The Shooting Star
SIERRA FOOTHILLS CHAPTER

CALIFORNIA NATIVE PLANT SOCIETY

AUGUST 2021

Mt. Dana and Glacier Canyon viewed from the Dana Plateau (July 11, 2021). Photo © D. Krajnovich

In this issue…
Karen Orso shares botanical highlights from a mid-July backpacking trip into the Emigrant
Wilderness. 105°F temperatures in her hometown persuaded her to escape to higher elevations.
Your editor also made a spur-of-the-moment decision to “head for the hills” after Merced logged
an afternoon high of 111°F (ugh!) Temperatures were well above normal in the vicinity of Tioga
Pass, but 80° felt a lot better than 111°.
Karen and Doug were both pleasantly surprised by the quality of the wildflowers above 8,000 ft.
The bloom window is short at high elevations; there may not be much left by the time you receive
this Newsletter. We hope that all of you got up to the high country at least once to cool off and enjoy
the show.
If you change your mailing or e-mail address, please
inform Melissa Booher (ellenbooher@gmail.com) and/or
the CNPS state organization in Sacramento so that the
change(s) get recorded.
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Botanizing in the Emigrant Wilderness (July 8–12, 2021)
by Karen Orso
In early July, with temperatures soaring (105°F where I live at 3,000' in Calaveras County) my friend and I
decided to try to beat the heat by escaping to higher elevations. In previous years I never would have thought it
possible or desirable to try to backpack in the Emigrant Wilderness until closer to the end of July. In fact, in 2017
there was still lots of snow covering trails in the Emigrant Wilderness in early August. So I did not know what to
expect when entering the area from the Crabtree Trailhead this year on July 8. To my surprise I found plenty of
wildflowers. In fact, certain species had already bloomed and set seed (Violets, Streptanthus, Alliums, Mountain
Pride Penstemon). But mid and late-season bloomers were seemingly everywhere, with Columbine, Spiraea, Corn
Lilies, Lupines, Yampah, Holodiscus, Paintbrush, Sneezeweed, White Bog Orchid, and Alpine Lilies particularly
abundant. This despite the fact that most creeks were dry or barely running. Fortunately, lakes were still near full.
The water temperatures were warm, ideal for swimming if not healthy for fish. Our first day of hiking brought us
to Paiute Creek, which was actually a series of stagnant pools.
While setting up camp near some nice displays of Goldenrod, Lupines, PussyPaws and Asters we heard and felt
the 6.0 earthquake centered between Walker and Coleville. There was loud roaring and I could feel waves of
movement in the granite underfoot. Quite exciting. I was glad we were not near any cliffs. I understand from the
accounts of people who were backpacking in the Dardanelles area that boulders were shaken loose by the quake and
came tumbling down cliffs.
On our second day we climbed higher and stopped at Pingree Lake which is at about 8,200' elevation. It was
there that I found a colony of One-sided Wintergreen, flowers not quite open. The highest we climbed was to Kole
Lake at about 8,300' elevation. On the way to that lake were lots of yellow Skunky Monkeyflower (Diplacus
mephiticus). This species is sometimes found in a magenta version. I have seen more D. mephiticus this year than I
have seen in the last 10 years combined. We also camped at Karl's Lake and Gem Lake before returning to
Crabtree. By our last day, July 12, Fireweed had started to bloom.

Corn Lilies (Veratrum californicum) in the Emigrant Wilderness. (Photo © Karen Orso)
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Botanizing around Tioga Pass (July 11–13, 2021)
by Doug Krajnovich
July 11: Dana Plateau. The creek originating in Glacier Canyon was flowing strongly. Wildflowers were
superb all along the creek, in diversity as well as in number. Tall and showy species include: Arrowleaf
Ragwort (Senecio triangularis), Big-leaf Lupine (Lupinus polyphyllus), Swamp Onion (Allium validum), Giant
Red Paintbrush (Castilleja miniata ssp. miniata), Crimson Columbine (Aquilegia formosa), Giant Mountain
Larkspur (Delphinium glaucum), Corn Lily (Veratrum californicum). The Corn Lilies were much further along
this year compared to last, probably due to warmer temperatures. Belly flowers along the lower trail section
include: Tinker’s Penny (Hypericum anagalloides), Brewer's Miterwort (Pectiantia breweri), and American
Alpine Speedwell (Veronica wormskjoldii). Sierra Bog Orchids (Platanthera dilatata ssp. leucostachyus) were
thriving at the trailside fen, just before the first landing. Alpine Columbine (Aquilegia pubescens) and Rock
Fringe (Epilobium obcordatum) – two of my favorite alpine wildflowers – decorated the talus on the final
approach to the plateau.
On the Plateau proper, I came across lovely, localized patches of two less common Penstemons: P. davidsonii
and P. procerus ssp. formosus. P. davidsonii produces large and showy flowers that point upwards. Some
people refer to this plant by the common name “Davidson's Beardtongue,” because the flowers have hairy
tongues. The flowers of P. procerus ssp. formosus are arranged in pagoda-style tiered whorls – similar to the
much more common P. heterodoxus & rydbergii – but the tubes of procerus are shorter (typ. < 10 mm) and tend
to droop downwards instead of pointing straight out. Alpine Willow (Salix petrophila), Brewer's Cinquefoil
(Potentilla breweri), Club-moss Ivesia (I. lycopodioides), Pygmy Fleabane (Erigeron pygmaeus), and Cutleaf
Daisy (Erigeron compositus) were some of the other striking wildflowers on the plateau.
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Tioga Pass (cont’d.)
July 12: Mt. Dana. This trail was drier and less flowery than the Dana Plateau trail, but one plant made the climb
worth it: Sky Pilot (Polemonium eximium) was blooming from 12.8 kft to the summit. Sky Pilot, – like the Pika, – is
retreating to the top of its available range on account of a warming climate. Blue Flax (Linum lewisii) lit up a lower
section of the trail where most plants had given up. Neither of these species was present on the Dana Plateau trail.
July 13: Gardisky Lake & Saddlebag Lake. If I had to rank my four Tioga Pass destinations botanically, Dana
Plateau would easily take 1st place, followed by Mt. Dana in 2nd, Gardisky 3rd, Saddlebag 4th. Yet even the 3rd and 4th
place finishers produced some lovely displays, e.g.: a gorgeous clump of Western Roseroot on the Gardisky trail; a
dense patch of Applegate’s Paintbrush near Saddlebag Lake; early Sierra Gentians near Greenstone Lake. Three days
of botanizing between 9.6–13.0 kft netted more than one hundred species in bloom. Not bad for a drought year!

Relaxing beside Sky Pilot at Dana summit.

Close-up of Sky Pilot (Polemonium eximium).

Blue Flax (Linum lewisii) on
Mt. Dana trail.

Applegate’s Paintbrush (Castilleja applegatei) near
Saddlebag Lake.

Sierra Gentian (holopetala)
near Greenstone Lake.

Western Roseroot (Rhodiola integrifolia ssp. integrifolia) on
Gardisky Lake trail.
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