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INTRODUCTION

The third-largest continent on Earth, North America stretches more than 5,000 miles north to south from the Arctic Ocean to the Isthmus of Panama. The landform covers more than 9.5 million square miles and is bordered mostly by water—the Pacific Ocean to the west, the Atlantic Ocean and Caribbean Sea to the east, and the Arctic Ocean to the north—and by South America to the south. The continent includes Greenland and islands and territories located in the North Atlantic and Caribbean Sea as well.

This field guide focuses on wildflowers growing in the contiguous United States and Canadian provinces. Some plants in the guide extend into Mexico, Latin America, or Alaska, and these distributions are noted in the plant descriptions. This guide focuses on herbaceous, nonwoody plants, excluding shrubs and trees. With more than 17,000 vascular plants growing in North America, not including invasive species, this field guide covers representatives of different regions and plant families.


Biogeography of North America

Five broad physical regions divide the North American continent: the western mountains, the Great Plains, the Canadian Shield, the diverse eastern region, and the Caribbean. Parts of Mexico are considered an extension of the western United States and are included in the definition of North America. However, due to the scale of this book, plants found growing only south of the US-Mexico border have not been included.

Across these regions and elevational extremes is a diverse and intriguing landscape that includes mountain ranges, arid deserts, open tundra, verdant forests, endless prairies, dissecting rivers, lowland swamps, and coastal reaches. One simple version of classifying these habitats is to lump them into six categories, called biomes: forest, grassland, freshwater, marine, desert, and tundra. This general classification ignores a more refined approach based on specific habitat types; here are a few examples: coniferous forest, sagebrush-shrublands, ponderosa pine woodlands, alkali sinks, freshwater marshes. This guide utilizes a mixture of both generic and specific biomes and habitat types to describe areas where a specific wildflower grows.


Topography and Climate

In addition to a wide range of habitats found throughout North America, variations in topography, soils, and climate also affect plant distribution and species diversity. Elevational extremes range from 20,310 feet on the summit of Denali in Alaska to 283 feet below sea level in the desert basins of California’s Death Valley. Between these extremes lies a tapestry of topographical features bisected by mountain ranges and river basins. Diverse geologic features include sedimentary, igneous, and metamorphic rocks. Erosion of these layers creates the soil foundation upon which plants grow. In some areas, the resultant soil type limits plants that can grow there, resulting in a unique assemblage of plants with a limited range known as endemics.

Temperature and climatic conditions also affect plant distribution. Temperature extremes range from 134°F to −80°F, and average annual rainfall varies from less than 5 inches in the American Southwest’s Mohave Desert to more than 170 inches in Washington State’s Hoh Rain Forest. The ability of plants to survive under these conditions is what makes them so interesting—both in form and in function.

This guide contains a mixture of wildflower species with broad ranges along with some more-limited in their distribution. Additional closely related species of interest are included in the “Comments” section.


How to Use this Guide

This guide is primarily organized by flower color. Though arranged by color, such as Blue, Green, Red, White, and Yellow, there are noted variations within each broad division that will help identify the species. For example, the “Blue Flowers” section includes lavender and purple flowers.

Within each section, the following hierarchy has been employed to create a sense of order: Family, Genus, Species, Common Name. For wildflower enthusiasts new to plant identification, knowing something of a plant family’s characteristics helps create a starting point when identifying an unknown plant. For example, members of the Sunflower family (Asteraceae) have flowers composed of ray and/or disk flowers.


The Linnaean System

Swedish naturalist Carl von Linné, aka Linnaeus (1707–1778), derived the current binomial system by which plants, and all other living creatures, are taxonomically arranged by genus and species. Genera with similar floral features are then arranged into families, a higher level of organization. This Linnaean System created order out of chaos, for during his time the scientific naming of plants and animals had few rules and little standardization in organizing this information. His system provided a common science-based language of latinized names that would be consistent for scientifically naming plants and animals. For example, butterfly milkweed (Asclepias tuberosa) is in the Dogbane, or Milkweed, family Apocynaceae. Asclepias is the generic or genus name; tuberosa is the specific epithet or species name. Here is one format of the plant’s taxonomic hierarchy:



	
Kingdom: Plantae—Plants

	
Subkingdom: Tracheobionta—Vascular plants

	
Super division: Spermatophyta—Seed plants

	
Division: Magnoliophyta—Flowering plants

	
Class: Magnoliopsida—Dicotyledons

	
Subclass: Asteridae

	
Order: Gentianales—Dogbane/Gentian/Milkweed

	
Family: Apocynaceae—Milkweed family

	
Genus: Asclepias—Milkweed

	
Species: Asclepias tuberosa—Butterfly milkweed



Note: Not all botanists agree on the taxonomic arrangement or naming for all plants. Modern-day taxonomists incorporate genetic research to reveal identification and relationships of plants to one another instead of relying solely on morphological characteristics of flowers, leaves, and fruits. Staying current with taxonomic changes is a challenge, and some plants may be better known through their synonyms.

This new research has resulted in taxonomic changes at the species, genera, and family levels. Synonyms—alternative scientific names that a particular species used to be identified by—are sometimes included to facilitate these nomenclatural differences. An example of this is scarlet gilia (Ipomopsis aggregata), which used to be named Gilia aggregata. As DNA sequencing research continues, future changes to botanical nomenclature are certain to occur.

Common names often vary from region to region, and there is no standardization for these titles. Additional common names will occasionally be mentioned in the “Comments” section along with information, such as the etymology of the Latin or Greek scientific words, that reveals aspects of these wildflowers. Remember, too, that plants often exhibit a range of characteristics and that flowering seasonality may vary between regions and across elevations.


Conservation of Wildflowers

Illegal harvesting of certain species, especially in the Cactus and Orchid families, has resulted in a dramatic impact to those species. Other factors include the introduction of noxious weeds, habitat alteration, herbicide misuse, wildland fire, and other destructive actions. Some plants with wide distributions may weather these impacts, but others with more restrictive ranges (i.e., endemics or rare plants) may not. Please refrain from harming or destroying wildflowers, leaving them intact for others to enjoy.

Many organizations and individuals are involved in conserving wildflowers throughout North America and other parts of the globe. Supporting the endeavors of these entities is a worthwhile cause and a way to have a lasting impact on the legacy of wildflower enjoyment.

For gardeners creating a wildflower garden, look for seeds that were harvested locally to maintain genetic integrity, or select plants that were grown locally to avoid inadvertent introduction of diseases or insects to a new area. Many organizations can also help with selecting wildflowers that benefit pollinators in your neighborhood. Just think what a difference you can make by removing a 10-foot-square patch of lawn and replanting it with habitat for native pollinators such as bees, butterflies, and beetles!








PLANT CHARACTERISTICS

Most of the plants described in this field guide are commonly referred to as wildflowers, or forbs—herbaceous flowering plants that are not a grass, rush, or sedge. This category of plants encompasses annuals and perennials, plants with a life span that is either one year or greater than one year, respectively. A few species are biennials, plants that grow leaves the first year and produce flowers the second year. The decision of which wildflowers to include in this guide was based primarily on providing distribution and selecting representatives from across the country. An occasional endemic or rare plant is included, but since this guide is more an overview of wildflowers in North America, wildflower enthusiasts may need to check a local source for plants specific to a region and not included in this guide.
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Leaf Structure

The illustrations help define some of the terms used in this field guide that describe leaf and flower shapes or features. Though not an all-inclusive list, the illustrations help visually define some characteristics of leaf shape, arrangement, and flower structure. Technical terms have been kept to a minimum; for their definitions, see the “Glossary.” Several good botanical manuals that describe leaf and flower characteristics are listed in the “Resources” section.

Observing the structure and arrangement of leaves may aid in plant identification. Key features to observe include the arrangement of the leaves off a main stem, their margins, and their overall shape. The following figures visually define these characteristics.




Flower Structure

Flowers represent the sexual form of the plants in this guide. Encased within protective petals or sepals are the male and female reproductive parts—stamens and pistils, respectively. Figure 4 shows the general structure of a flower; however, not all flowers are created equally. The variation in structure, floral parts, and pollinator lures has resulted in the unique assemblage of how flowers appear today. There is no normal; literally, variation is the spice of a wildflower’s life.

In general, a flower’s reproductive organs are enclosed within outer layers of sepals and/or petals. Sepals may be green and inconspicuous or, in the case of certain lilies, be similar in appearance to petals so that the parts are called tepals. The collective of sepals is called the calyx.

Within the calyx is another layer composed of petals. These often colorful and showy petals may be fused or separate; collectively they form the corolla. The corolla is the “flower,” unique in shape and color and pattern, which functions to protect the inner sex organs and visually attract pollinators.

Inside the corolla of wildflowers are stamens, the pollen-producing structures of a flower, and the pistils, or seed-producing structures. This “one-house” structure is known as monoecious. (Some shrubs and trees produce separate male and female flowers, a dioecious structure.)

Often long and thin, the number of stamens present in a flower varies, and at their tip is a club-like or elongated appendage called the anther. Pollen is released from the anther and, for species such as penstemons, is an important characteristic to aid in species identification.

