railroad crossing) northwest of Campo, and at Mile 30.5 just east of Kitchen Creek.


Laguna Mountains, montane chaparrals and coniferous forests, Mile 42–58. Winding along the precipitous crest of the Laguna Mountains just east of the Sunrise Highway and overlooking the Borrego Desert below, the PCT bisects the southernmost stands of lower montane coniferous forests in California. Dominated by Jeffrey pine (Pinus jeffreyi), Coulter pine (P. coulteri), and ponderosa pine (P. ponderosa), as well as black oak (Quercus kelloggii) and incense cedar (Calocedrus decurrens), fires are common in these forests opening up areas to rapid succession by chaparral species.The suite of species found along this stretch includes the uncommon Parry pinyon (P. quadrifolia) at Mile 43–44 and two rarities, velvety false-lupine (Thermopsis californica var. semota) at Mile 46–48 and San Diego sunflower (Hulsea californica) at Mile 53–57.


San Felipe Valley from Rodriquez Canyon to Scissors Crossing, Mile 68–77. This stretch of Section 1 descends the steep escarpment of the Laguna Mountains through Anza Borrego State Park, an abrupt transition from the southern Peninsular Ranges into the Sonoran Desert at San Felipe Valley. Along the trail one encounters unusual combinations of montane chaparrals, California juniper woodlands, and mixed woody scrubs, culminating in creosote bush scrubs and mesquite woodlands at Highway 78. Many of the species along the trail here are affiliated with the Sonoran Desert and occur in California only in this region, including the impressively thorny Parry’s jujube (Ziziphus parryi), mouse’s eye (Bernardia incana), shrubby brickellbush (Brickellia frutescens), and desert agave (Agave deserti var. deserti). The flora in this zone is comprised of a high percentage of ephemeral annual plants and after rainy winters the spring wildflower displays can be spectacular. Summer thunderstorms are also common here, and can activate a second bloom of annuals (summer annuals) in late summer and early fall.



Section 2


Central Peninsular Ranges


Mile 77.3–151.9


Length: 74.6 miles, Highway 78 at Scissors Crossing (elev. 2259 ft.) to Highway 74 at Santa Rosa Summit (elev. 4906 ft.)


Predominant Plant Communities: Wetland-Riparian Communities, Creosote Bush Scrubs, Sonoran Mixed Woody Scrubs, Sagebrush Scrubs, California Prairies, Foothill Chaparrals, Oak Woodlands, Montane Chaparrals, Lower Montane Coniferous Forests


Ecoregions South to North: Southern California Mountains (Southern California Lower Montane Shrub and Woodland); Sonoran Basin and Range (Western Sonoran Mountain Woodland and Shrubland)


Places and Plants of Interest


Section 2 begins in the San Felipe Valley, San Diego County, gradually rising in elevation while traversing the eastern mountains and valleys of the central Peninsular Ranges. While the trail meanders northward, PCT hikers experience a mosaic of diverse vegetation types that typify the sharp transition between the western Sonoran Desert and the eastern Peninsular Ranges.


San Felipe Hills, enriched succulent scrub and desert wildflowers, Mile 78–82. From Scissors Crossing at Highway 78, the PCT again enters the Anza Borrego Desert State Park, and quickly ascends the rocky desert slopes of the southern San Felipe Hills. For several miles, hikers encounter impressive succulent diversity, shrubs that can’t be found elsewhere on the PCT, and, on years of sufficient rainfall, striking displays of annuals. Featured succulents include California barrel cactus (Ferocactus cylindraceus), Engelmann’s hedgehog cactus (Echinocereus engelmannii), and Mojave yucca (Yucca schidigera).
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Desert agave (Agave deserti var. deserti) and various cacti in Sonoran mixed woody scrub, overlooking the San Felipe Valley, Mile 77.9.
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Hidden among the barrel cactuses in this section is fish hook cactus (Mammillaria dioica).
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Dense chaparrals and oak woodlands near Coombs Peak (Bucksnort Mountain), Mile 129. Candle-like lily stalks are those of chaparral yucca (Hesperoyucca whipplei).
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Chaparral dominated by red shank (Adenostoma sparsifolium), Mile 118.4.
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Agua Caliente Creek north of Warner Springs, Mile 111.8. The pink annual in foreground is fringed linanthus (Linanthus dianthiflorus).






Warner Springs area, valley grasslands and woodlands, Mile 109–112. Few places along the PCT are quite like Warner Springs, aka Kupa after the Indigenous peoples who once occupied the expansive valley. Majestic groves of oak, cottonwood, sycamore, willow, and ash can be found along the many watercourses, including Agua Caliente Creek, that filter into the valley. And though centuries of livestock grazing have taken a toll on the meadows and perennial grasslands that once thrived here, some areas have recovered and still offer spectacular wildflower blooms that include California dandelion (Malacothrix californica), fringed linanthus (Linanthus dianthiflorus), and miniature lupine (Lupinus bicolor). At Mile 110.2, look for the regional endemics Engelmann oak (Quercus engelmannii) and cane cholla (Cylindropuntia californica var. parkeri).


Chaparral dominated by red shank (Adenostoma sparsifolium), Mile 117–120. Compared to chamise (Adenostoma fasciculatum), its more ubiquitous cousin, red shank is somewhat patchy along the PCT, limited to the Peninsular Ranges. This stretch of trail, adjacent to Lost Valley Road, highlights some of the denser stands we’ve seen along the PCT.


Coombs Peak (Bucksnort Mountain) region, Mile 128–130. At 6193 ft. elevation, the unheralded Coombs Peak, one of the tallest peaks in San Diego County, supports small stands of conifers, including Coulter pine (Pinus coulteri). Also look for Parry’s beargrass (Nolina parryi) and the rare Orcutt’s linanthus (Linanthus orcuttii). Munz’s mariposa lily (Calochortus palmeri var. palmeri), Mile 151.6, makes a cameo appearance just south of Highway 74 on Lookout Mountain, growing with sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata), Parry pinyon (P. quadrifolia), red shank, and Palmer oak (Quercus palmeri).



Section 3


Northern Peninsular Ranges–San Jacinto Mountains


Mile 151.9–209.5


Length: 57.6 miles, Highway 74 at Santa Rosa Summit (elev. 4906 ft.) to Interstate 10 near Cabazon (elev. 1335 ft.)


Predominant Plant Communities: Wetland-Riparian Communities, Creosote Bush Scrubs, Sonoran Mixed Woody Scrubs, Saltbush Scrubs, Sagebrush Scrubs, California Prairies, Oak Woodlands, Montane Chaparrals, Lower Montane Coniferous Forests, Upper Montane Coniferous Forests, Subalpine Coniferous Forests


Ecoregions South to North: Southern California Mountains (Southern California Lower Montane Shrub and Woodland, Southern California Montane Coniferous Forest, and Southern California Subalpine); Sonoran Basin and Range (Upper Coachella Valley and Hills and Western Sonoran Mountains)


Places and Plants of Interest


Section 3 of the CA PCT encompasses the San Jacinto Mountains, the northernmost and most prominent range in the Peninsular Ranges. Sandwiched between the coastal valleys to the west and the hot Sonoran Desert to the east, the lofty San Jacinto Mountains form an ecological sky island that harbors more than a dozen endemic, or near-endemic, plant species. In addition, at least 40 plant species reach their southern distributional limit in the range. Though much of the southern end of the San Jacinto has recently burned, Section 3 quickly rises to 9000 ft. (or 10,834 ft. if you hike the San Jacinto Peak alternative) and much of it is still dominated by montane forest communities. At its northern terminus, the trail abruptly descends 2 vertical miles to an elevation of 1000 ft. at the San Gorgonio River near Interstate 10, the hottest, driest, and perhaps windiest, stretch of the PCT!
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Looking southward at the dramatic escarpment of the northeastern San Jacinto Mountains. Brittlebush (Encelia farinosa) dominates the trail here, close to where it crosses Interstate 10.
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View to south of the San Jacinto Mountains from Snow Creek village, Mile 207.
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California corn lily (Veratrum californicum) growing in the Skunk Cabbage Meadow complex, southeast of Mile 180.
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Palmer oak (Quercus palmeri) lines the trail at the southern end of Section 3, Mile 152–153.






