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TRAVELING TO WALLA WALLA FOR THE APS MEETINGS – JUNE 2001
by Bob McFarlane,  Denver, CO

     With our camping gear, food, hand-lens, penstemon literature and books my wife, Phoebe, and I set off for the APS meetings in Walla Walla in the hopes of finding a few penstemons in bloom along the way.  Our route took us from Denver via Flaming Gorge Reservoir, the Uinta Mountains, the Ruby Mountains, Steen’s Mountain and Pendelton, Oregon.

     We left Denver in the early afternoon and headed west on I-70.  We saw many P. secundiflorus and P. virens all along the road and in abundance in the area surrounding the junction of I-70 and US-40.  We continued along I-70 through the Eisenhower Tunnel and turned north on State-9 at Dillon.  This is a pretty route down the Blue River to Green Mountain Reservoir and finally to its confluence with the Colorado near Kremmling.  Continuing north on US-40 from Kremmling a few miles, we turned off to the right and drove less than a mile on the road to the relatively new dam on Muddy Creek where we found a large number of P. caespitosus, var. caespitosus in bloom.  Many of these plants had a large number of flowers.

     It was getting dusk by this time and we hurried over Rabbit Ears Pass, through Steamboat Springs and spent the night in Craig. The next morning we were up early and saw a number of deer and pronghorn on our way to breakfast at Maybell, about thirty miles west of Craig.  We turned north on State-318 just west of Maybell and headed  toward Brown’s Park in extreme northwest Colorado.

     Brown’s  Park or Brown’s Hole as it is also called, is a remote valley lying across the borders of Utah and Colorado.  This high desert valley was formed by the Green River which flows through it and was a favorite wintering place for Ute and Shoshone Indian, mountain men and cattlemen because of its mild winters and abundant game, grass and water.  Later, because of its remoteness and easy access to three state borders, it became a popular refuge for many outlaws including Butch Cassidy and Sundance Kid.  The country here is much the same today as it was then.

     At the entrance to the valley we took a side trip up Moffitt County Road 10N which is hard dirt and heads north through Irish Canyon and hence to the Wyoming border where it becomes Wyoming State Road 430 and continues to Rock Springs.  Irish Canyon which is about five miles north of State-318, is a dry but scenic canyon located for the most part in the pinyon-juniper life zone.  Here we found P. cyathophorus, P. humilis, and P. caespitosus in great number.  The P. cyathophorus and humilis were in full bloom but the P. caespitosus was about finished.  The leaves on some of the P. caespitosus looked a lot like the descriptions of var. perbrevis but our books said that we were too far east so that it was in all probabilityy var. caespitosus.  There was a nice, empty campground in the middle of the canyon which had nice penstemons in almost every campsite.

     From Irish Canyon we backtracked to Brown’s Hole and headed northwest along the Green River which was in full spring flood.  The road changes from asphalt to dirt at the Utah border  toward the northwest end of the valley (now called Daggatt County Road 2064) and after a few miles ascends out of the valley via a steep grade into Clay Basin which contains a large natural gas field under production.  We didn’t stop much along this stretch but saw many penstemon which we assumed were probably more P. cyathophorus and P. humilis. 

     The road is alternatively paved and dirt from Clay Basin to its terminus at US 191 near Antelope Flat and Flaming Gorge Reservoir.  We headed south on US 191 until we reached Mustang Ridge Campground on the east side of the reservoir about five mile north of Dutch John.  Here we encountered P. pachyphyllus, var. mucronatus in and around our campsite.  The campground was not crowded in the middle of the week and we had our dinner watching three Ospreys soaring, fishing and calling to one another.

     In the morning we broke camp and headed west on US 191 through Dutch John and then toward Manila on State-44 at the Greendale Junction.  We stopped just north of Sheep Canyon to photograph  P. rydbergii along a small stream.  There were also many Larkspur, Onethera and other spring flowers in full bloom.

     Turning west at Manila on State-43 (which becomes Wyoming State Road 414 at the border)  we headed for Ft. Bridger, Wyoming and I-80 along the northern slopes of the Uinta Mountains.  About three or four miles west of Manila we topped a hill and stopped at a clearing on the south side of the road covered with P. humilis and Castilleja.  It was spectacular.  As we looked closer we saw many P. acaulis plants with their flowers standing straight up to greet us.