Three parts compose the pistil: the stigma, the style, and the ovary. The stigma is the pollen receptor that sits atop a stalklike structure called the style, which connects the stigma to the ovary housing the ovules—structures that will become the seeds, fruits, or berries after fertilization. Sometimes the structure of the stigma and style aids in identification; carrying a hand lens or magnifying glass may be needed to observe these structures.


[image: Figure 4. Typical Flower in Cross Section]
Figure 4. Typical Flower in Cross Section




[image: Figure 5. Flowers in the Aster Family (Asteraceae)]
Figure 5. Flowers in the Aster Family (Asteraceae)





[image: Figure 6. Flower of the Pea Family (Fabaceae)]
Figure 6. Flower of the Pea Family (Fabaceae)




[image: Figure 7. Flower Arrangement, or Inflorescence]
Figure 7. Flower Arrangement, or Inflorescence













BLUE FLOWERS
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This section includes plants with light to dark blue flowers and those ranging from lavender to purple. Occasionally, due to genetic variation, a blue-flowered plant, such as common camas, may have white flowers. Flowers that fall into the magenta, pink, or rose range may be in the “Red and Violet Flowers” section.
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THICKLEAF AMERICAN WATERWILLOW

Justicia americana

Acanthus family (Acanthaceae)

Description: Perennial and colony-forming, grows 1'–3' tall, spreads by rhizomes. Stalkless leaves are linear or lance-shaped, opposite, 2"–6" long, mostly smooth along the margins but occasionally with rounded teeth on the margins. Two-lipped flowers are borne on long stalks, up to 4" long, in clusters. Flowers are about ¾" wide and bicolored; the upper lip is light violet to white and arches over a lower white petal with purple mottling; 2 lateral petals are spreading outward and have some purple spotting. Anthers are purplish red. Fruit is a brown capsule.

Bloom season: Late spring to early fall

Range/habitat: Eastern North America in partially submerged waters along rivers and lake shorelines

Comments: Justicia honors James Justice (1698–1763), a Scottish horticulturalist and gardener who published several guides to gardening in Scotland and England. Americana (“of America”) refers to the distribution of this plant. Hummingbird bush (J. californica), also called chuparosa, bears scarlet flowers and grows in the Southwest. The roots and rhizomes provide aquatic habitat for fish and invertebrates.
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CAROLINA WILD PETUNIA

Ruellia caroliniensis

Acanthus family (Acanthaceae)

Description: Perennial, 2'–3' tall. Leaves are opposite, spoon-shaped to oval, crowded along the short stem. Blue-violet to white, funnel-shaped flowers with long tube and 5 spreading petals are borne in small clusters or solitary on short hairy stems; flowers have deep purple veins. Calyx has 5 long-pointed lobes. Seeds have hooked projections.

Bloom season: Late spring to fall

Range/habitat: Eastern and southern United States in lawns, moist woods, meadows, and roadsides

Comments: Ruellia honors Jean de la Ruelle (1479–1537), a French physician and botanist; caroliniensis (“of or from Carolinas”) refers to the type locality of this plant. The flowers, which resemble but are unrelated to garden petunias, last for 1 day, but the blooming season is long. Butterflies are attracted as pollinators to these flowers and are rewarded with abundant nectar.
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EASTERN BLUESTAR

Amsonia tabernaemontana

Dogbane family (Apocynaceae)

Description: Perennial, 1'–3' tall. Leaves and stems ooze a milky latex when cut. Alternate, lance-to oval-shaped leaves are up to 6" long, generally hairless, and have smooth edges. Bluish-white tubular flowers with 5 spreading lobes arise in clusters along an elongated, leafy stalk. Flowers are ½"–¾" wide and 1" long. Narrow throat of the flower has white hairs that face inward. Fruit is a 4"–5" long, thin pod; usually 2 per flower.

Bloom season: Early spring to early summer

Range/habitat: Central United States in open woods, meadows, and stream banks

Comments: Amsonia honors Dr. John Amson (1698–1765?), an English physician and botanist who settled in Virginia and who treated George Washington in 1758 during the French and Indian War. Tabernaemontana honors Jacobus Theodor von Bergzabern (1525–1590) (Tabernaemontanus was his Latinized name), German botanist and physician, often called the “father of German botany.” Ruby-throated hummingbirds and long-tongued butterflies are attracted to the flowers as pollinators. Woolly bluestar (A. tomentosa), a close relative, grows in the Southwest. Also known as blue dogbane.
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FLORIDA MILKVINE

Matelea floridana

Dogbane family (Apocynaceae)

Description: Deciduous twining vine up to 10' long. Heart-shaped leaves are up to 4" long, oppositely arranged, and exude a milky latex when cut. Flowers are ¾" long, with 5 narrow reddish-purple to blackish-purple petals arising from a central whitish ring. Fruit is a long, narrow spiny seedpod; seeds have silky hairs.

Bloom season: Late spring and summer

Range/habitat: Mainly Florida Panhandle and southern Georgia in sandhills, woodlands, and open habitat

Comments: Matelea may mean “swooning” or “fainting,” but the derivation is unclear. Floridana (“of or from Florida”) refers to the distribution of the plant. This Florida state endangered species is a larval host plant for monarch, queen, and soldier butterflies, and the flowers are primarily beetle pollinated. The soft hairs on the seeds aid in their dispersal by the wind. Also known as Florida spiny pod. Purple milkweed vine (M. biflora) also has purplish-brown, star-shaped flowers; this species grows in Texas, Oklahoma, and New Mexico.
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ELEGANT BRODIAEA

Brodiaea elegans

Camas/Triteleia/Yucca family (Asparagaceae)

Description: Perennial, up to 25" tall. One to 3 narrow leaves arise from the base and wither prior to flowering. Blue to violet, funnel-shaped flower bears 6 recurved tepals. Along the flower’s inner edge are 3 white antherless stamens that are pointed or tooth-topped and away from the 3 fertile stamens. Fruit is a capsule.

Bloom season: Spring to summer

Range/habitat: California and Oregon, mainly west of the Cascades, in meadows and open woodlands

Comments: Brodiaea honors James Brodie (1744–1824), a Scottish politician and botanist who studied cryptogamic plants such as algae and mosses. Elegans (“elegant”) is in reference to the overall stature of the plant. The bulbs, or corms, were harvested and eaten by Native Americans.
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COMMON CAMAS

Camassia quamash

Camas/Triteleia/Yucca family (Asparagaceae)

Description: Perennial. Grasslike basal leaves are about 1" wide and up to 2' long. The flowering stalk may bear numerous pale to deep blue (occasionally white) flowers, 1½" long. Flowers have 5 tepals that curve upward and 1 that curves downward. Fruit is an egg-shaped capsule.

Bloom season: Mid-spring to early summer

Range/habitat: Western North America in grassy plains or meadows

Comments: The common and scientific name is from a Native American name for the plant: kamas or quamash. Camas bulbs were an important food source for Indigenous peoples, and some camas fields were tended to by tribes. Bulbs were dug out of the ground and either ground into meal to store as cakes or roasted in earthen “ovens.” Great camas (C. leichtlinii), a larger version of common camas, has a similar range.
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BLUE DICKS

Dipterostemon capitatus

Camas/Triteleia/Yucca family (Asparagaceae)

Description: Perennial, up to 30" tall. Leaves, 2–3, are 5"–20" long and keeled on the undersides. Cup-shaped flowers are borne in a cluster of 2–15 and have 6 blue to pink-purple (sometimes white) tepals. There are 6 deeply notched fertile stamens, 3 smaller ones on the outer tepals and 3 larger ones on the inner tepals; stamens are surrounded by 3 deeply notched appendages that lean in toward the center. Fruit is a capsule.

Bloom season: Winter to late spring

Range/habitat: Portions of western and southwestern United States into northwestern Mexico in grasslands, desert scrub, and open woodlands

Comments: Dipterostemon (“two-winged stamens”) refers to the appendages on top of the anthers. Capitatus (“headlike”) refers to the flower cluster arising at the end of the flowering stalk. The common name is a shortening of the genus name; also known as wild hyacinth. This plant is the sole species in this genus and was moved to this genus in 2021 after a taxonomic review.
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GEORGIA TICKSEED

Coreopsis nudata

Aster family (Asteraceae)

Description: Perennial, 3'–5' tall. Leaves are mostly basal, very reduced in size along the stems, and linear shaped up to 1" long. Flower heads have pink or purple ray flowers about 1" long that are notched at the tip surrounding a cluster of yellow disk flowers. Fruit is an oblong or linear seed.

Bloom season: Mid-spring to early summer

Range/habitat: Southeastern United States in moist locations such as bogs, wet prairies, savannas, moist woods, pine barrens, and ditches

Comments: Coreopsis is from the Greek koris (“bug”) and opsis (“appearance”), which, along with the common name, refers to the shape of the seed, resembling a tick. Nudata (“without a leaf”) refers to the leafless flowering stems. Bees are the dominant pollinators of these flowers, but other insects, such as butterflies and flies, are also attracted.
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SEASIDE DAISY

Erigeron glaucus

Aster family (Asteraceae)

Description: Perennial, mat-forming stems and a stout taproot, 2"–12" tall. Basal leaves are thick, inversely lance-to spatula-shaped, up to 4" long, and toothed along the upper margins. Leaves may also be covered with dense hairs or a white powdery coating. Flowering heads have numerous pinkish to white ray flowers (80–160) that surround a central cluster of yellow disk flowers. Heads are 1"–2" wide. Fruit is a seed with white hairs.