Palmer oak (Quercus palmeri) and Parry pinyon (Pinus quadrifolia), Mile 152. At the Pines to Palms Highway (Highway 74) near Santa Rosa Summit, the trail immediately enters a stand of Palmer oak and Parry pinyon, accompanied by sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata), red shank (Adenostoma sparsifolium), and Jeffrey pine (Pinus jeffreyi). This is one of the few locations along the PCT to see Palmer oak with its spiny leaf margins and broad and corky acorn cups. A number of rare herbaceous species also occur here, including southern jewelflower (Streptanthus campestris) and California beardtongue (Penstemon californicus). This site is also the southernmost occurrence of Burlew’s onion (Allium burlewii).


Coulter pine (Pinus coulteri), Forbes Saddle, Mile 166.5. This locality is particularly interesting because Forbes Saddle has burned several times in the last century, and yet various sizes and ages of Coulter pines are evident here. Sporting the world’s largest and heaviest pine cones, Coulter pine is more fire-adapted than most pines, as its thick, protective cones remain sealed shut until fire toasts the cone thus releasing its seeds.


Tahquitz Creek to Saddle Junction, montane meadows, Mile 177–180. Though impacted by a century of overgrazing, the meadow complex in this region remains of great significance to botanists, containing species not found elsewhere in the Peninsular Ranges, such as alpine shootingstar (Primula tetrandra), lemon lily (Lilium parryi), and California corn lily (Veratrum californicum). Skunk Cabbage Meadow is named for the corn lilies there.


Base of Snow Creek Canyon, Sonoran mixed woody scrubs, Mile 202–207. Snow Creek Canyon is one of the few places on earth where a vertical displacement of 2 miles occurs over such a short horizontal distance. Here, vegetation rapidly transitions to various diverse scrub types, supporting a number of species unique to this hot Sonoran Desert crossing of the PCT among them Bigelow’s ragged rock flower (Crossosoma bigelovii), jojoba (Simmondsia chinensis), and desert willow (Chilopsis linearis).



Section 4


San Bernardino Mountains


Mile 209.5–342


Length: 132.5 miles, Interstate 10 near Cabazon (elev. 1335 ft.) to Interstate 15 near Cajon Junction (elev. 2995 ft.)


Predominant Plant Communities: Wetland-Riparian Communities, Creosote Bush Scrubs, Sonoran Mixed Woody Scrubs, Mojave Mixed Woody Scrubs, Sagebrush Scrubs, California Prairies, Joshua Tree Woodlands, Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands, Oak Woodlands, Foothill Chaparrals, Montane Chaparrals, Lower Montane Coniferous Forests, Upper Montane Coniferous Forests


Ecoregions South to North: Southern California Mountains (Arid Montane Slopes, Southern California Lower Montane Shrub and Woodland, and Southern California Montane Coniferous Forest); Sonoran Basin and Range (Upper Coachella Valley and Hills); Mojave Basin and Range (Western Mojave Basins)


Places and Plants of Interest


Section 4 of the CA PCT traverses the entire length of the San Bernardino Mountains, the tallest range in southern California. From the south, the trail begins in the Sonoran Desert at Interstate 10 at 1335 ft., the hottest and driest stretch of the CA PCT. It then climbs steadily into forested montane zones, cresting at about 8700 ft. at Onyx Summit, and then slowly descends to Interstate 15 near Cajon Junction at 2995 ft., where vegetation transitions into the Mojave Desert. Along this route, hikers will experience one of the great North American biodiversity hotspots. Of all the PCT sections, none can rival the high diversity and endemism of Section 4 plant species.
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Looking southward across Big Bear Valley at San Gorgonio Peak from the PCT at Bertha Ridge, Mile 276.
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Brittlebush (Encelia farinosa) lights up the trail in early morning, east of Cabazon, Mile 211.
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Pebble plain habitat north of Baldwin Lake, Mile 267.5.
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Looking to the southwest at San Gorgonio Peak from the PCT at Onyx Peak, Mile 252 (elev. 8700 ft.).
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California sycamore (Platanus racemosa) along lower Deep Creek, near Mile 310.






Cabazon to the North Fork of Mission Creek, mixed woody scrubs, Mile 212–225. This stretch of trail passes through numerous life zones that exemplify both the Sonoran and southern Mojave Desert biomes. It also bisects the moist canyons containing the Whitewater River and the West and North forks of Mission Creek. Recent floristic inventories have documented more than 500 plant species along this stretch, including such common desert taxa as creosote bush (Larrea tridentata), brittlebush (Encelia farinosa), and catclaw (Senegalia greggii). This area also marks the northwestern distributional limit for many Sonoran Desert species in California, such as Parry’s jujube (Ziziphus parryi), and it is the only locality along the PCT to see the rare Joshua tree poppy (Eschscholzia androuxii).


Mission Springs to Onyx Summit, upper montane coniferous forests, Mile 240–252. This is the highest stretch of the PCT in the San Bernardino Mountains, generally staying above an elevation of 8000 ft. Though somewhat rain-shadowed by San Gorgonio Peak just to the west, the forest associations here are quite diverse with at least 9 conifer species including limber pine (Pinus flexilis), impressive old-growth stands of sugar pine (P. lambertiana), and Sierra juniper (Juniperus grandis) near Coon Creek Jumpoff. Many rare plants are found in the understory, including Mill Creek alumroot (Heuchera parishii), Big Bear Valley phlox (Phlox dolichantha), and Big Bear Valley woollypod (Astragalus leucolobus).


Highway 18 to Polique Canyon, pebble plain habitat, Mile 266–279. The San Bernardino Mountains mark the southern extent of glaciation in California. With post-glacial drying of the region, quartzite pebbles were pushed to the surface in the clay soils by frost heaving, leaving a substrate that trees were unable to colonize. The resultant opening among the lower montane coniferous forests and pinyon-juniper woodlands supports a unique plant community comprised of many endemic species (found nowhere else), most of which are matted perennials or tiny annuals. Indeed, the pebble plains of the San Bernardino Mountains are renowned among botanists as perhaps the single most significant hotspot for endemism in California, supporting at least 17 rare, threatened, or endangered plant species.


The best-developed pebble plain habitat can be found in the Big Bear and Holcomb Valley areas, or are for conservation management purposes, deliberately avoided by the PCT. However, as the trail traverses to the north of Baldwin and Big Bear lakes, one encounters numerous ridgetop flats and forest openings with well-developed pebble plains. Hikers should take extra care to avoid impacting this incredibly fragile habitat, but along the trail it’s easy to spot some of the iconic rare species, including Parish’s rockcress (Boechera parishii), little purple monkeyflower (Erythranthe purpurea), Big Bear Valley sandwort (Eremogone ursina), ashgray paintbrush (Castilleja cinerea), silver-haired ivesia (Ivesia argyrocoma var. argyrocoma), and Baldwin Lake linanthus (Linanthus killipii).


Mojave River Tributaries, riparian woodlands and chaparrals, Mile 310–330. The PCT zig-zags through the headwaters of the Mojave River, paralleling extensive riparian woodlands at Deep Creek and again west of Silverwood Lake that are dominated by Fremont’s cottonwood (Populus fremontii), red willow (Salix laevigata), California sycamore (Platanus racemosa), and Durango root (Datisca glomerata). The Deep Creek watershed is designated as a National Wild and Scenic River. The stretch along Summit Valley passes through chaparral habitats that are heavily influenced by the Mojave Desert. This is one of the few places along the PCT where typically coastal chaparral species such as chamise (Adenostoma fasciculatum) and hollyleaf cherry (Prunus ilicifolia) grow alongside desert species such as gray amsonia (Amsonia tomentosa) and desert almond (P. fasciculata).



