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Pushing the boundaries of the actual
[Excepts from H. D. Thoreau’s Journal entry dated May 31, 1853.]
“I am going in search of Azalea nudiflora. Sophia [T.’s sister – Ed.] brought home a single flower
without twig or leaf from Mrs. Brooks’s last evening. Mrs. Brooks, I find, has a large twig in a vase of
water, still pretty fresh, which she says George Melvin gave to her son…
“I went on to Melvin’s house, though I did not expect to find him at home at this hour, so early in the
afternoon… At length I saw his dog by the door, and knew he was at home. He was sitting in the shade,
bareheaded, at his back door. He had a large paleful of the azalea recently plucked and in the shade
behind his house, which he said he was going to carry to town at evening… At first he was a little shy
about telling me where the azalea grew, but I saw that I should get it out of him. He dilly-dallied a little;
called to his neighbor… to know if he could tell me where that flower grew. He called it, by the way, the
‘red honeysuckle.’ This was to prolong the time and make the most of his secret…
“Well, I told him he had better tell me where it was; I was a botanist and ought to know. But he
thought I couldn’t possibly find it by his directions. I told him he’d better tell me and have the glory of it,
for I should surely find it if he didn’t; I’d got a clue to it, and shouldn’t give it up. I should go over the
river for it. I could smell it a good way, you know. He thought I could smell it half a mile, and he
wondered that I hadn’t stumbled on it, or Channing. Channing, he said, came close by it once, when it
was in flower. He thought he’d surely find it then; but he didn’t, and he said nothing to him.
“He told me he found it about ten years ago, and he went to it every year. It blossomed at the old
election time, and he thought it ‘the handsomest flower that grows.’
[Eventually, Thoreau persuaded Melvin to take him to the azalea:]
“We went down to the brook, – Melvin and I and his dog, – and crossed the river in his boat, and he
conducted me to where the Azalea nudiflora grew… I offered to pay him for his trouble, but he wouldn’t
take anything. He had just as lief I’d know as not. He thought it first came out last Wednesday, the 25th.”

“The boundaries of the actual are no more
fixed and rigid than the elasticity of our
imaginations. The fact that a rare and
beautiful flower which we never saw,
perhaps never heard of, for which therefore
there was no place in our thoughts, may at
length be found in our immediate
neighborhood, is very suggestive.”
At left: Wikipedia photo of Azalea nudiflora, aka
Rhododendron periclymenoides
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.

California Native Plant Society
2707 K. St. Suite 1
Sacramento, CA 95816
www.cnps.org

Sierra Foothills Chapter
www.sierrafoothillscnps.org
Dedicated to the Preservation of
California Native Flora.

Wildflowers of August
by Karen Orso
“From August 9th through the 13th my friend and I backpacked through an area where the Hoover, the Emigrant
and the Yosemite Wildernesses converge, often right along the boundary between Tuolumne and Mono Counties.
Elevations ranged from 7,100' (at Leavitt Meadows) to 10,750' (summit of Big Sam Peak). There were still plenty
of wildflowers in bloom, especially Lupines, Buckwheat, Fleabane, Fireweed, Arnica, Delphinium, Spiraea and
more. But there were also definite signs of seasonal change: ripe Currants, Dogwood berries, Rose hips, Red
Elderberries and even some fall foliage. My favorite wildflower finds: Giant Blazing Star (Mentzelia laevicaulis)
and Evening Primrose (Oenothera elata) plants blooming in Leavitt Meadows in the Hoover Wilderness; Grass of
Parnassus (Parnassia palustris) at a much higher elevation along the Pacific Crest Trail in the Hoover Wilderness;
Alpine Gentians (Gentiana newberryi) along the edges of Dorothy Lake in Yosemite National Park; an amazing
display of the magenta version of the Skunky Monkeyflower (Diplacus mephiticus) on the south side of Big Sam
Peak in the Emigrant Wilderness; and a patch of Sierra Spring Beauty (Claytonia nevadensis) on the northern side
of Big Sam, not too far above the Kennedy Lake area in the Emigrant Wilderness.”
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Introduction to BONAP
prepared by D. Krajnovich

In late July, my son and a visiting friend
climbed Mt. Elbert in Colorado. (Elbert
is the second tallest peak in the Lower
48, after Whitney.) Neither my son nor
his friend is into botany, but they were
nevertheless impressed by the alpine
wildflowers – especially a showy purple
one that another hiker identified for
them as “Sky Pilot.” I wondered if it was
the same “Sky Pilot” that grows on Mt.
Dana, namely, Polemonium eximium.
The Calflora Taxon Report for eximium
says that it is a California endemic. In
the lower-left corner of the Taxon page,
you will find a link to the BONAP
Distribution map. (BONAP stands for
“Biota of North America Program.”) I
clicked on the link and got the map
shown at the bottom of this page. The
map confirms that eximium is restricted
to California. The counties colored light
green are the ones where it is known to
occur. (The entire state is painted dark
green even though the plant only occurs
in the light green counties.)

Next I went to the BONAP home page, http://bonap.org . I
clicked on “List Plants by Genera” and selected
“Polemonium.” Twenty-six maps were displayed – one for
the entire genus, twenty-five for each species that grows in
North America. Some of the maps, including the two of
principal interest, are reproduced on the following page.

− 25x Polemonium sp. in North America
− 8x in California;
− 6x in Colorado;
− 2x common to CA and CO

With the help of these maps, I determined that the Rocky Mountain Sky Pilot that my son and
his friend encountered was Polemonium confertum.

The color key is a bit confusing, but if you study it, you will figure it out.
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