Bloom season: Spring and summer

Range/habitat: Western United States on coastal bluffs, beaches, and rocky headlands

Comments: Erigeron is from the Greek eri (“early”) and geron (“old man”) in reference to the white hairs on the seeds. Glaucus (“white coating”) refers to white coloration on the leaves. The large flower surface attracts a variety of insect pollinators. These tough plants with somewhat succulent leaves often grow in areas exposed to surf spray.
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STIFF-LEAVED ASTER

Ionactis linariifolia

Aster family (Asteraceae)

Description: Perennial, 6"–24" tall, often grows in clumps. Stalkless leaves are stiff, narrow, and ¾"–1½" long; arranged alternately along the stem or in “almost” whorls; undersides can be hairy. Flower heads are borne solitary or in clusters and are ¾"–1½" wide. Scalelike bracts in 4–5 series subtend these flower heads; linear to oblong bracts are green along the upper half and white along the lower half. There are 10–20 blue to violet ray flowers surrounding a center of yellow disk flowers that turn orange or reddish as they mature. Fruit is a bullet-shaped seed with hairs of varying lengths.

Bloom season: Late summer to fall

Range/habitat: Central and eastern North America in rocky outcrops, savannas, prairies, woodlands, and sandy locations

Comments: Ionactis is from the Greek ion (“violet”) and aktis (“ray”) in reference to the color of the ray flowers. Linariifolia (“leaves like Linaria”) refers to the shape of these leaves, which resemble those in the Flax genus, Linaria. The flowers attract a variety of insect pollinators from flies to bees to butterflies. Another common name is flax-leaved aster, for the resemblance of its leaves to those of flax.
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RUSH SKELETON PLANT

Lygodesmia juncea

Aster family (Asteraceae)

Description: Perennial, 6"–18" tall. Stem and leaves contain milky latex. Lower leaves are ½"–2" long and grasslike; upper leaves are small and scalelike. A single flower is borne at the end of a flowering stalk. Flower heads are light pink to lavender (sometimes white), ½"–¾" wide, and composed of ray flowers. Linear-shaped rays have toothed tips. Bracts, which subtend the flower heads, are arranged in 2 rows of different sizes. Fruit is a seed with hairlike bristles.

Bloom season: Summer

Range/habitat: Western North America in dry, sandy, open locations, including plains, meadows, and deserts

Comments: Lygodesmia is from the Greek lygos (“pliant”) and desmia (“bundle”), which refers to the thin stems. Juncea is from a Greek word meaning “rushlike,” another reference to the stems. Rush-pink (L. grandiflora) and rose-rush (L. aphylla) are similar species that grow in the Southwest and Southeast, respectively. When the flower heads are closed, these plants may be easily overlooked.
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TANSY-LEAF ASTER

Machaeranthera tanacetifolia

Aster family (Asteraceae)

Description: Annual or biennial, growing 6"–24" tall. Stem and leaves have sticky hairs. Pinnately divided leaves are ⅜"–2½" long, highly divided to the midrib; each segment ends with a soft, bristle tip. Flower heads are ⅜"–¾" wide and made of numerous disk flowers surrounded by 12–40 purplish ray flowers. The linear to lance-shaped bracts beneath the flower head have tips that curve either downward or outward. Fruit is a club-shaped seed with white hairs.

Bloom season: Late spring through fall

Range/habitat: Southwestern United States and northern Mexico in dry grasslands, meadows, and desert scrub

Comments: Machaeranthera (“sickle anther”) refers to the shape of the anther. Tanacetifolia (“tansy-like leaves”) refers to the highly dissected leaves. Hoary aster (Dieteria canescens), a variable and close relative, grows in the western United States. Also known as Tahoka daisy or tansy-aster.
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ALPINE ASTER

Oreostemma alpigenum

Aster family (Asteraceae)

Description: Perennial, 2"–16" tall. Basal leaves are 1"–10" long, linear and untoothed, smooth to hairy. Solitary flower heads have 10–40 violet to lavender ray flowers surrounding a center of yellow disk flowers. Heads are subtended by a ring of green bracts, which are somewhat stiff. Fruit is a seed with hairy bristles.

Bloom season: Midsummer to early fall

Range/habitat: Western United States in mountain slopes, meadows, and rocky areas

Comments: Oreostemma is from aros (“mountain”) and stemma (“a crown or garland”), referring to the profusion of flowers at higher elevations. Alpigenum (“alpine”) refers to the plant’s habitat. These plants attract butterflies as pollinators. Also known as mountain-crown or tundra aster.
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AMERICAN BASKET FLOWER

Plectocephalus americanus

Aster family (Asteraceae)

Description: Annual, 1'–5' tall; stem is ridged. Basal leaves are lance-shaped, alternate, stalkless, and generally absent when flowers bloom. Compound flower head has white to pinkish fertile inner flowers and purplish outer raylike flowers, which are sterile. Flower head may also have only disk flowers; the heads are 1½"–3¼" wide. Bracts below flower head in 8–10 overlapping rows, with tips bearing spinelike teeth. Barrel-shaped seeds have stiff bristles.

Bloom season: Spring to summer

Range/habitat: South-central United States and northern Mexico in sandy sites in open fields, pastures, and meadows

Comments: Plectocephalus is from the Greek plectis (“braided”) and kephale (“head”), which refers to the weave of bracts that subtend the flower head; the common name also refers to this pattern. Americanus (“of America”) refers to the plant’s distribution. Native American peoples used different parts of the plant to treat various disorders such as venomous bites, liver disease, eye ailments, and burns.
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STOKES’ ASTER

Stokesia laevis

Aster family (Asteraceae)

Description: Perennial, 1'–2' tall, with hairy stems. Stems arise from a basal rosette of lance-to egg-shaped evergreen leaves up to 6" long; stem leaves smaller and stalkless. Leaves may be dotted with tiny glands or smooth. Flower heads 2"–4" wide and composed of blue or bluish-purple disk flowers; outer flowers lobed and flare open, resembling ray flowers. Fruit is a seed with scaled bristles.

Bloom season: Late spring to midsummer

Range/habitat: Southeast United States in wet areas such as woodlands, bogs, coastal plains, and roadsides

Comments: Stokesia honors Jonathan Stokes (1755–1831), an English physician and botanist. Laevis (“smooth”) refers to the leaf surface. This is the only species of this genus in the United States. The plants contain a monounsaturated vernolic acid, a key component of vernonia oil, which is extracted from the seeds and used in varnishes and paints. The flowers are pollinated by bees, butterflies, and wasps.
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NEW ENGLAND ASTER

Symphyotrichum novae-angliae

Aster family (Asteraceae)

Description: Perennial, 3'–6' tall. Stout stems branch and bear sticky hairs. Stem-clasping leaves with pointed tips are alternate, rough-textured, up to 4" long, and hairy. Flowering stems and bracts beneath the flowering head have sticky hairs; bracts are in 3–5 layers and green with a purplish tinge. Flowering heads, 1½" wide, bear over 30 purple to rose ray flowers surrounding a center of yellow disk flowers. Fruit is a seed with fine hairs.

Bloom season: Late summer to mid-fall

Range/habitat: Widely distributed from the Rocky Mountains to the East Coast in open fields, meadows, and seasonally moist to wet prairies

Comments: Symphyotrichum is from the Greek symphysis (“borne together or joined together”) and trichos (“a hair”), referring to the ringlike arrangement of the pappus hairs. Novae-angliae (“of New England”) refers to the plant’s distribution. This and other leafy-stemmed asters are often called Michaelmas daisies. Native tribes in the Midwest made a tea from the roots to treat diarrhea or fevers. Introduced into European gardens in 1710, today this is a common garden flower.
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NEW YORK IRONWEED

Vernonia noveboracensis

Aster family (Asteraceae)

Description: Perennial, growing up to 6' in dense clusters. Alternate, lance-shaped leaves are 6"–8" long, saw-toothed along the margins, stiff, and pointed at the tip. Flower heads are 3"–4" wide, subtended by 4–7 rows of pointed bracts, and consist of 30–45 disk flowers (ray flowers are absent). Fruit is a rust-colored seed.

Bloom season: Late summer to early fall

Range/habitat: Eastern and southeastern United States in moist soils in thickets, floodplains, and stream banks

Comments: Vernonia honors William Vernon (c. 1666–1711), an English botanist and entomologist from Cambridge University who collected plants in Maryland in 1698. Noveboracensis (“of New York”) refers to the type locality of the species. The common name refers to either the strong, ironlike strength of the stems; the rusty tinge on mature flowers; or the rust-colored seeds. These plants resemble Joe-Pye weed (Eutrochium purpureum) but have alternate leaves.
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PACIFIC HOUND’S TONGUE

Adelinia grande

Borage family (Boraginaceae)

Description: Perennial, 1'–3' tall. Basal leaves wide and elliptical with pointed tips. Leaves up to 7" long and hairy below. The flowering stalk bears cluster of ½"-wide, bluish trumpet-shaped flowers with 5 corolla lobes that spread outward from a white central tube. Fruit is a cluster of 4 round seeds covered with small hook-shaped bristles.