Section 5


San Gabriel Mountains


Mile 342–444


Length: 102 miles, Interstate 15 at Cajon Junction (elev. 2995 ft.) to Soledad Canyon near Acton (elev. 2237 ft.)


Predominant Plant Communities: Wetland-Riparian Communities, Sagebrush Scrubs, California Prairies, Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands, Oak Woodlands, Foothill Chaparrals, Montane Chaparrals, Lower Montane Coniferous Forests, Upper Montane Coniferous Forests, Subalpine Coniferous Forests


Ecoregions South to North: Southern California Mountains (Arid Montane Slopes, Southern California Lower Montane Shrub and Woodland, Southern California Montane Coniferous Forest, and Southern California Subalpine)


Places and Plants of Interest


Section 5 of the CA PCT traverses the entire length of the San Gabriel Mountains of the Transverse Ranges, an east-to-west oriented range and one of the highest in southern California. From the east, the PCT commences at Cajon Junction along Interstate 15 (roughly elev. 3000 ft.), where vegetation is greatly influenced by the Mojave Desert to the north, as well as the maritime chaparrals and scrubs from the Los Angeles basin to the south. The trail quickly climbs onto several connecting ridgelines, and generally follows the crest of the range, remaining over 6000 ft. for about 50 miles, reaching its highest point atop Mt. Baden-Powell (elev. 9399 ft.).
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View of Mt. Baldy from the slopes of Mt. Baden-Powell, San Gabriel Mountains, Mile 375.
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Limber pine (Pinus flexilis) forest atop Mt. Baden-Powell.
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Rocky slopes at Kratka Ridge, Mile 389.5.
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Looking west at Mt. Baden-Powell from Blue Ridge, Mile 368.1.






Ralston Peak to Lone Pine Canyon, post-fire foothill chaparrals, Mile 344–348. Just west of the Interstate 15 crossing, the PCT traverses the Miocene-age sandstone beds at the base of Ralston Peak. Shearing along the San Andreas Fault has resulted in the tilting and re-exposure of these formations. Vegetation along this stretch of trail is recovering from recent fire, and the wildflower blooms are spectacular. Look for an abundance of tree poppy (Dendromecon rigida), showy penstemon (Penstemon spectabilis), California flannelbush (Fremontodendron californicum), and poodle-dog bush (Eriodictyon parryi). Avoid touching poodle-dog bush: it causes a severe rash (contact dermatitis) in some people!


Blue Ridge, montane chaparrals and coniferous forests, Mile 357–368. This segment of the trail winds along the Blue Ridge, just north of Mt. Baldy and south of the town of Wrightwood, passing through various vegetation assemblages dominated by mixed conifers and montane chaparral species. In late spring look for the rare San Gabriel linanthus (Linanthus concinnus) and pinewoods missionbells (Fritillaria pinetorum).


Mt. Baden-Powell, subalpine zone, Mile 378. At 9399 ft., Mt. Baden-Powell is the highest point along the PCT in southern California. Generally, above 8500 ft., hikers will encounter open stands of windswept limber pine (Pinus flexilis). This subalpine zone harbors several species unique to the San Gabriel Mountains, including lamb’s horns (Cycladenia humilis) and woolly mountainparsley (Oreonana vestita).


Kratka Ridge, rock gardens, Mile 386–391. Rock outcrops and crevices are host to some of the more showy plants in the montane zones of San Gabriel Mountains. And this rocky stretch of the PCT at Kratka Ridge showcases many colorful rock-loving species. Here, look for urn-flowered alumroot (Heuchera caespitosa), Parish’s catchfly (Silene parishii), California fuchsia (Epilobium canum), longstalk phacelia (Phacelia longipes), and the rare gray monardella (Monardella australis subsp. cinerea).



Section 6


Western Transverse Ranges


Mile 444–517.6


Length: 73.6 miles, Soledad Canyon near Acton (elev. 2237 ft.) to Highway 138 (elev. 3026 ft.)


Predominant Plant Communities: Wetland-Riparian Communities, Sagebrush Scrubs, California Prairies, Oak Woodlands, Foothill Chaparrals, Montane Chaparrals, Lower Montane Coniferous Forests


Ecoregions South to North: Southern California Mountains (Arid Montane Slopes, Southern California Lower Montane Shrub and Woodland, and Southern California Montane Coniferous Forest)


Places and Plants of Interest


Section 6 of the CA PCT traverses the westernmost Transverse Ranges, a series of smaller ranges (generally less than 5500 ft. elevation) collectively referred to as the Sierra Pelona Mountains. From east to west the trail climbs out of the Santa Clara River in Soledad Canyon passing through the scenic Vasquez Rocks Natural Area. It then continues westward traversing the Liebre Mountains paralleling the San Andreas Fault, until it spills into the far western Mojave Desert in Antelope Valley, at Highway 138, near Neenach.
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Vasquez Rocks Natural Area, Mile 453.4.
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Looking south at the Liebre Mountains, Mile 516. California poppy (Eschscholzia californica) blankets the desert floor at the western edge of Antelope Valley near Neenach.
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Maritime-influenced chaparrals and woodlands along the PCT in San Francisquito Canyon, Mile 478.2.






Soledad Canyon, subalkaline clay soils, Mile 444.2. Just above the riparian woodlands of the Santa Clara River, the PCT briefly passes through ashy-colored clay soils. Here, we can observe the lovely prickly phlox (Linanthus californicus) and Mojave paintbrush (Castilleja plagiotoma), a regional endemic.


Vasquez Rocks Natural Area, juniper-dominated chaparral, Mile 451–454. Just east of the town of Agua Dulce, the PCT crosses through the Vasquez Rocks of western film and Star Trek fame. These uplifted and inclined breccia and conglomerate formations date back to the Oligocene Epoch (beginning 40 million years ago). Vegetation is dominated by California juniper (Juniperus californica), hollyleaf cherry (Prunus ilicifolia), green ephedra (Ephedra viridis), and chaparral yucca (Hesperoyucca whipplei). It is a veritable medley of species associated with both the arid montane slopes to the north and the maritime chaparrals to the south. At about Mile 451, look for short-joint beavertail cactus (Opuntia basilaris var. brachyclada).


San Francisquito to Lake Elizabeth Canyons, woodlands and chaparrals, Mile 478–486. This stretch of trail connects two riparian corridors containing diverse woodlands comprised of numerous oak and willow species, bigcone Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga macrocarpa), Coulter pine (Pinus coulteri), and California sycamore (Platanus racemosa). Chamise (Adenostoma fasciculatum), manzanita, and scrub oaks dominate the slopes and ridges here, along with many showy herbaceous perennials, including Fremont’s bushmallow (Malacothamnus fremontii) and Grinnell’s beardtongue (Penstemon grinnellii).


Liebre Mountains near Three Points, Mile 492–510. This is a very interesting stretch of the CA PCT in that it marks the northern terminus of the Southern California Mountains and the last chance to see many species that have been along the PCT since the Mexico border, including toyon (Heteromeles arbutifolia), sugar bush (Rhus ovata), and Eastwood manzanita (Arctostaphylos glandulosa). The region is also ecologically distinct from those ranges to the south, as the plant associations exhibit characteristics of the coastal and interior mountains of central California. Here we see woodlands comprised of California buckeye (Aesculus californica), foothill pine (Pinus sabiniana), and even scattered occurrences of valley oak (Quercus lobata).



Section 7


Antelope Valley and Tehachapi Mountains


Mile 517.6–566.5


Length: 48.9 miles, Highway 138 (elev. 3026 ft.) to Highway 58 (elev. 3821 ft.)