     Further west, about ten miles or so east of Mountain Home, Wyoming we encountered P. fremontii and P. caespitosus in full bloom in the sage.  The P. fremontii would be a wonderful plant for the dry garden.  These were about eight to ten inches tall with striking dense bluish-purple flowers.

     After reaching I-80 at Ft. Bridger we continued west until Evanston where we turned south on State-150 toward the Uinta Mountains.  Traveling back into Utah we headed up the road until reaching the summit at about 10,800 feet.  On top we encountered Fawn Lily, Marsh Marigold and Globe Flower along with other alpines in bloom among the snow banks but were unable to identify the few penstemons we saw which were not close to blooming.  We camped at a nice campground, almost deserted, on the shore of Lake Washington at about 10,000 feet and spent a fairly chilly night.

     In the morning we headed down the highway just a few miles and found large numbers of P.leonardii and P. rydbergii in the dry rocky sage flats between the road and the stream.  The P. leonardii was a good identification for us because we were able to recognize the saccate anthers for the first time.  These plants were along the road for several miles, almost to the national forest boundary.  Just outside the boundary we found beautiful clumps of P. scariosus growing on the steep road cuts along the north side of the highway.  They were in full bloom with several stems of flowers rising from each clump.

     After having spent three hours going less than twenty miles we decided to drive and look straight ahead for awhile.  Soon we reached US-40 and could see the ski jumping venue for the 2002 Olympics.  A little further down we reached I-80 and continued west passing Salt Lake City, Salt Lake and the long stretch of dry lake next to the Nevada border.  Late in the afternoon we reached Wells, Nevada and turned off on State-231 headed for the campground at Angel Lake high in the northern end of the Ruby Mountains.  That campground was not yet open for the season so we stayed at the one at Angel Creek which is about 7000 feet in elevation.  It is situated in an aspen grove along the creek and surrounded by pastures and sagebrush.

     Along the road to the campground, about four or five miles from Wells, we began to see several striking plants of P. speciosus in full bloom.  Upon further investigation we found P. rydbergii in the same area and many more P. speciosus. 

 Arriving in camp we thought that we probably wouldn’t see many penstemons because of the damp and grassy terrain.  However, just across the road from our campsite we saw a field of blue iris and a tall white flower which we identified as P. pratensis.  The white color was not particularly showy in the meadow area but the sheer number of plants was a special treat to see.  On the edge of the meadow we found a few of them with light bluish-purple flowers.  There were also a few P. deustus, v. deustus in the sage flat above the meadow.

     After a very windy night we broke camp and headed back to Wells and on to I-80 through Elko, Carlin, Battle Mountain to Winnemucca where we turned north on US-95 and northwest on State-140 to Denio on the Oregon-Nevada state line.  From Denio we headed north to Frenchglen at the base of Steen’s Mountain, about 173 miles from Winnemucca.  The road was well paved from there to Frenchglen. and lightly traveled – we saw two cars.  Just north of the town of Fields, Oregon we again saw spectacular plants of P. speciosus along the road. They were our roadside companions from there to Frenchglen. These plants were larger than the ones near Wells but just as beautiful. At Frenchglen, a lovely small town, we turned into the Steen’s Mountain Recreation Lands and camped at Fish Lake surrounded by snow banks.

       Steen’s Mountain is a 30-mile-long fault block that has been thrust a mile up by early geologic forces associated with the basalt flows in the area.  The block is tilted upwards to the east and reaches an elevation of almost 9800 feet and is about a mile higher than the Alvord Desert about three horizontal miles away.  The result of all this is a large uplifted area full of wildflowers and natural rock gardens which reach their peak in late July and August.  For further information see the article on the area by Christine Ebrahimi in the Spring 2001 Bulletin of the North American Rock Garden Society.

     We were too early to see the many alpines in bloom and in fact the circle road, which we were told is the highest road in Oregon, was not yet completely open.  However we did see a few plants and among them, just starting to bloom, was P. davidsonii v. praeteritus – a real beauty growing in the red-brown lava rocks with much larger flowers than a plant its size should be allowed.

     The next morning we headed back to Frenchglen and then up the highway to Burns where we joined US-395 and continued through John Day and finally stopped just a few short miles from Walla Walla at Pendleton for the night.  Along the road we saw many stands of P. speciosus, and P. deustus.  It finally started to rain a little as we neared Ukiah – the only weather inconvenience we encountered on a very enjoyable trip.