Bloom season: Spring

Range/habitat: Western North America in open woodlands and chaparral

Comments: Adelinia honors Adeline Etta Cohen (2014–) by her dad, Dr. James I. Cohen, a US botanist. Grande (“large”) refers to the large leaves of this striking plant. Wild comfrey or blue hound’s tongue (Cynoglossum virginianum) has light blue flowers and narrower leaves and grows in the southeastern and northeastern United States. The common name refers to the long, tongue-shaped leaves.
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ALPINE FORGET ME NOT

Eritrichium nanum

Borage family (Boraginaceae)

Description: Low mat-forming perennial, 2"–4" tall. The egg-to lance-shaped leaves are up to 2" long and hairy, forming a tuft of hairs at the tip. Funnel-shaped deep blue flowers are about ¼" wide with 5 petals and a yellow center ring. The flowers are borne in loose clusters on a short flowering stalk with small alternate leaves. Fruit is a nutlet.

Bloom season: Summer

Range/habitat: Circumpolar distribution in the Rocky Mountains and Alaska

Comments: Eritrichium is from the Greek erion (“wool”) and trichos (“hair”) and refers to the hairy leaves. Nanum (“little”) refers to the stature of these plants, which, although low growing, are tough, long-lived perennials.
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STREAMBANK BLUEBELLS

Mertensia ciliata

Borage family (Boraginaceae)

Description: Perennial, 1'–4' tall, stems often arising in a cluster. Smooth, almost succulent blue-green leaves are oval to lance-shaped, pointed at the tip, and alternately arranged along the stem. The bluish flowers are arranged in loose pendant clusters. Individual tubular-shaped flowers are ⅓"–¾" long, flare open at the tip, and appear slightly crimped mid-flower; flower buds are pinkish, turning blue and then back to pinkish as the flowers mature. Inner portion of the corolla also has fine hairs. Fruit is a nutlet.

Bloom season: Late spring to late summer

Range/habitat: Western United States in moist hillsides, seeps, stream banks, and subalpine meadows

Comments: Mertensia is for Franz Karl Mertens (1764–1831), a German professor of botany. His son, Karl Heinrich Mertens (1796–1830) collected plants in the Northwest on Russian Count Fyodor Litke’s globe-circling expedition of 1826–1829. Ciliata (“fringed”) is for the small hairs that form a fringe along the leaf margins. Members of the Mertensia genus are often referred to as lung-worts due to several species having been used to treat lung ailments.
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VIRGINIA BLUEBELLS

Mertensia virginica

Borage family (Boraginaceae)

Description: Perennial, 1½'–3' tall. Bluish-green leaves are oval shaped, about 4" long, pointed at the tip, and smooth. Trumpet-to bell-shaped flowers are 1" long and have narrow tubes that flare open at the tip; flower clusters arc downward. Bluish flowers may be pink in bud. Fruit is a nutlet with wrinkled surface.

Bloom season: Early to mid-spring

Range/habitat: Midwest to eastern United States in open woods, stream banks, and moist meadows

Comments: Mertensia is for Franz Karl Mertens (1764–1831), a German professor of botany. Virginica (“of Virginia”) refers to the type locality of this species. Sea lungwort (M. maritima) is a low-growing relative that grows on beaches in northeastern North America. Bluebells have flowers with poricidal anthers that often require the strong vibration bumblebees make to force the anthers to open and release the pollen (called buzz pollination).
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DESERT CANDLE

Caulanthus inflatus

Mustard family (Brassicaceae)

Description: Annual, stems to 20"–30" tall. Thick stems are yellowish green, succulent, and inflated. Elliptical to lance-shaped leaves are 1"–3½" long, alternate, and clasp the stem with earlike lobes. The flowering stalk arises from a basal rosette of leaves and resembles a candle. Numerous ½"-long flowers have purple sepals that turn white as the flower matures; the 4 reddish-purple petals fade to white as well. Fruit is a 2"- to 4"-long narrow pod (silique).

Bloom season: Spring

Range/habitat: Western United States in open, sandy sites or rocky slopes

Comments: Caulanthus is from the Greek kaulos (“stem”) and anthos (“flower”), which refers to cauliflower, since some species in the genus are used like that vegetable. Inflatus (“inflated”) refers to the swollen stems. The tapered flowering stalk gives this plant its common name.
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TALL BELLFLOWER

Campanula americana

Harebell family (Campanulaceae)

Description: Annual or biennial, 1'–6' tall. Stems are mostly unbranched or with few side stems, slightly grooved, and rounded in cross section. Large, alternately arranged leaves are elliptical to egg shaped, up to 6" long, tapered at the tip, and with toothed margins. Flowers are borne along an elongated terminal stem or shorter side stems. The pale blue to violet star-shaped flowers are about 1" wide with 5 spreading lobes, a white center nectar ring, and a protruding style that curves downward. Fruit is a 5-angled, flat-topped capsule.

Bloom season: Early summer to fall

Range/habitat: Eastern half of United States in moist thickets and woodlands

Comments: Campanula (“small bell”) refers to the modified bell shape of the flower. Americana (“of America”) distinguishes this plant from European bellflower. Long-tongued bees and butterflies are the primary pollinators of tall bellflower. Seeds that germinate in the fall produce annual plants; seeds that germinate in spring produce biennials. Also known as American bellflower.
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HAREBELL

Campanula rotundifolia

Harebell family (Campanulaceae)

Description: Perennial, 6"–24" tall. Weak stems may be upright or arching. Alternate leaves are about 1" long, linear shaped, with entire margins; basal leaves have long stems and round to heart-shaped blades. Bluish-purple, bell-shaped flowers are 5-lobed, ½"–1¼" long, bearing 5 stamens and a 3-forked pistil. Petals are united about near their base. Fruit is a capsule.

Bloom season: Late spring to late summer

Range/habitat: Northern United States and Rocky Mountains in dry grasslands, meadows, rocky outcrops, and woodlands

Comments: Campanula (“small bell”) refers to the shape of the flowers. Rotundifolia (“round leaf”) refers to the shape of the leaves. Bees are common pollinators of these flowers. Olympic bellflower (C. piperi) is a low-growing relative found in the Olympic Mountains in Washington State. The common name may refer to the plants’ growing in habitats with hares. Also known as bluebells-of-Scotland.
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BACH’S CALICOFLOWER

Downingia bacigalupii

Harebell family (Campanulaceae)

Description: Low-growing annual, 4"–20" tall, often in abundance. Diamond-shaped leaves are opposite/alternate and ¼"–¾" long. The 2-lipped bluish flower is ¼"–½" wide and has 2 long upper lobes that curl or project straight back. The lower lobes are fused into one 3-toothed lobe with 2 yellow spots rimmed with white. Both lobes bear dark blue veins. Fruit is a capsule.

Bloom season: Mid-spring to midsummer

Range/habitat: Western North America in meadows, floodplains, and seasonally wet areas

Comments: Downingia honors Andrew Jackson Downing (1815–1852), an American horticulturalist and editor of The Horticulturist (1846–1852). Downing is often considered the first superb landscape architect in America and had a great influence on architect Frederick Law Olmstead. Bacigalupii honors Rimo Bacigalupi (1901–1996), an American botanist and Jepson Herbarium curator at the University of California, Berkeley. The common name refers to the calico pattern of the spotted blue petals and Rimo, who was affectionately known as “Ba(t)ch.”
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GREAT BLUE LOBELIA

Lobelia siphilitica

Harebell family (Campanulaceae)

Description: Clump-forming perennial, 1'–4' tall, with square and sometimes slightly hairy stems. Lance-shaped leaves are up to 5" long, opposite, with finely toothed margins. Two-lipped pale to dark blue flowers are tubular shaped. The pale-striped flowers arise from leaf axils and have a 2-lobed upper lip and more-prominent 3-lobed lower lip, which has 2 prominent white bumps. Fruit is a capsule

Bloom season: Mid-to late summer

Range/habitat: Central and northeastern United States in wet meadows, along stream banks, swamps, and moist woodlands

Comments: Lobelia honors the French botanist and physician Matthias de l’Obel (1538–1616), who, with Pierre Pena, wrote Stirpium Adversaria Nova (1570), which detailed a new plant-classification system based on leaves not flower structure. Siphilitica refers to the plant’s medicinal value for treating venereal disease.
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WHITEMOUTH DAYFLOWER

Commelina erecta

Spiderwort family (Commelinaceae)

Description: Perennial, to 4' tall. Linear to lance-shaped leaves have reddish edges, are 2"–6" long, taper to a tip, and have a rounded base. Leaf base clasps the stem to form a ½"- to 1"-long sheath that has a pair of rounded lobes projecting from the sheath’s tip. A folded heart-shaped bract opens to reveal the emerging blue flower, which has 2 upper blue petals and a smaller, lower white one with 3 rounded lobes. Of the 6 stamens, 3 are sterile. Fruit is a capsule containing 2 brown seeds.