Predominant Plant Communities: Creosote Bush Scrubs, Saltbush Scrubs, Sagebrush Scrubs, Rabbitbrush Scrubs, California Prairies, Joshua Tree Woodlands, Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands, Oak Woodlands, Lower Montane Coniferous Forests


Ecoregions South to North: Mojave Basin and Range (Western Mojave Basins); Sierra Nevada (Eastern Sierran Mojavean Slopes and Tehachapi Mountains)


Places and Plants of Interest


The southern half of this relatively short section spans the Mojave Desert in Antelope Valley, while the northern half traverses the arid eastern slopes of the Tehachapi Mountains of the Sierra Nevada. This region is ecologically unique in California as several major geographic subdivisions form a knot here. Vegetation associations reflect this tangle, as species with affiliations to the Mojave Desert, Sierra Nevada, Transverse Ranges, Coast Ranges, and San Joaquin Valley all come together. Unfortunately, the recent sprawl of land uses, especially energy development, has had a profound impact on the quality of the ecosystem here, perhaps more so than any other section of the PCT.


Antelope Valley, saltbush and creosote bush scrubs, Mile 518–530. This relatively flat stretch is comprised of low-diversity scrub, typified by saltbush (Atriplex), creosote bush (Larrea tridentata), and spiny hopsage (Grayia spinosa). In places the trail skirts around land developed for solar or agriculture. With abundant winter precipitation, however, colorful annual blooms may occur along this stretch and none more spectacular than those dominated by California poppy (Eschscholzia californica), the most celebrated wildflower in Antelope Valley.


[image: Image]

Looking westward at ridgeline dotted with foothill pine (Pinus sabiniana) and wind turbines, above Cameron Creek, from Mile 564.2. Yellow flowers are Bigelow’s tickseed (Leptosyne bigelovii).






[image: Image]

Pale-yellow layia (Layia heterotricha), looking rare enough in an ocean of Great Valley phacelia (Phacelia ciliata).
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Foothill pine (Pinus sabiniana) on ridge above Oak Creek Canyon, Mile 551.
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Mixed desert scrub at the foot of Tehachapi Mountains, Mile 534.6.






Alluvial fans, Joshua tree woodlands, and mixed scrubs, Mile 534–538. The PCT follows the Cottonwood Creek watershed into low foothills of the Tehachapi Mountains, weaving around enormous wind turbines along the way. Shrub diversity increases here, with the most prominent additions being Joshua tree (Yucca brevifolia) and Mojave yucca (Y. schidigera). Annual diversity is also fairly high, including such species as thistle sage (Salvia carduacea) and broad-flowered gilia (Gilia latiflora). Also look for the rare Lemmon’s syntrichopappus (Syntrichopappus lemmonii).


Ridgeline south of Oak Creek Canyon, juniper woodlands and sagebrush scrubs, Mile 548–554. This represents PCT’s high point in Section 7, attaining an elevation of just over 6000 ft. The trail meanders through mosaics of scrubs (on south-facing slopes) and woodlands (north-facing slopes). The scrub community is a mix of sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata), desert bitterbrush (Purshia tridentata var. glandulosa), Mojave kingcup cactus (Echinocereus mojavensis), and herbaceous perennials such as the beautiful Mojave beardtongue (Penstemon incertus). The woodlands are comprised of scattered singleleaf pinyon pine (Pinus monophylla) and foothill pine (P. sabiniana) but are largely dominated by California juniper (Juniperus californica) and Tucker oak (Quercus john-tuckeri).


Cameron Canyon, rabbitbrush scrub, Mile 565. The slopes along the trail here are heavily disturbed by grazing but feature stands of rubber rabbitbrush (Ericameria nauseosa) and, in rainy years, the rare pale-yellow layia (Layia heterotricha).



Section 8


Piute and Scodie Mountains


Mile 566.5–652


Length: 85.5 miles, Highway 58 (elev. 3821 ft.) to Highway 178 at Walker Pass (elev. 5271 ft.)


Predominant Plant Communities: Sagebrush Scrubs, Rabbitbrush Scrubs, Black Bush Scrubs, California Prairies, Joshua Tree Woodlands, Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands, Oak Woodlands, Montane Chaparrals, Lower Montane Coniferous Forests


Ecoregions South to North: Sierra Nevada (Eastern Sierran Mojavean Slopes, Eastern Sierra Great Basin Slopes, Tehachapi Mountains, and Southern Sierra Lower Montane Forest and Woodland)


Places and Plants of Interest


Section 8 marks the beginning of the trail’s journey north through the Sierra Nevada. At the south, the section begins at Highway 58 and climbs quickly, holding an elevation of 5000–6000 ft. until it reaches the Piute Mountains. It then angles to the northeast into the Kaivah Wilderness and traverses the crest of the Scodie Mountains to Highway 178 at Walker Pass. In terms of the flora, this region marks a swift transition from south to north. More than 100 species in this guidebook, many of them affiliated with desert regions, reach their northernmost distribution along the PCT in this section. By contrast, only a dozen or so reach their southern range in this section, as many southern Sierra Nevada montane species are also found in the Transverse Ranges.
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The shrubby Webber’s Joshua tree (informally recognized as Yucca brevifolia var. herbertii), just east of Bird Springs Pass, Scodie Mountains.
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Fog shrouds the trail in the southern Piute Mountains, Mile 601.9.
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Looking north toward Skinner Peak from Bird Springs Pass, Scodie Mountains, Mile 630.8.
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An April bloom of Bigelow’s tickseed (Leptosyne bigelovii) lines the PCT at Walker Pass.
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White pygmypoppy (Canbya candida) is a feature of Pinyon Mountain, Mile 621.






Piute Mountains, tall conifers and fog, Mile 601–610. The PCT in the southern Sierra Nevada generally straddles the crest of the range at its eastern desert escarpment. But the Piute Mountains are an exception, being situated west of the crest where precipitation is enhanced, and where fog from the San Joaquin Valley is more prevalent. As a result, the mountain is a mosaic of montane meadows, oak woodlands, and pine forests dominated by ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa), Jeffrey pine (P. jeffreyi), and California black oak (Quercus kelloggii), resembling some of the forests in the San Bernardino Mountains 200 miles to the south. Interestingly, many rare species here also occur in the San Bernardino Mountains, such as the Tehachapi ragwort (Packera ionophylla), Transverse Range phacelia (Phacelia exilis), and pinewoods missionbells (Fritillaria pinetorum).


Pinyon Mountain, pinyon-juniper woodlands, Mile 620–622. This stretch epitomizes the tug-of-war between pinyon-juniper woodlands, Joshua tree woodlands, and various scrub communities. Here the pinyon-juniper woodlands win out, but only briefly. In spring, look here for the rare white pygmypoppy (Canbya candida).


Birds Spring Pass to Skinner Peak, Scodie Mountains, Webber’s Joshua tree, Mile 630–635. The Joshua tree in this area has a distinctive shrubby form, with multiple stems (from underground rootstalks). Though not formally recognized as distinct from Joshua tree (Yucca brevifolia), this form has been called Webber’s Joshua tree (var. herbertii). Also, look for the deep blue flowers of the rare Charlotte’s phacelia (Phacelia nashiana).


North end of the Scodie Mountains to Walker Pass, pinyon-juniper woodlands, Mile 648–652. This stretch contains dense stands of singleleaf pinyon pine with scattered juniper. In fact, this marks the northernmost California juniper (Juniperus californica) along the PCT. Near Walker Pass, look for the lovely desert peach (Prunus andersonii) and mustang mint (Monardella exilis). One of the most spectacular flowers, Bigelow’s tickseed (Leptosyne bigelovii), can turn entire hillsides yellow with thousands of blooms.



