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     The chapter was treated to a wonderful presentation on October 10th by Noel Holmgren of the NY Botanical Garden. He is a distinguished professional plant taxonomist and is just completing volume seven of the “Intermountain Flora”, a projected eight-volume series. The project was first conceived back in the mid 30s. Penstemon, in the Scrophulariaceae family, is covered in volume four which was published in 1984. 

      In his presentation Dr. Holmgren described a fantastic Penstemon exploration concentrating on the Colorado Plateau in southern Utah. Of the almost 300 Penstemon species, 70 are found in Utah.  Often a pioneer species, they grow well wherever they are found in nature. The best time to see Penstemon in flower is June. Here is an outline of the trip he described.

Central Wasatch.

       The highest peaks of the Wasatch are a short distance to the southeast of Salt Lake City, east of the towns of Murray and Sandy, and Little Cottonwood Canyon takes you up into this area on pavement. For your Penstemon search, drive to Albion Basin where there is a campground and good hiking trails.

     Here are the Penstemons you'll encounter in Little Cottonwood Canyon:

   P. platyphyllus, often growing in large clumps with a woody, branched base. It has beautiful magenta flowers.

   P. cyananthus with its broad leaves and blue flowers in tight clusters.

   P. humilis var. brevifolius has glandular-hairy purplish-blue flowers and grows further up the canyon, often in rock outcrops and on rocky slopes.

   P. whippleanus with beautifully shaped corollas may be so darkly purple colored that in the shade of the forest they appear black. Sometimes it is nearly white. It is found at the head of the canyon, in aspen and spruce and fir woods.

   P. leonardii is low-growing and found in open, subalpine sagebrush meadows.

   P. procerus is found in moderately moist to wet meadows.

       A couple of canyons south is American Fork Canyon,  containing these penstemons:

   P. sepalulus has flowers similar to those of P. platyphyllus, but the calyx lobes are very short. It is in the bottom of the canyon. 

   P. eatonii, with its tubular showy fire-cracker red flowers is farther up the steep.

        Near the summit, at the back of Timpooneke Camp Ground, a trail goes to the top of Timpanogos Peak.

   P. montanus, with beautiful pinkish-violet flowers and cotton-hairy anthers forms these clusters with its underground branching stems. It is up the trail on a rock talus.

Canyonlands
       P. marcusii, distinguished by nearly radially symmetrical flowers is found on the bluffs off U.S. Highway 6 along the Price River near the town of Price. There is little to stop for in the barrens until you get to Crescent Junction, where U.S. 6 turns onto I-70, which you will follow east until you turn south on U.S. Highway 191 to Moab. This is the hub of the most beautiful region in the world. Here is Arches National Park and the Island in the Sky in the Canyon Lands National Park with its fantastic vistas.

    P. cyanocaulis, easily distinguished by the wavy-margined leaves, is at the base of the La Sals on the La Sal Mountain Loop road, which begins about 16 miles up the Colorado River from the bridge north of town (Moab).

    P. crandallii forms low growing mats along the roadside and open areas in the Gambel oak scrub further up on the mountain. 

   P. strictus, also in this area, is distinguished by its sky blue corollas and cotton-hairy anthers. It is aptly named for its solitary stems. 

   P. comarrhenus, with pale pink flowers with sort of a bluish cast to them is also in this area. Besides the paler flowers, it is more branched than P. strictus.

Now, drive on down U.S. 191 to Bluff. Just past Blanding look for 

P. ophianthus, and P. lentus var. albus.

     Drive on down through Bluff and Mexican Hat to Monument Valley. A short distance south of Mexican Hat, with a beautiful view of Monument Valley is:

     P. ambiguus which forms rounded shrubs. When in full flower it is covered with these pale pink flowers of a most interesting shape. This penstemon would be in a genus of its own if it weren't for a close relative, P. thurberi, that links it morphologically to the more acceptable Penstemon appearance. Driving back to Mexican Hat, a short distance on the other side of town is the road to Cedar Mesa. You'll pass by the Goosenecks of the San Juan. Then up the Moki Dugway, a switchback road zig-zaging up the face of the Cedar Mesa Sandstone cliffs. Just beyond the summit is the Muley Point Overlook road. Navajo Mountain is in the distance.