Bloom season: Early spring to fall

Range/habitat: Widespread across much of the Midwest and Southeast of the United States and scattered across the Southwest to California in dry woods, scrublands, and open forests

Comments: Linnaeus derived the generic name Commelina to honor Dutch botanists Jan Commelijn (1629–1692) and his nephew Caspar (1668–1731). Erecta (“erect”) refers to the plant’s stature. The common name refers to the flowers, which open and last for only 1 day. The elder Commelijn, along with Joan Huydecoper, founded Hortus Botanicus in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, one of the oldest botanical gardens in the world.
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OHIO SPIDERWORT

Tradescantia ohiensis

Spiderwort family (Commelinaceae)

Description: Perennial, 2'–4' tall. Alternate, gray or blue-green grasslike leaves are wider at the base, clasp the stem at an acute angle, and are up to 15" long and 1" wide. Light blue to violet-blue (sometimes white) flowers are borne in clusters at the top of a flowering stalk and emerge from 2 leaflike bracts. Each flower is 1"–1¾" wide, with 3 petals of equal length, 6 stamens with fine colored hairs at their base, and hairless sepals. Fruit is a woody capsule.

Bloom season: Late winter to fall, depending on location

Range/habitat: Across eastern and central United States and southern Ontario, Canada, in prairies, roadsides, meadows, thickets, woodlands, and disturbed areas

Comments: Tradescantia honors English gardener and botanist John Tradescant the Younger (1608–1662), who served as head gardener to Charles I after his father, John Tradescant the Elder, passed away. Tradescant the Younger collected spiderworts from Virginia, which he brought back to England. Ohiensis (“of Ohio”) refers to where the plant was first collected for science. The leaves and stems are edible if cooked. Also known as bluejacket.
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HAIRY CLUSTER-VINE

Jacquemontia tamnifolia

Morning-glory family (Convolvulaceae)

Description: Annual twining vine, 3'–15' long. Stems may be greenish or reddish purple. Egg-to heart-shaped leaves are about 2" long and slightly hairy on both sides. Funnel-shaped blue flowers with a white center arise from leaf axils and in dense clusters; leaflike bracts subtend these clusters. Each flower has 5 hairy sepals. Flowers open in the evening and close during the day. Fruit is a rounded capsule; clusters of capsules resemble hair “puffballs.”

Bloom season: Summer to winter

Range/habitat: Southeastern United States, West Indies, and into South America in disturbed ground or waste places, and sandy riverbanks

Comments: Jacquemontia is for French botanist and geologist Victor Jacquemont (1801–1832), who collected plants in India and the Himalayas. Tamnifolia (“leaves like Tamnus”) refers to the resemblance of these leaves to those in the Tamnus genus, which is in the Yam family (Dioscoreaceae). Also known as tie-vine.
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WOOLLY LOCOWEED

Astragalus mollissimus

Pea family (Fabaceae)

Description: Perennial, 2"–34" tall. Compound leaves are up to 11" long with 15–35 hairy, elliptical to egg-shaped leaflets. Flower stalks are purplish, densely covered with hairs, and bear 7–20 pea-shaped flowers. Individual bluish-purple to bicolored flowers are ¾" long and have a hairy calyx with 5 pointed lobes. The egg-shaped seed-pods are ½"–1" long and hairy.

Bloom season: Early spring to late summer

Range/habitat: Southwestern and central United States in desert soils in grasslands and pinyon-juniper woodlands

Comments: Astragalus (“anklebone”) refers to the shape of the seedpods. Mollissimus (“most soft”) refers to the dense hairy covering of the leaves and stems, which gives them a soft texture. Members of this genus contain locoine, an alkaloid that may cause livestock to “go loco” or die if they graze too much on the plants.
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PURSH’S LOCOWEED

Astragalus purshii

Pea family (Fabaceae)

Description: Low-growing, mat-forming perennial. Leaves and stems are covered with dense hairs. Compound leaves are up to 6" long and bear 7–19 small oval to rounded leaflets with a pointed tip. Small white to purplish pea-shaped flowers are borne in clusters of 1–11. The ½"- to ¾"-long flowers are 2-lipped. Fruit is a hairy seedpod.

Bloom season: Spring to summer

Range/habitat: Western North America in desert shrublands, open plains, and mountain slopes

Comments: Astragalus (“anklebone”) refers to the shape of the seedpods. Purshii honors Frederick T. Pursh (1774–1820), a German botanist who worked on the Lewis and Clark plant collections and wrote Flora Americae Septentrionalis, a flora of North America, in 1814. Also known as woolly-pod milkvetch.
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PURPLE PRAIRIE-CLOVER

Dalea purpurea

Pea family (Fabaceae)

Description: Perennial, stems up to 3' tall. Compound leaves are odd-pinnate, with 3–7 opposite linear leaflets about 1" long. Stems and leaves may be covered with hairs or smooth and are dotted with small glands. Dense cluster of tiny rose to dark purple flowers borne in cylindrical heads or spikes, 2¾" long. Individual pealike flowers are tiny. Fruit is a pod with 1–2 seeds.

Bloom season: Midsummer to late summer

Range/habitat: Central United States and Canada in prairies, grasslands, roadsides, and woodlands

Comments: Dalea honors Samuel Dale (1659–1739), a British apothecary, physician, and amateur plant collector. Purpurea (“purple”) describes the flower color. Meriwether Lewis first collected this plant for science in 1804 during the Lewis and Clark Expedition. Purple prairie-clover is a larval host plant for the southern dogface butterfly (Zerene cesonia).
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SILKY BEACH PEA

Lathyrus littoralis

Pea family (Fabaceae)

Description: Perennial, with gray-green stems that grow along the ground or slightly upright. Tendrils are present but aren’t used for climbing. Compound leaves have 4–8 hairy, oval to oblong leaflets. Pea-shaped flowers are 2-toned, with the upper 2 petals pink-purple and the lower 3 petals white. Fruit is a hairy, oval-shaped pod.

Bloom season: Mid-spring to midsummer

Range/habitat: Coastline from British Columbia to southern California in dunes and sandy beaches

Comments: Lathyrus is from the Greek laythros, which is the name for peas. Littoralis (“shore”) refers to the plant’s common habitat. This beach pea is a host plant for various butterflies, including the painted lady, silver blue, western and eastern tailed blue, and orange sulphur.
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ARIZONA LUPINE

Lupinus arizonicus

Pea family (Fabaceae)

Description: Annual, up to 2' tall. Reddish-green stems have short and long hairs. Palmately compound leaves have 5–9 spatula-or inversely lance-shaped leaflets, which are ½"–1½" long and hairless on the upper side. Flowering stalks bear a spike of 20–50 magenta to deep pink pea-shaped flowers, ¼"–½" long. The upper or banner petal has a large white or yellow basal spot with red dots; this spot becomes magenta with age. Fruit is a 1"-long seedpod.

Bloom season: Late winter to late spring

Range/habitat: Southwestern United States from California to Arizona in open deserts and sandy washes

Comments: Lupinus is from the Latin lupus (“wolf”). Early peoples thought lupines “wolfed” nutrients from the soil; however, these and many other plants in the Pea family help fix nitrogen with their roots into a form that is useful for plants. Arizonicus (“of Arizona”) refers to the plant’s distributional range.
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LARGE-LEAF LUPINE

Lupinus polyphyllus

Pea family (Fabaceae)

Description: Tall, up to 5' tall with stout stems. Compound leaves are palmately divided and have 9–17 elliptical to lance-shaped leaflets that are smooth above and may be slightly hairy below. Individual leaflets are 2"–5" long. Pea-shaped flowers are borne on elongated stalks in dense clusters and are bluish purple but sometimes pink, white, or 2-toned. The ½"-long flowers have a smaller upper petal that curls backward and is shorter than the 2 lateral petals. Fruit is a seedpod.

Bloom season: Mid-spring to midsummer

Range/habitat: Western North America in moist habitats such as stream banks, river edges, and wetlands

Comments: Lupinus is from the Latin lupus (“wolf”). Early peoples thought lupines “wolfed” nutrients from the soil; however, these and many other plants in the Pea family help fix nitrogen with their roots into a form that is useful for plants. Polyphyllus (“many leaves”) refers to the numerous leaflets. This lupine has been horticulturally crossed with other lupines to form several common hybrids. Also called bigleaf lupine.
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TEXAS BLUEBONNET

Lupinus subcarnosus

Pea family (Fabaceae)

Description: Annual, 6"–16" tall. Palmately compound leaf with 5 oblanceolate leaflets, each with a small pointed tip. The bluish, pea-shaped flowers are borne along an elongated stalk, and the upper petal has a white center that fades to a purplish color with age. The flowers are arranged in a looser arrangement than many lupines. Fruit is a seedpod.

Bloom season: Early to late spring

Range/habitat: Southern United States from Texas to Florida in sandy fields and roadsides.