Section 9


Sierra Nevada


Mile 652–704.7


Length: 52.7 miles, Walker Pass (elev. 5271 ft.) to Kennedy Meadows BLM Campground (elev. 6151 ft.)


Predominant Plant Communities: Wetland-Riparian Communities, Sagebrush Scrubs, Joshua Tree Woodlands, Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands, Oak Woodlands, Montane Chaparrals, Lower Montane Coniferous Forests


Ecoregions South to North: Sierra Nevada (Eastern Sierra Great Basin Slopes)


Places and Plants of Interest


This southern portion of the Sierra Nevada is very much influenced by the Great Basin Desert. The woodlands, scrubs, and chaparrals are very similar to those you would find in desert mountain ranges east of the Sierra. Three wilderness areas (Owens Peak, Chimney Peak, and Dome Land) are located along this section of the PCT. Besides having Joshua trees, this area is also known for spectacular wildflower displays during years with favorable rain. Many of the flowers are associated with the Mojave and/or Great Basin Desert(s).


Parry’s beargrass (Nolina parryi), Mile 657–661. This yucca-like plant is scattered on the east-facing, rocky slopes above and below the PCT.
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Kennedy Meadows and South Fork Kern River.
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Parry’s beargrass (Nolina parryi) on rocky, east-facing slopes. These plants do not die after flowering like the similar chaparral yucca (Hesperoyucca whipplei).
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Rose-flowered larkspur (Delphinium purpusii), Mile 666.7.
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Walker Pass, PCT crossing of Highway 178 with Joshua trees (Yucca brevifolia), singleleaf pinyon pine (Pinus monophylla), sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata), and desert bitterbrush (Purshia tridentata var. glandulosa) in the foreground.






Rose-flowered larkspur (Delphinium purpusii), Mile 666.7. A very rare larkspur known to occur in only two places along PCT Sections 8–9. This is the only pink larkspur in North America.


Owens Peak desertparsley (Lomatium shevockii), Mile 671.2. Look for this low-growing, purple-flowered perennial on gravelly slopes below the trail at this location. It occurs only in this section of the PCT.


Kern larkspur (Delphinium hansenii subsp. kernense), Mile 679.8. Look for this tall larkspur among boulders. The flowers are blue-purple to white.


Kennedy Meadows and South Fork Kern River, Mile 699.9–704.7. A large valley dominated by sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata) with the South Fork Kern River flowing from the north out the south end. Located just off the PCT, the Kennedy Meadows General Store offers hikers free camping at store, showers, laundry facilities, resupply packages, and outdoor movies during the summer on Saturday nights.



Section 10


Sierra Nevada


Mile 704.7–878.8


Length: 174.1 miles, Kennedy Meadows Campground (elev. 6151 ft.) to Lake Edison Ferry Trail (elev. 7899 ft.)


Predominant Plant Communities: Wetland-Riparian Communities, Sagebrush Scrubs, Pinyon-Juniper Woodlands, Oak Woodlands, Montane Chaparrals, Lower Montane Coniferous Forests, Upper Montane Coniferous Forests, Subalpine Coniferous Forests, Alpine Communities


Ecoregions South to North: Sierra Nevada (Eastern Sierra Great Basin Slopes, Southern Sierra Mid Montane Forests, Southern Sierra Upper Montane Forests, Southern Sierra Subalpine Forests, and Sierran Alpine)


Places and Plants of Interest


This section and Section 11 comprise nearly 238 trail miles of the PCT—with no road crossings. It’s almost entirely within US Forest Service and National Park wilderness areas. Section 10 starts at the campground located at the north end of Kennedy Meadows, which is a large valley dominated by sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata) with the South Fork Kern River flowing from the north out the south end. Just a short distance along the PCT, at Mile 704.8, is South Sierra Wilderness with the northern boundary at Mile 725. Like Kennedy Meadows, many of the meadows in the southern portion of this section, such as Monache, are dominated by sagebrush. Other wilderness areas (south to north) include Golden Trout, Sequoia and Kings Canyon, and John Muir. Section 10 includes the highest point on the PCT at Forester Pass (elev. 13,153 ft.), Mile 779.5. You can climb even higher if you add 17 miles to your trip and climb Mt. Whitney (elev. 14,505 ft.), the highest point in the lower 48 states. Section 10 also has more PCT miles of alpine communities than any of the other Sierran sections.


[image: Image]

An alpine meadow along the shore of Sapphire Lake, Mile 842.
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The majestic Sierra foxtail pine (Pinus balfouriana subsp. austrina) in Sequoia National Park.
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Muir Hut (elev. 11,973 ft.) below Mt. Solomons, Mile 838.6.
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Evolution Valley and Evolution Creek, Kings Canyon National Park.
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Dollar Lake (elev. 10,222 ft.) with Painted Lady (back left) and Fin Dome (back right) taken by York in 1979, Mile 795.8.






Pinyon-juniper woodlands in the Eastern Sierra Great Basin Slopes ecoregion, Mile 704–711. As you head north along the South Fork Kern River from Kennedy Meadows Campground, you will leave the pinyon-juniper woodlands behind for the last time on the PCT. Although this plant community has been the most dominant in the southern Sierra so far (applicable to northbound hikers), it disappears for good as you gain elevation and leave all desert influences.


Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks, Mile 753.9–856. These two parks, managed as one, are the crown jewels of the southern, high Sierra Nevada. Alpine lakes, spectacular peaks, deep river valleys, extensive uncut forests, granite everywhere, and some 1300 native plant species are just a few of the things that make this portion of the PCT so spectacular! Heading north through Sequoia National Park, the PCT intersects the John Muir Trail (JMT) at Mile 767. They’re a mostly shared trail until they part ways in Tuolumne Meadows, Yosemite National Park. From Tuolumne Meadows, the JMT heads down to its northern terminus at Happy Isles, Yosemite Valley.


Mt. Whitney/Whitney Portal Trail, Mile 766–767. Mt. Whitney is 8.5 miles from the PCT. From the south, take a spur trail to the John Muir Trail (JMT). From the north, continue along the JMT to Mt. Whitney (elev. 14,505 ft.). The trails also have an option to continue down the east escarpment to Whitney Portal (16.6 trail miles from the PCT). Look for the following alpine plants along the trail or at the summit: cutleaf daisy (Erigeron compositus), cushion buckwheat (Eriogonum ovalifolium), Pacific hulsea (Hulsea algida), alpine mountainsorrel (Oxyria digyna), showy skypilot (Polemonium eximium), and gray chickensage (Sphaeromeria cana).


Sierra foxtail pine (Pinus balfouriana subsp. austrina), Mile 745–866. A majestic pine found in the subalpine zone only within this section of the PCT. It is mostly restricted to Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks. Its cousin, the Klamath foxtail pine (subsp. balfouriana), isn’t encountered until Section 20, in the Klamath Mountains.


Muir Hut (John Muir Memorial Shelter) at Muir Pass, Mile 838.6. The hut was built in 1930 to honor John Muir. It serves as an emergency shelter and trail beacon when the trail is covered in snow. Look for the showy, yellow-flowered Lemmon’s draba (Draba lemmonii) on the pass and down the northwest side.


Evolution Valley and Evolution Creek, Mile 846–851. A breathtaking valley with Evolution Creek meandering its way through an extensive meadow complex. Upper montane coniferous forests dominated by lodgepole pine (Pinus contorta subsp. murrayana) border the meadows.


Muir Trail Ranch and Blayney Meadows Hot Springs trail, Mile 857.7. Take this 2-mile trail, off the PCT, for the ranch (resupply point) and a soak in the hot springs. Please use care crossing the South Fork San Joaquin River to go over to the meadow and hot springs. The ranch has a cable car for its guests to cross the river.