    P. navajoa is on top of that dome-shaped mountain. 

Now head for Natural Bridges and Hall’s Crossing. At Hall's Crossing you'll take the ferry across Lake Powell to Bullfrog Marina. From Bullfrog you will drive up the Water Pocket Fold road to pick up the Burr Trail and across some more spectacular sandstone country on your way to Cedar City. In the Waterpocket Fold and the beginning of the Burr Trail you will encounter some sections of wash-board dirt road, but a passenger car can handle it even in a rain storm. This is the only dirt road the itinerary has you driving on. Here is where the road climbs up out of the Water Pocket Fold, up some tight hairpin curves on a switchback road. This is in the southern part of the Capitol Reef National Park and a short distance west you pass into the brand new Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument.

   P. palmeri var. eglandulosus is found between the Water Pocket Fold and the little town of Boulder. You will see it in gravel soils.

   P. lentus var. lentus is also found here. 

   P. angustifolius var. venosus is closer in to Boulder in loose sandy soils.

   P. utahensis, a red-flowered species that both hummingbirds and bees can handle, is at the western outskirts of Boulder. The drive between Boulder and Escalante is spectacular. You'll certainly want to stop at some of the view points to soak in the view. Not too far out of the way, to the north of this part of the route, is Hell's Backbone Bridge, where you cross a very narrow ridge that drops off precipitously on both sides, and here is a view of the north side. Can you imagine exploring in terrain like that?

   P. atwoodii is endemic southwest of Escalante on the Kaiparowits Plateau. 

   P. barbatus var. torreyi  and P. rostriflorus, two very distantly related species that have similar looking flowers, are both found between Escalante and Tropic. They are adapted to hummingbird pollinators with a reflexed lower lip, keeping bees from using it.

You shouldn't bypass Bryce Canyon National Park. 

   P. bracteatus, a miniature narrow endemic is known only in this area on barren slopes.

   P. caespitosus var. desertipicti, a small, prostrate plant is slightly more  widespread here. Bryce Canyon is at the southern end of the Paunsagunt Plateau. The next plateau to the west is the Markagunt Plateau, which has Cedar Breaks National Monument and Zion National Park. 

   P. higginsii is very common at Lava Point in Zion Park.

   P. leiophyllus is common in the subalpine meadows behind Cedar Breaks.

   P. linarioides var. sileri is in clay soils at lower elevations, 

   P. thompsoniae is in gravel soils.

   P. laevis is in sandy soils.

     Noel assured us that there are many more species to see driving back on I-15 from Cedar City to Salt Lake City, but there was not enough time to describe them. He closed his remarks leaving all of us wanting to take the trip at once. 

     The following directions give a more detailed description of the route followed on this trip.  There may be some APS members who might want to use this as a guide for making the trip on their own. 

 Trip Directions
       Start at Salt Lake City and head for Moab. To get to Moab, start out on Interstate 15, go south to Spanish Fork, where you exit onto U.S. Highway 6, then to Price and on down to Interstate 70. Head east on I-70 past Green River and at Crescent Junction, exit onto U.S. Highway 191, and go south to Moab. 

   Spend at least a couple of days in this area then proceed down the highway to Monticello, Blanding, and Bluff. 

   From Bluff take U.S. Highway 163 past Mexican Hat to Gouldings Trading Post in Monument Valley. Then backtrack past Mexican Hat to the junction with Utah Route 261, which will take you up onto Cedar Mesa to Utah Route 95. Turn left on Route 95 and then take a left onto Utah Route 263 to Halls Crossing.  Ferry across Lake Powell to Bullfrog, then drive up the road along Halls Creek in the Waterpocket Fold to the Burr Trail. 


   Turn left onto the Burr Trail, which will take you to Boulder where you pick up Utah Route 12 to Escalante, Cannonville, Bryce Canyon National Park, and the junction with U.S. Highway 89. Take 89 south to Long Valley Junction, then make a right onto Utah Route 14 to Cedar Breaks and Cedar City. Then return to Salt Lake City by way of Interstate 15.