Comments: Lupinus means “wolf” and refers to the belief that lupines “wolf” nutrients from the soil; however, these and many other plants in the Pea family help fix nitrogen with their roots into a form that is useful for plants. Subcarnosus (“having the beginnings of a keel”) refers to the flowers. In 1901 this species was named the state flower of Texas, but that changed in 1971 to include all Lupinus species found in the state as the state flower. Also called sandyland bluebonnet for the plant’s habitat preference and because the shape of the petals resembles the bonnet worn by pioneer women.
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PURPLE LOCOWEED

Oxytropis lambertii

Pea family (Fabaceae)

Description: Perennial, 4"–16" tall. Compound leaves arise from the base and are up to 6" long. Linear to oblong leaflets are ⅓“–1" long, between 7–19 per leaf, and covered in long silver hairs. Pea-shaped flowers are pink-purple to violet, ¾" long; upper petal is notched at the tip. The 2 lateral petals fold over a tapered beak-like keel. Flowers are arranged in an elongated cluster of up to 25 flowers per stalk. Fruit is a hairy, cylindrical seedpod.

Bloom season: Spring and summer

Range/habitat: Central Canada south through much of central United States in prairies and grasslands

Comments: Oxytropis (“sharp keel”) refers to the flower. Lambertii honors British botanist Aylmer Lambert (1761–1842), who helped Frederick Pursh with the Lewis and Clark collection and wrote A Description of the Genus Pinus, which described many of the conifers David Douglas collected. A fungus in the Embellisia genus lives within this plant’s cells during a portion of its life cycle. This fungus may produce a toxic alkaloid called swain-sonine, which causes poisoning in livestock that forage on this locoweed.
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WHITE-STEM FRASERA

Frasera albicaulis

Gentian family (Gentianaceae)

Description: Perennial, 10"–30" tall. Basal leaves linear, up to 6" long with white margins. Upper leaves smaller and arranged oppositely. Dense flower cluster borne at the end of an elongated stalk. Blue (sometimes greenish-white) flowers, ½" wide, with 4 lance-shaped, mottled petals. Petals have a hairlike gland at the base. Fruit is a small capsule.

Bloom season: Late spring to midsummer

Range/habitat: Western North America in meadows, shrub steppe, rocky areas, and open woods

Comments: Frasera honors John Fraser (1756–1811), a Scottish botanist and explorer who traveled extensively and collected plants in America, Russia, Canada, and Cuba in the eighteenth century. He introduced over 200 plants into European gardens. Albicaulis (“white-stemmed”) refers to the edges of the leaves. Also known as elkweed.
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PLEATED GENTIAN

Gentiana affinis

Gentian family (Gentianaceae)

Description: Perennial, 6"–30" tall. Narrow, lance-shaped leaves are oppositely arranged, up to 1½" wide, with short fine hairs along the edge. Each pair of leaves arises from the stem at right angles from the pair below. Bluish-purple flowers bearing white or green spots are borne in leaf axils or at the end of a flowering stalk. Funnel-shaped flowers are 1"–1½" long and 5-lobed, with the lobes widely spreading and connected by pleat-like tissue. Fruit is a narrow capsule that bears numerous tiny seeds with narrow wings.

Bloom season: Mid-spring to late summer

Range/habitat: Western United States in moist meadows, prairies, and wet montane areas

Comments: Gentiana is from the Greek name for King Gentius, who is often cited as the discoverer of the medicinal properties of gentians native to his country. Affinis (“closely related” or “akin to”) refers to this plant resembling another species of gentian. The white and green dots act as pollinator guides, leading insects into the flower.
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BOTTLE GENTIAN

Gentiana andrewsii

Gentian family (Gentianaceae)

Description: Perennial, often 1'–3' tall, from a stout taproot. Strap-like opposite leaves are ovate or broadly lance-shaped, up to 4½" long, and stemless; upper leaves arise in a whorl. Bottle-shaped flowers, 1"–1½" long, arise in the upper leaf axils or at the end of the stem. Flowers remain closed even at maturity and appear “wrinkled” due to longitudinal ridges. Fruit is a small seed.

Bloom season: Late summer to early fall

Range/habitat: North-central United States and Canada to northeastern United States in moist locations such as fens, bogs, wetlands, and thickets

Comments: Gentiana is from the Greek name for King Gentius (reign c. 180–168 BCE), who was reputed to have discovered the medicinal virtues of the root of the yellow gentian, or bitterwort (G. lutea), from which a bitters tonic is still made. Andrewsii honors English botanical artist Henry C. Andrews (1794–1830). According to ancient Roman naturalist Pliny, King Gentius of Illyria found that the roots were useful as an emetic, cathartic, and tonic. The common name also comes from this king. The small seeds may be transported by the wind or water.
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GREATER-FRINGED GENTIAN

Gentianopsis crinita

Gentian family (Gentianaceae)

Description: Biennial, 1'–3' tall. Slightly succulent leaves are 1"–2½" long, egg-to narrowly lance-shaped, and oppositely arranged. Solitary flowers are borne on leafless stalks up to 4" tall. The 4-lobed, tubular blue flowers have fringed petals subtended by 2 pairs of green keeled sepals. Fruit is an elongated capsule.

Bloom season: Late summer and fall

Range/habitat: North-central and northeastern United States and Canada in bogs, fens, wooded swamps, ditches, and open, moist sandy areas

Comments: Members of the Gentianopsis genus resemble Gentiana but lack the connective tissue between the flower lobes. According to ancient Roman naturalist Pliny, King Gentius of Illyria found that the roots of gentians were useful as an emetic, cathartic, and tonic. Crinita (“long, weak hairs”) refers to the shape of the hairs.
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WILD GERANIUM

Geranium maculatum

Geranium family (Geraniaceae)

Description: Perennial, clump forming; stems to 2' tall. Palmately divided leaves are up to 6" wide and have 3–7 deep lobes, further divided into 3–5 sections that are cleft and toothed along the upper half. Saucer-shaped flowers are purplish pink to lavender, 1¼" wide, 5-lobed, with nectar guide lines. Fruit is a capsule.

Bloom season: Mid-spring to late spring

Range/habitat: Eastern North America in dry woodlands

Comments: Geranium is from the Greek geranos (“crane”), referring to when the mature capsule opens and each seed is attached to a long, beak-like column, formed by the fused styles, that resembles a crane’s head and beak. Maculatum (“spotted”) refers to the spotting on the petals. The plant was used medicinally as a poultice to stop bleeding. Also known as spotted crane’s-bill.
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BALLHEAD WATERLEAF

Hydrophyllum capitatum

Waterleaf family (Hydrophyllaceae)

Description: Perennial, 4"–20" tall. Compound leaves are mostly basal and borne on long stems. Deeply divided 7–11 leaflets are again lobed or divided. The small, purplish-blue to white flowers arise in rounded, 1"- to 2"-wide clusters sometimes hidden by the leaves. Individual flowers are small, 5-lobed, with stamens that protrude above the corolla. Fruit is a capsule.

Bloom season: Early spring to midsummer

Range/habitat: Much of western North America from British Columbia to Utah in woodlands, thickets, and meadows

Comments: Hydrophyllum (“water leaf”) may refer to the spots on the leaves that resemble water stains. Capitatum (“growing in a dense head”) refers to the flower clusters. Native Americans and early pioneers boiled and ate the leaves as greens.
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BABY BLUE-EYES

Nemophila menziesii

Waterleaf family (Hydrophyllaceae)

Description: Annual, low growing, 3"–6" tall. Stems may trail along the ground. Lower leaves opposite, pinnately lobed with 5–13 lobes, up to 2" long; each lobe may be entire or toothed. Flowers borne solitary, cup-shaped, up to 1½" wide; 5 blue petals with a white center, although some flowers are white overall with blue veins and black dots around the center. Fruit is a small, hairy capsule.

Bloom season: Spring to early summer

Range/habitat: Western from Oregon to Baja California in dry chaparral, grasslands, desert washes, and montane meadows

Comments: Nemophila is from the Greek nem os (“wooded pasture or glade”) and phileo (“to love”) in reference to the habitat some species in the genus prefer. Menziesii honors Archibald Menzies (1754–1842), a Scottish botanist and surgeon who explored the Pacific Northwest with George Vancouver during an expedition in 1790. Widely used in ornamental plantings. Five spot (N. maculata) is closely related but has white cup-shaped flowers with purple spots on the petal tips.
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FERNLEAF PHACELIA

Phacelia bipinnatifida

Waterleaf family (Hydrophyllaceae)

Description: Biennial, 1'–3' tall, loosely branched. Stems have glandular hairs. First-season leaves are up to 5” long and divided into 3–5 (rarely 7) deep, coarsely lobed fernlike leaves. The flowering stalk arises in the second season and bears 1"-wide, shallow disk-shaped flowers with 5 sepals and 5 lavender to blue-violet petals. Fruit is an oval capsule.

Bloom season: Mid-spring to early summer

Range/habitat: Southeastern United States in open woods, ravines, and rocky slopes

Comments: Phacelia (“fascicle”) describes the tightly clustered arrangement of the flowers. Bipinnatifida (“twice pinnately cut”) refers to the highly dissected leaves. Miami mist (P. purshii) also grows in this region and has fringed petals. Bees are the more-common pollinators of these flowers, which also attract butterflies and wasps. Also called forest phacelia for its habitat preference.
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SCORPIONWEED

Phacelia crenulata

Waterleaf family (Hydrophyllaceae)

Description: Annual, 2"–32" tall; may grow in profusion. Basal leaves are strap-shaped to elliptical, with margins deeply lobed or wavy. Leaves are ¾"–4¾" long. Sticky, glandular hairs mix with nonglandular hairs along the leaves and stems. Flowers grow along an elongated axis that curls like a scorpion’s tail. Blue-violet to purple flowers are ¼" long and bell-shaped. Stamens and style protrude above the flowers. Fruit is a seed.