Lake Edison Ferry Trail junction to Vermilion Valley Resort, Mile 878.8. If you decide not to use the ferry, and you’re a northbound hiker, then take the Vermilion Valley Resort Trail (Mile 874.5) for 5 trail miles. Southbound hikers who want to skip the ferry ride can take the ferry trail and continue another 5 miles (from the ferry drop-off point) along the north shore to the resort.



Section 11


Sierra Nevada


Mile 878.8–942.5


Length: 63.7 miles, Lake Edison Ferry Trail (elev. 7899 ft.) to Tuolumne Meadows, Yosemite National Park at Highway 120 (elev. 8596 ft.)


Predominant Plant Communities: Wetland-Riparian Communities, Sagebrush Scrubs, Oak Woodlands, Montane Chaparrals, Lower Montane Coniferous Forests, Upper Montane Coniferous Forests, Subalpine Coniferous Forests, Alpine Communities


Ecoregions South to North: Sierra Nevada (Southern Sierra Upper Montane Forests, Southern Sierra Subalpine Forests, and Sierran Alpine)


Places and Plants of Interest


If you started in Section 10, you haven’t seen a road in 174 miles and this trend will continue until you get to Tuolumne Meadows in Yosemite National Park at the end of this section. Section 11 is spectacular in many of the ways that Section 10 is, with high granite peaks and cliffs, a plethora of glacier-carved lakes and canyons to 5000 ft. deep. It is a land of snow and ice. Of course, snow on the ground means few wildflowers to be found. You can either concentrate on trees and shrubs, or look for some early gems such as drabas (Draba), lewisias (Lewisia), or white pasqueflower (Anemone occidentalis). The geology does change when you get to Devils Postpile National Monument. It is of volcanic origin: pumice and andesite, which cooled 630,000 years ago, form the rock column cliff at the monument. Wilderness areas crossed include John Muir, Ansel Adams, and Yosemite National Park. The highest point along the trail is Donohue Pass (elev. 11,073 ft.) at the southern boundary of Yosemite (Mile 929.5).
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Devils Postpile National Monument (near Mile 908.5).
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On the PCT: York’s son, Noah, and impressive clumps of shaggy lupine (Lupinus covillei) in a subalpine coniferous forest in Yosemite.
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Lake Edison from the northeast shore.






Lake Edison Ferry Trail junction to Vermilion Valley Resort, Mile 878.8. If you decide not to use the ferry, and you’re a northbound hiker, then take the Vermilion Valley Resort Trail (Mile 874.5) for 5 trail miles. Southbound hikers who want to skip the ferry ride can take the ferry trail and continue another 5 miles (from the ferry drop-off point) along the north shore to the resort.


Reds Meadow Resort, Devils Postpile National Monument, and Agnew Meadow Trailhead, Mile 906.7–714.8. Supplies, showers, and shuttles to Mammoth Lakes if needed, are just some of the things that are just off the PCT through this area. There’s also the option of taking the John Muir Trail for 14.1 miles as an alternate route to the west of PCT Mile 909–923. Look for pumice alpinegold (Hulsea vestita subsp. vestita) around Devils Postpile NM, a strikingly showy sunflower when seen against the area’s open, gravelly soils.


Yosemite National Park, Mile 929.6–997.1. Sierran park well known for its waterfalls, granite cliffs, giant sequoias (at elevations below the PCT), and tenacious bears that love to find ways to get human food! Look for alpineflames (Pyrrocoma apargioides), a cool little sunflower, in the meadows. In Tuolumne Meadows there’s a campground (including an area for PCT hikers), lodging, store, gas station, post office, and grill. Tuolumne Meadows is also the point where the John Muir Trail veers off to Happy Isles in Yosemite Valley.












Species Descriptions
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CONIFERS





▼ 1 Needle
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Abies concolor


white fir


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: All Abundance: Common Height: to 200 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry or moist soils from lower montane to subalpine coniferous forests Elevation: Below 10,200 ft. Ecoregions: All (except Mojave Basin and Range)


Ubiquitous tree found throughout the mountains of California and other western states. Bark on young trees is smooth, grayish; on mature trees, thick and furrowed with a yellowish inner layer. Needles 0.5–2.5 in. long, single, and tend to grow in 2 rows (2-ranked). Shaded needles usually flattened along their stem; those in the sun curve upward, much like red firs, but without the hockey stick–like bend just above the point of attachment. Seed cones, as with other true firs, sit erect on the upper branches and mature in a season; by maiturity, they fall apart or are dismantled by squirrels and chickarees. Mixes with other conifers and fairly shade-tolerant, but young trees are easily killed by fire.
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Abies magnifica


red fir


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: 9–24 Abundance: Common Height: to 190 ft. Habitat–Community: Upper montane coniferous forests subjected to cold winters and deep snow Elevation: 5000–9000 ft. Ecoregions: Sierra Nevada, Cascades, Klamath Mountains


Tree forming pure groves or a component of mixed stands mostly at mid-elevations in areas that receive large amounts of rain and snow. Bark of mature trees is thick and reddish. Needles 1–1.5 in. long, single, curved upward on stems, and not flat in cross section. Needles have an abrupt bend, resembling hockey sticks, just above the point of attachment. Seed cones 6–9 in. long and barrel-shaped with or without exserted bracts. Wolf lichens (Letharia) growing near the base of the trunk occur above the average winter snow depth, demarcating a vivid yellow “snow depth indicator” that is easy to observe as you hike through red fir stands. Young trees have a conical form (helps shed snow) and dense branching, making them popular Christmas trees. Aka silvertip fir.
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Pinus monophylla


singleleaf pinyon pine


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: 1–10 Abundance: Common Height: to 60 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry slopes and ridges in pinyon-juniper woodlands Elevation: Below 9200 ft. Ecoregions: Southern California Mountains, Mojave Basin and Range, Sierra Nevada


Much-branched, rounded tree, often lacking a prominent central trunk. Bark red-brown and irregularly furrowed or cross-checked. Needles 1–2.5 in. long, single, curved, gray-green, and persisting 5–10 years. Seed cones 2–4 in. long and maturing in 2 years. A widespread and definitive tree of the Great Basin Desert, and the state tree of Nevada. The world’s only 1-needled pine, forming extensive open woodlands in association with juniper and live oak along the southern sections of the PCT. The edible seeds (aka pinenuts) are important food sources for wildlife and people, both past and present. Hybridizes with P. quadrifolia.
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Pseudotsuga macrocarpa


bigcone Douglas-fir


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: 1–6 Abundance: Locally common Height: to 120 ft. Habitat–Community: North-facing slopes and ravines, and mixed with hardwoods in chaparrals and lower montane coniferous forests Elevation: Below 7000 ft. Ecoregions: Southern California Mountains


Broad, strong-tapered conifer with large, drooping branches. Bark smooth gray on young trees, becoming rough and much darker when mature. Needles 0.5–2 in. long, evergreen, single, and bluish green with a pointed tip. Seed cones to 8 in. long, largest in the genus, with distinctive, exserted bracts. Typically survives fire, which is a common hazard in chaparral. Fire may scorch the needles on branches, but they soon resprout. The largest known specimen, with a trunk 8 ft. in diameter, occurs in the San Gabriel Mountains. Though not a useful timber tree, the species is highly aesthetic and valuable for watershed protection in fire-prone areas. Aka bigcone spruce.
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Tsuga mertensiana


mountain hemlock


PINACEAE PINE FAMILY


PCT Sections: 10–24 Abundance: Locally common Height: to 150 ft. Habitat–Community: Moist slopes from lower montane to subalpine coniferous forests Elevation: Below 11,600 ft. Ecoregions: Sierra Nevada, Cascades, Klamath Mountains


Conical, spire-like tree with droopy tops, growing in areas with deep winter snows. Bark dark gray to reddish and thick with furrows on mature trees. Needles 0.4–0.8 in. long, dark green to blue-green, spirally arranged, and blunt-tipped. The leaf stalks remain after leaves fall, forming pegs along the stems. Seed cones 1–3 in. long, purple (young), composed of thin, leathery scales, and pendent from stems. Very susceptible to fires, which are now occurring more frequently in areas that previously stayed too moist to burn intensely. John Muir felt mountain hemlock (which he called hemlock spruce) was the most beautiful conifer. Easy to spot by looking for droopy treetops. Tolerates shade and lives for over 800 years.