Bloom season: Mid-spring to midsummer

Range/habitat: Southwestern United States and northern Mexico in grasslands, desert shrub, mountain brush, open woodlands, and rocky areas

Comments: Phacelia is from the Greek phakelos (“fasicile”), which refers to the clustered flowers that are arranged in a “scorpioid cyme.” Crenulata (“shallow, rounded teeth”) refers to the leaf margins. The plants emit a strong odor, which may be to deter herbivores.
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THREAD-LEAF PHACELIA

Phacelia linearis

Waterleaf family (Hydrophyllaceae)

Description: Annual, grows 5"–20" tall. Basal leaves are narrow; larger upper leaves may be split into 1–4 narrow segments. Showy, light blue flowers are ½"–1" wide and have 5 petals. Flower buds are arranged in a coiled pattern. Fruit is a rough-textured seed.

Bloom season: Late spring and early summer

Range/habitat: Western North America in plains, meadows, sagebrush steppe, and open woodlands

Comments: Phacelia (“fascicle”) describes the tightly clustered arrangement of the flowers. Linearis (“linear”) refers to the shape of the leaves. The dish-like flowers attract bees, flies, and beetles as the primary pollinators. Some years, these plants bloom in profusion.
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SILKY PHACELIA

Phacelia sericea

Waterleaf family (Hydrophyllaceae)

Description: Perennial, stems 4"–20" tall and hairy. Lance-shaped basal leaves are pinnately lobed and covered with silky hairs. Leaves may be divided several times; individual segments have rounded lobes. Flowering stalks bear a thick cluster of bluish-purple, 5-lobed flowers that are bell-shaped with exserted stamens that are nearly twice as long as the corolla. Fruit is a 2-chambered capsule.

Bloom season: Late spring through summer

Range/habitat: Western North America in subal-pine or alpine open woodlands and rocky slopes

Comments: Phacelia (“fascicle”) describes the tightly clustered arrangement of the flowers. Sericea (“silky”) refers to the abundant fine hairs on the stem and leaves. Many Phacelia species are annuals or biennials, but silky phacelia is a long-lived perennial. Studies conducted in British Columbia concluded that these plants can accumulate trace amounts of minerals, such as gold, in their tissues. The flowers attract mostly bees as pollinators.
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PROPELLER-FLOWER

Alophia drummondii

Iris family (Iridaceae)

Description: Perennial, 6"–24" tall, from a bulb. Leaves are linear-lanceolate, 1'–1½' long, and folded down the middle (pleated). Cup-shaped flowers have 6 tepals; outer ones are broader and larger than the inner 3 boat-shaped or crimped ones. Flower is about 1½" wide. Tepals are purplish with yellow centers spotted with dark purple or reddish brown. Fruit is a capsule.

Bloom season: Mid-spring to midsummer

Range/habitat: Southern United States from Texas to Oklahoma and south into Mexico in sandy prairies, forest edges, and woodlands

Comments: Alophia is from the Greek a (“without”) and lophus (“a crest”), referring to the lack of a style crest. Drummondii honors Thomas Drummond (c. 1790–1835), a Scottish naturalist who traveled to the United States in 1830 to collect plants. Drummond ended up in the Texas region in 1833 and collected extensively in that region for more than 20 months. He died in Havana, Cuba, in 1835 while collecting plants on that island.
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WESTERN BLUE FLAG

Iris missouriensis

Iris family (Iridaceae)

Description: Perennial, 1'–3' tall. Strap-like leaves are less than ½" wide and 7¾"–15" long. The leaves are generally longer than the flowering stalks. The pale blue flowers are roughly 3" wide. Flowers have 3 wide sepals lined with purple streaks and a yellow base, 3 upright smaller petals, and 3 petallike styles that are aligned with the sepals. Fruit is a large capsule.

Bloom season: Late spring to summer

Range/habitat: Western North America in wet meadows, riverbanks, and marshy areas

Comments: Iris was the Greek goddess of the rainbow, often personified by the colors of the rainbow. Iris refers to the multihued colors of the petals. Missouriensis (“of the Missouri River”) indicates where this species was first collected for science, in 1806 during the Lewis and Clark Expedition. Native Americans pounded the roots of western blue flag to treat toothaches; the strong fibers in the stems and leaves were used in making cordage.
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NORTHERN BLUE FLAG

Iris versicolor

Iris family (Iridaceae)

Description: Perennial, 2'–3' tall and clump forming. Swordlike leaves are folded along the midvein, bluish green, and up to 1" wide and 2'–4' long. Flowering stalks rise up to about 30" tall and bear 3–5 violet-blue flowers that are about 4" wide. The sepals have a central yellow spot surrounded by white and show purplish veins and have greenish-yellow hairs (the signal) at the throat. Fruit is a capsule.

Bloom season: Late spring to midsummer

Range/habitat: Eastern North America south to Virginia in meadows, marshes, and stream banks

Comments: Iris was the Greek goddess of the rainbow, and Iris refers to the multihued colors of the petals. Versicolor (“variously colored”) refers to the flowers. “Flag” is from middle English flagge (“rush or reed”) and refers to the flagged irises growing in the same habitat frequented by rushes or reeds. The roots and leaves contain a toxic glycoside called iridin. Blue flag is the provincial flower of Quebec, and the iris (any blue to purplish one) is considered the state flower of Tennessee.
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PRAIRIE-CELESTIAL

Nemastylis geminiflora

Iris family (Iridaceae)

Description: Perennial from a ½"- to 1½"-long bulb; plants are 5"–26" tall. Grasslike leaves, 1–4, are 5"–18" long and pleated along the midrib, showing ribs and furrows. Saucer-shaped blue flowers are 1½"–3" wide and made up of 6 tepals—outer ones are larger—and 3 stamens. Flowers are borne in small clusters of 1–3 flowers on the ends of slender branches. Fruit is an egg-shaped capsule that is flat on the top and tapers to a point at the base.

Bloom season: Early to late spring

Range/habitat: South-central United States in dry prairies and oak woodlands

Comments: Nemastylis is from the Greek nema (“thread”) and stylo (“pillar”), in reference to the upright and threadlike styles. Geminiflora (“twin flowered”) refers to the arrangement of two flowers arising on separate stalks from a common point. The flowers last only part of a day. Also known as prairie pleatleaf.
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NARROW-LEAF BLUE-EYED-GRASS

Sisyrinchium angustifolium

Iris family (Iridaceae)

Description: Perennial, 4"–18" tall and clump forming. Grasslike leaves 12"–20" long. Branched flowering stems are flattened, but with 2 winged edges. Blue-violet flowers that darken toward the yellow centers are ½" wide and arise from the stem in leaf axils that are subtended by a leafy bract. Flowers have 6 tepals; each tepal ends in a sharply pointed tip. Fruit is a capsule.

Bloom season: Spring to midsummer

Range/habitat: Eastern North America in moist meadows and open woodlands

Comments: Sisyrinchium is for a genus of plants that Carl Linnaeus named in 1753 and is derived from a Greek word for another plant, the Barbary nut iris (Iris sisyrinchium). Angustifolium (“narrow leaved”) refers to the grasslike leaves. Idaho blue-eyed-grass (S. idahoensis) grows in western North America and has similar blue flowers that arise on unbranched stems.
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OHIO HORSEMINT

Blephilia ciliata

Mint family (Lamiaceae)

Description: Perennial, 1'–3' tall and clump forming. Square stems are mostly unbranched, have short appressed hairs, and bear opposite lance-shaped leaves up to 3½" long and toothed along the margins. Leaves are covered with fine hairs. Bluish-purple to white 2-lipped flowers arise in tiers along the stem. The 2"- to 3"-wide globular flower clusters are subtended by a whorl of leafless bracts fringed with hairs. Each flower has 2 projecting stamens, small purple spots on the lower lip, and fine hairs on the back of the flower. Fruit is a seed.

Bloom season: Late spring to summer

Range/habitat: Eastern North America in open areas, thickets, dry meadows, and occasionally woods

Comments: Blephilia (“eyelash”) refers to the hairs that fringe the leaf bracts resembling eyelashes. Ciliata (“hairlike appendages”) refers to the fine hairs on this plant. The foliage of this mint has minimal aroma but attracts numerous types of pollinators. Hairy wood-mint (B. hirsuta) also grows in this region but has longer spreading hairs and grows more in woodland habitats. Ohio horsemint is also called downy wood-mint.
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BLUE SAGE

Salvia azurea

Mint family (Lamiaceae)

Description: Clump-forming perennial, 3'–5' tall. Stiff, square stems bear linear to lance-shaped 3"-to 5"-long leaves that are opposite, pointed at the tip, and smooth or toothed along the upper half of the leaf margin. Whorls of 2-lipped, ¼"- to 1"-long, bluish-purple flowers have a prominent lower lip bearing a large white spot. Tubular calyx is hairy. Fruit is a seed.