▼ 2 Needles
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Pinus contorta subsp. murrayana


lodgepole pine


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: 3–5 & 10–24 Abundance: Common Height: to 100 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry slopes and ridges, meadows, and lakeshores in upper montane & subalpine coniferous forests Elevation: Below 11,000 ft. Ecoregions: Southern California Mountains, Sierra Nevada, Cascades, Klamath Mountains


Trees grow in mixed or pure stands; because of their tolerance for wet habitats, they are especially common around meadows and lakes. Bark orange to purple-brown, with thin, puzzle-piece scales. Needles 2–3 in. long, 2 per bundle, yellow-green, twisted, and sharp-pointed. Seed cones 1–2.5 in. long with scale tips having slender prickles. Flourishes in full sun, so even-aged stands usually represent areas that burned in the past. A prolific seeder, but unlike its cousins in the Rocky Mountains, its cones do not require fire to open. The quintessential PCT campsite tree and the only 2-needle pine along the trail. Shore pine (subsp. contorta), the other California subspecies, is restricted to coastal habitats.


▼ 3 Needles
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Pinus coulteri


Coulter pine


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: 1–6 Abundance: Locally common Height: to 120 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry, rocky slopes with hardwoods in woodlands, chaparrals, and lower montane coniferous forests Elevation: Below 7000 ft. Ecoregions: Southern California Mountains


Long-needled pine with a broad crown. Bark dark gray-brown to nearly black and deeply furrowed. Needles 6–12 in. long, 3 per bundle, and stiff. Seed cones 8–16 in. long, drooping, persistent, dense, and serotinous, requiring fire or disturbance to release seeds. Known colloquially as widow-maker thanks to its massive cones, the heaviest of any pine in the world. In addition to being impressively hefty (up to 15 lbs.), the cones also feature large talon-like scales that are covered in a thick, sticky resin. Dense stands are found along the PCT at mid-elevations in the Peninsular and Transverse ranges.
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Pinus jeffreyi


Jeffrey pine


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: All Abundance: Common Height: to 200 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry montane to subalpine coniferous forests, including serpentine and granitic soils Elevation: Below 10,000 ft. Ecoregions: All


Single-trunked tree with lower portion generally straight and clear of branches. Bark orange-brown (mature trees), thick, deeply furrowed, and vanilla- or pineapple-scented, especially in the sun. Needles 5–11 in. long, gray- to blue-green, and 3 per bundle. Like the bark, the needles have a sweet vanilla or pineapple smell when crushed. Seed cones 6–12 in. long, with inward-curving prickles that keep a cupped hand safe from being poked. Along the PCT, occurs in pure stands on serpentine soils or in mixed-conifer stands on other substrates. Can occur with ponderosa pine (P. ponderosa) but also grows at much higher elevations, especially on granitic rock outcrops. Tolerant of ground fires and bark beetles, if not stressed. Stressors include drought or lack of sun because of competition from shade-tolerant conifers. Crystallized sap of Jeffrey and ponderosa pines has historically been enjoyed as candy.
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Pinus ponderosa


ponderosa pine


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: All Abundance: Common Height: to 220 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry slopes from oak woodlands to upper montane coniferous forests Elevation: Below 9000 ft. Ecoregions: All


Like Jeffrey pines, these iconic trees tend to have few lower branches because of self-pruning from shade intolerance. Bark on mature trees is thick with deeply furrowed, yellow-brown, flaky scales. Needles 4–10 in. long, yellow-green, and 3 per bundle. Seed cones 3–6.5 in. long, smaller than those of Jeffrey pines, and with sharp recurved prickles that poke your hand when squeezed. (The two pines are nicknamed “gentle Jeffrey” and “prickly ponderosa” as a way to remember the character differences of their cones.) Found throughout low-elevation conifer zones, but many have died, especially in the Sierra Nevada, during recent drought cycles. Weakened, drought-stressed trees are susceptible to bark beetles and diseases. Resin has historically been used for building and medicinal purposes.
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Pinus sabiniana


foothill pine


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: 6–9 Abundance: Occasional Height: to 80 ft. Habitat–Community: Generally mixed with other conifers from oak woodlands to lower montane coniferous forests Elevation: Below 4500 ft. Ecoregions: Southern California Mountains, Sierra Nevada


Tree with a single (or multiple) crooked trunk. Needles 7–17 in. long, 3 per bundle, and gray-green, giving the trees a pale appearance and earning them their other common names, gray pine and ghost pine. Seed cones 6–10 in. long and extremely dense, weighing over 2 lbs. when green. Cones are mostly persistent and somewhat serotinous, requiring fire or other disturbance to release seeds. Historically, the seeds have been an important food source for Indigenous peoples.


▼ 4 Needles
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Pinus quadrifolia


Parry pinyon


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: 1–3 Abundance: Uncommon Height: to 45 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry slopes in woodlands and lower montane coniferous forests Elevation: Below 6500 ft. Ecoregions: Southern California Mountains


Small, round tree; fairly straight single trunk with the crown narrowly pyramidal when young. Bark initially light gray and smooth becoming red-brown and furrowed with age. Needles 1–3 in. long, mostly 4(5) per bundle, slightly curved, stiff, sharp, green to blue-green, and finely toothed. Seed cones 2–4.5 in. long and maturing in 2 years. The rarest pinyon pine in North America and one of the smallest in stature. Like many of the pinyon pines, the large, thin-shelled seeds are gathered for food by birds, rodents, and people. Plants in northern Baja California are nearly always with 5 needles, suggesting that the southern California plants with 4 (2 or 3) needles may be hybrids with P. monophylla.


▼ 5 Needles
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Pinus albicaulis


whitebark pine


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: 10–14 & 20–23 Abundance: Locally common Height: to 60 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry, open slopes and ridges in subalpine coniferous forests Elevation: 6000–12,200 ft. Ecoregions: Sierra Nevada, Klamath Mountains


Multi-trunked tree with smooth, gray-white bark. Needles 1.2–2.8 in. long, 5 per bundle. Seed cones 1.5–3.5 in. long, ovoid to round, and open after falling to the ground or when attacked by critters. Trees occur individually, in mixed stands with other subalpine trees, in small pure stands, or as shrub-like clumps on exposed slopes, especially at timberline. Their pinenuts (seeds) are allegedly as good or better than pinyon nuts; certainly, they are preferred over other conifers’ by Clark’s nutcrackers. The establishment of new seedlings is dependent on germination occurring within a forgotten or unused nutcracker’s food cache. Interrelated threats of climate change, bark beetles, and disease have killed large numbers of whitebark pines in recent years.
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Pinus balfouriana subsp. austrina


Sierra foxtail pine


pinaceae pine family


PCT Section: 10 Abundance: Rare Height: to 80 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry, open, granitic slopes and ridges in subalpine coniferous forests Elevation: 9000–11,000 ft. Ecoregions: Sierra Nevada


Largest and most majestic of the subalpine pines in the Sierra Nevada. Occurs individually, in small stands, or mixed with P. albicaulis and/or P. monticola. Needles 0.7–1.5 in. long, 5 per bundle, yellow-green, and tightly clustered along the branches like a fox tail (hence the common name). Seed cones 3.5–5 in. long and armed with prickles. Endemic to the southern Sierra Nevada, mostly in Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks. Klamath foxtail pine (subsp. balfouriana), endemic to the Klamath Mountains, has blue-green needles and gray-brown bark. Clark’s nutcrackers, vociferous alpine birds, are often found foraging the cones of these and other 5-needle pines. Can live over 1500 years.
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Pinus flexilis


limber pine


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: 3–5 & 9–13 Abundance: Locally common Height: to 65 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry, rocky slopes and ridges in upper montane & subalpine coniferous forests Elevation: Below 11,500 ft. Ecoregions: Southern California Mountains, Sierra Nevada