Bloom season: Summer and fall

Range/habitat: Central and eastern North America in open areas, prairies, and woodlands

Comments: Salvia (“to save or heal”) is a reference to the medicinal properties of certain species in this genus. Azurea (“sky blue”) refers to the flower color. The larger lip provides a landing platform for bees, which crawl beneath the upper lip toward the nectar glands before their back gets dusted with pollen from a fertile anther. Also known as pitcher sage, for Dr. Zina Pitcher (1797–1872), a physician, educator, president of the American Medical Association, and botanist who collected plants in the Great Lakes region.
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CHIA

Salvia columbariae

Mint family (Lamiaceae)

Description: Annual, 4"–28" tall. Deeply divided leaves are mostly basal, up to 4" long, with short stiff hairs and irregularly rounded lobes. Uneven surface of the leaves makes them appear wrinkled. Square and slightly hairy flowering stalk bears several clusters of bluish 2-lipped flowers, which are subtended by purplish spiny bracts that make up the calyx. Flower’s lower lip is larger than the upper one, and the 2 stamens barely protrude beyond the flower. Fruit is a nutlet.

Bloom season: Spring

Range/habitat: Western United States from California to New Mexico and south into Mexico in dry, open areas, desert washes, and chaparral

Comments: Salvia (“to save or heal”) is a reference to the medicinal properties of certain species in this genus. The derivation of columbariae is unclear. The Aztec chian (“oily”) is the source of the common name: chia. The nutty-flavored seed was very important to Indigenous peoples and was eaten raw or cooked. The seeds are also a key food for mourning doves. Also known as California sage.
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DOWNY SKULLCAP

Scutellaria incana

Mint family (Lamiaceae)

Description: Perennial, 2'–3' tall, with fine white hairs on the square stems. Leaves are opposite, lance-to egg-shaped, up to 3" long, toothed along the margins, and with rounded bases. Small purplish-blue, 2-lipped flowers arise in dense clusters along an elongated flowering stalk. Tubular corolla is purplish blue, about ¾" long, and covered with fine hairs on the top. Upper lip is hoodlike; the lower lip is broader and bears a large white patch on the corolla’s throat. The ¼"-long calyx has a unique projection on its topside. Fruit is an odd-shaped capsule.

Bloom season: Summer

Range/habitat: Southeast and central United States in thickets, stream banks, and woods

Comments: Scutellaria (“a small dish or saucer”) refers to the calyx’s shape when the flowers fade. Incana (“hoary” or “very gray”) refers to the coloration of the stem and leaves, which are covered in fine hairs. The common name skullcap refers to the cap-or hoodlike shape of the upper petal and the shape of a bulge on the calyx resembling a helmet worn by warriors during the Middle Ages. Also called hoary skullcap due to the fine white hairs.
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MAD-DOG SKULLCAP

Scutellaria lateriflora

Mint family (Lamiaceae)

Description: Perennial, 30"–40" tall. Stems are square and leaves are opposite, egg-to lance-shaped, up to 3" long, and toothed along the margins. Flowers are small,⅓" long, and arranged along 1-sided flowering stalks that mostly arise from leaf axils. The 2-lipped flowers are blue to pink or white; often the upper lip is bluer and the lower lip is white. Calyx has 2 lobes; upper lobe has a saucer-shaped projection. Fruit is a capsule.

Bloom season: Summer and early fall

Range/habitat: Mostly central and eastern North America, but with scattered populations in the west from British Columbia to California in moist areas such as wetlands, marshes, and meadows

Comments: Scutellaria (“a small dish or saucer”) refers to the calyx’s shape when the flowers fade. Lateriflora (“side flowering”) is in reference to the one-sided flowering stalks. This and other skullcaps contain flavonoids in the leaves, which are used medicinally as a sleep aid and antispasmodic. The common name skullcap refers to the cap-or hoodlike shape of the upper petal and the capsules resembling helmets worn by warriors during the Middle Ages. The common name mad-dog comes from the false belief that this plant could cure rabies in dogs.
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FORKED BLUECURLS

Trichostema dichotomum

Mint family (Lamiaceae)

Description: Annual, 6"–24" tall. Upper stems and side branches bear sticky hairs. Leaves are opposite, entire, narrowly elliptical, and up to 2½" wide. Clusters of 2–7 flowers arise on opposite sides of the main stem and are subtended by 2 opposite leaves. Flowers are 2-lipped bearing 5 petals that are violet-blue in color, with the lower lobe whitish (sometimes blue) and bearing blue to purple spots. Lower lip is the largest petal, tongue-like, and bends downward. The 4 bluish-purple stamens extend beyond the flower’s throat in an arching or curled pattern along with the style. Fruit is a cluster of 4 small nutlets.

Bloom season: Summer and fall

Range/habitat: Eastern North America, central United States, and the Bahamas in sandhills, pine woodlands, dry oak woodlands, and disturbed areas

Comments: Trichostema (“hairlike stamens”) in reference to the very narrow stamens. Dichotomum (“forked stigma”) refers to the shape of the stigma, which forks at the top. The common name refers to the arching stamens and the forked style. The leaves give off a lemony scent when crushed.
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DESERT CHRISTMAS-TREE

Pholisma arenarium

Lennoa family (Lennoaceae)

Description: Mat-forming, fleshy perennial, 3"–8" tall, with the stems buried underground. The aboveground portion may be capsule-or cone-shaped. Plants lack chlorophyll, so the plant is brownish gray or whitish overall. Pointed leaves are scalelike, alternate, with glandular hairs appressed to the body. Funnel-shaped flowers are ½" wide with 4–10 lavender to purplish lobes edged with white arising in clusters between the leaves. Fruit is a fleshy capsule.

Bloom season: Spring to midsummer

Range/habitat: Southern California to southern Arizona and northwestern Mexico in sandy washes, desert chaparral, and coastal dunes

Comments: Pholisma is from the Greek pholis (“scales”) in reference to the scalelike leaves. Arenarium (“sand loving”) refers to the type of habitat this plant grows in. This plant is parasitic on burrobush, rabbitbrush, yerba santa, and other shrubs. The plant sends out lateral roots beneath the soil to contact the host’s roots. The common name refers to the plant’s conical, Christmas tree shape. Sand food (P. sonorae) is similar, but either mushroom shaped to rounded where the edible stems are buried by the sand.
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BLUE BUTTERWORT

Pinguicula caerulea

Bladderwort family (Lentibulariaceae)

Description: Perennial, carnivorous plant, 4"–12" tall. Yellowish-green basal leaves, up to 3½" long, have tiny hairs that emit a sticky substance to trap insects. Lavender-blue flowers with 5 notched petals streaked with purple are borne at the end of a leafless, hairy stalk. Flowers are about 1" long and have a spur; sepals also have glandular hairs. Fruit is a capsule.

Bloom season: Midwinter to early summer

Range/habitat: Southeastern United States in moist sandy pinewoods or bogs

Comments: Pinguicula is from the Latin pinguis (“fat”) and refers to the greasy texture of the leaf surface. Caerulea (“sky” or “sea”) is in reference to the sky-blue color of the flowers. When an insect becomes stuck to the hairs, the leaves fold over and the digestive process begins. The common name refers to the flower color and the historical use of the leaves to curdle milk.
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PURPLE BLADDERWORT

Utricularia purpurea

Bladderwort family (Lentibulariaceae)

Description: Perennial, carnivorous plant, 1"–6" tall. Submerged stems support whorls of 5–7 leaves, each with a bladder on the tip. A leafless flowering stalk rises 2"–5" above the water surface and bears 1–4 pinkish-purple flowers with a yellow spot and short spur. The⅓"- to ½"–long flowers have a larger lower lip that becomes 3-lobed and is white at the base; the upper lip is shorter. Fruit is a round capsule.

Bloom season: Late spring to fall

Range/habitat: Eastern North America in ponds, lakes, and shallow waters

Comments: Utricularia has various meanings but may be derived from a word meaning “leather flask” or “bagpipe,” referring to the shape of the bladders. Purpurea (“purple-like”) refers to the color of the flowers. Bladderworts do not have roots but are floating plants that trap insects. The leaf bladders are mainly for capturing and digesting zooplankton. New research indicates that the bladders contain microorganisms such as bacteria, algae, and diatoms that may have a symbiotic relationship with their hosts.
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SAGEBRUSH MARIPOSA LILY

Calochortus macrocarpus

Lily family (Liliaceae)

Description: Perennial, 8"–21" tall, from a bulb. The 1–3 grasslike leaves are thin, grow up to about 4" long, and often wither prior to flowering. One to 5 flowers are borne on each plant, and the flowers are about 2" wide. Flowers are lavender, purple, or white, with 3 narrow, pointed sepals that are longer than the 3 broad petals. A green stripe extends down the petals to the sepals, and reddish-purple nectar lines extend on the lower, inner portion of the petals. The light-colored center bears numerous yellow hairs. Fruit is a capsule.

Bloom season: Late spring to midsummer

Range/habitat: Western North America in dry meadows, sagebrush steppe, or ponderosa pine woodlands

Comments: Calochortus (“beautiful grass”) refers to the overall beauty of this plant with the grass-like leaves. Macrocarpus (“large fruited”) refers to the large seed capsules, which split open and release seeds when mature. Native Americans harvested the onion-like bulbs for food.
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WESTERN BLUE FLAX
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