Aka Rocky Mountain pine (it’s most widespread there), this hardy, contorted tree is found in the high mountains of southern California, clinging to the eastern crest of the ranges in pure stands or with P. contorta subsp. murrayana. Bark on mature trees is dark brown and cross-checked. Needles 1.5–3 in. long, 5 per bundle, spreading to upcurved, and persisting up to 6 years. Seed cones 3.5–7 in. long, mature in 2 years, and shedding seeds just prior to falling. Named for its limbs that bend but don’t break against the forces of snow and wind. Some trees have been dated to 2000 years in age. Stunted and twisted krummholz forms occur near timberline; excellent examples can be found along the PCT atop Mt. Baden-Powell, in the San Gabriel Mountains, and on Olancha Peak in the southern Sierra Nevada.
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Pinus lambertiana


sugar pine


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: 1–10 & 13–24 Abundance: Common Height: to 200 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry slopes and ridges from oak woodlands to subalpine coniferous forests Elevation: Below 9000 ft. Ecoregions: All


Largest of all pines on the PCT. Straight, single trunks with branches generally far above the base on mature trees. Sometimes the dominant tree in mixed conifer stands. Bark (mature trees) reddish to gray-brown, with puzzle-piece scales that flake off with age. Needles 2–4 in. long, 5 per bundle, and blue-green. Seed cones 10–20 in. long, shiny yellow-brown, generally straight, and cylindric. Very susceptible to white pine blister rust, an introduced disease. Mature specimens are easily recognized because of their large size, distinctive bark, and gigantic cones—the longest of all conifer species. The nuts are a delicacy but extremely difficult to get to unless you collect them after they fall from the cones. John Muir reportedly used sugar pine sap as a sweetener.
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Pinus monticola


western white pine


pinaceae pine family


PCT Sections: 10–24 Abundance: Common Height: to 180 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry slopes and ridges in upper montane & subalpine coniferous forests Elevation: Below 11,000 ft. Ecoregions: Sierra Nevada, Cascades, Klamath Mountains


Grows in mixed stands from middle elevations to tree line in the subalpine zone. Bark (mature trees) brown to gray and broken into small squarish sections. Needles 1.5–4 in. long, 5 per bundle, and pale blue-green. Seed cones 4–10 in. long, light brown to yellowish, curved, and scales thin and flexible. Trees can live up to 600 years but are very susceptible to white pine blister rust.


▼ Scale-like Leaves
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Calocedrus decurrens


incense cedar


cupressaceae cypress family


PCT Sections: All Abundance: Common Height: to 160 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry slopes and canyons, including serpentine soils, from oak woodlands to upper montane coniferous forests Elevation: Below 9000 ft. Ecoregions: All


Aromatic tree with single trunk and cone-shaped crown found mostly mixed with other conifers. Bark cinnamon-brown, deeply furrowed with age, fibrous, and fluted at the base of the trunk. Leaves 0.2–0.8 in. long and scale-like; resembling a wine glass in outline where the lateral leaves overlap with the leaves on the upper and lower surface of stems. Seed cones 0.7–1.3 in. long, duck bill–like, and pendent. Trees are known to live over 500 years, their thick bark providing protection from fire and disease. Historically used for fencing, roof shingles, pencils, furniture—and keeping moths from eating your favorite sweater: placing cedar disks or balls in a closet can keep hungry critters away.
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Juniperus californica


California juniper


cupressaceae cypress family


PCT Sections: 1–9 Abundance: Common Height: to 25 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry slopes and mesas in Joshua tree & pinyon-juniper woodlands Elevation: Below 5500 ft. Ecoregions: Southern California Mountains, Sonoran Basin and Range, Sierra Nevada


Shrubby, rounded tree; dioecious. Bark ashy gray and peeling in strips. Leaves scale-like, in whorls of 3, with an obvious central gland. Seed cones 0.3–0.5 in. across, blue (red-brown when mature) berries with whitish bloom. Perhaps the most drought-tolerant of all junipers, persisting with as little as 6 in. average annual precipitation. Plants have numerous medicinal uses and are a food source for wildlife and people. Look for it where the PCT intersects the desert foothills and dry ridges at lower elevations from San Diego to Kern County.
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Juniperus communis


mountain juniper


cupressaceae cypress family


PCT Sections: 11–17 & 20–24 Abundance: Occasional Height: to 3 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry, rocky openings and understories, including serpentine soils, in upper montane & subalpine coniferous forests Elevation: Below 11,000 ft. Ecoregions: Sierra Nevada, Klamath Mountains


Aromatic shrub forming dense mats; dioecious. Leaves 0.2–0.5 in. long, awl-like, dark green with a white stripe on the upper surface, sharp-tipped, and 3 per whorl. Seed cones 0.2–0.5 in. across, blue-black berries with whitish bloom. Juniper berries are sweet and have been used for many things, including medicines, perfumes, marinades, and gin.
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Juniperus grandis


Sierra juniper


cupressaceae cypress family


PCT Sections: 4–5 & 8–16 Abundance: Locally common Height: to 80 ft. Habitat–Community: Dry, rocky slopes and outcrops from pinyon-juniper woodlands to subalpine coniferous forests Elevation: Below 10,000 ft. Ecoregions: Southern California Mountains, Sierra Nevada


Picturesque tree, especially when growing on exposed slopes where the weather-beaten trunks are twisted and the crowns manage only a sparse display of foliage; generally dioecious. Bark red-brown, thin, fibrous. Leaves scale-like, gray- to blue-green, and 3 (sometimes 4) per whorl. Seed cones 0.2–0.4 in. across, blue-gray berries with whitish bloom. Trees live over 3000 years and are drought-tolerant, surviving with as little as 8 in. of rain per year. Thin bark provides little protection from fires, and trees do not sprout after fire; regeneration is wholly dependent on birds and mammals dispersing seeds. Rare in the San Gabriel Mountains.
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Sequoiadendron giganteum


giant sequoia


cupressaceae cypress family


PCT Sections: 4–5 Abundance: Rare Height: to 280 ft. Habitat–Commutnity: Moist slopes and canyons in lower montane conifertous forests Elevation: Below 7500 ft. Ecoregions: Southern California Mountains


Majestic trees living over 3000 years, with few lower branches and thick, fibrous, orange-tan to cinnamon-red bark with deep furrows. Leaves 0.3 in. long, blue-green, sharp-tipped, awl-like. Seed cones 2–3 in. long, brown, and shaped like a mini barrel with wrinkled scales. Tolerant of fire, requiring periodic burning for seedling recruitment. The southern California populations of introduced trees are the only opportunity along the PCT to observe them; the natural southern Sierra groves are west of the trail in lower montane coniferous forests at 5000–8000 ft. elevation. John Muir (1838–1914) was instrumental in establishing Sequoia National Park to protect giant sequoias in the southern Sierra Nevada; as he wrote in 1901, “Any fool can destroy trees. They cannot run away; and if they could, they would still be destroyed—chased and hunted down as long as fun or a dollar could be got out of their bark hides. It took more than three thousand years to make some of the trees in these Western woods—trees that are still standing in perfect strength and beauty, waving and singing in the mighty forests of the Sierra. Through all the wonderful, eventful centuries God has cared for these trees, saved them from drought, disease, avalanches, and a thousand straining, leveling tempests and floods; but he cannot save them from fools—only Uncle Sam can do that.”
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