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     It was the best of all possible months and years to go penstemon hunting in southern California.  Bob and Phoebe McFarlane must own an excellent crystal ball as they blithely scheduled our trip for June 10-12, 2005… the year the rains came and came.  Residents of Bishop told us there was no precedent for the wettest year they were experiencing—ever.  And we enjoyed and enjoyed every minute of the days.

     The Friday evening meet-and-greet was at the UC White Mountain research station east of Bishop.  Under shady trees, we enjoyed a bounty of cheese, fruit, cool drinks and wine furnished by Dwayne Dickerson, our new secretary.  Now that’s the way to come into office!  He’s striving to fill the shoes so ably worn for 17 years by Ann Bartlett.  I’m afraid she’ll have society mail arriving at her home for several years—it’s a habit.  President Louise Parsons led a general meeting to be discussed in this issue, but her big announcement was that she will organize and lead the March, 2006 tour to the Tucson, Arizona area.  She is, of course, still looking for help and knowledge from penstemaniacs familiar with the flowers and terrain, perhaps even with a venture into nearby Mexico.  Feel free to contact her with offers to aid-and-abet, as it is a long way from Corvallis, Oregon.

     Louise and I traveled together, arriving Friday afternoon with time to spend at a new botanical garden.  It is in Independence, CA, about 40 miles south of Bishop. Situated behind the town’s Eastern California Museum, it is the Mary DeDecker Memorial Garden. Mary was a local botanist born in the early 1900s who began the Bristlecone Native Plant Society and spearheaded local knowledge and appreciation of the native plants of southern California.  There is the large, golden Eriogonum deDeckera named for her that grows in the garden and in the nearby wilderness.  While the heat was shriveling many blooms, the garden featured a busy stream with willows and a large orchid, Epipactus gigantea and a varied terrain highlighting local flora.  Its backdrop is the southern Sierra mountains (with the southernmost glaciers in North America) to the west and the White/Inyo mountains to the east—all still draped in snow at mid-June.  We were charmed by our first views of Penstemon fruticiformis and monoensis, as well as P. floridus, rostriflorus, eatonii and others.  Penstemon fruticiformis has a shrubby aspect at 30” tall and wide with narrow silvery leaves and guppy-shaped large white flowers. Penstemon monoensis (which I’ve never managed to germinate) is rather odd with small purple blooms on one fat stem interspersed with cottony fuzz.

     Saturday morning found the whole group of nearly 70 driving east from Big Pine on Star Route 168, then heading south on northern Death Valley Road toward the Saline Valley.  It seemed very disconnected to the stark national park just a few miles south with healthy Joshua trees and flowers in carpets.  The leaders, Stephen and Karen Ingram of Bishop, could hardly keep cars moving from one area to the next as fascination grew. Mounds of yellow (DYC, darn yellow composites) violet (Mirabalis bigelovii —desert four o’clock), scarlet (Castilleja angustifolia and applegatei) were too wonderful to pass.  The cameras were on overload from pointing at sky-blue Delphineum parishii, desert peach (Prunus andersonii) with thumb-nail sized fruit, Eriogonums of a dozen species, one with red and yellow flowers—truly dioecious, luscious Mojave Mound cactus (Echinocereus triglochidiatis in gold, and orange mallow, Sphaeralcea ambigua, phlox, evening primrose, cat’s ear—it was hard to get in the car to get to the penstemons. 

     Picture 3-4 foot tall spikes of magenta flowers clustered on both sides of a desert road for ¼ mile—this is Penstemon floridus var. austrinii.  It is difficult to capture with flowers strung along such a long stem—the background easily can overpower it.  The best view was the closest—peering into its spherical center glowing warmly with anthers and staminode in exquisite detail and hoping the camera would capture it.

          Turning back east along Hwy 168 heading toward the Bristlecone Pine Forest, we encountered P. patens.  It is a glowing lavender, multi-stemmed plant about 12” tall growing out of scree. At the Grandview Campground we found P. scapoides.  This has two to three 15”stems with flowers at the tips in a wand-like arrangement, also in lavender.  It was found between ancient, twisted juniper trees. The bristlecone pines at 3-4000 years old are a must-see on any tourist’s list.  Occurring upwards of 10,000 feet, the weather was somewhat cooler, the flowers more scarce, but 

the views were outstanding.  I was lucky enough to spot  Penstemon heterodoxus improbably growing between lava boulders at the top of the hike (likely 11,000’).  It’s leaves were truly burgundy with no flowers yet appearing.  It is in sub-section proceri with entire leaves and whorls of deep-purple flowers, and one pent found at the highest elevations—but we were too early to see it.

     Our after-dinner speaker that evening was Stephen Ingram: writer, botanist and photographer extraordinaire.  We were treated to views of the Sierra, White and Inyo mountains in all seasons with exquisite slides.  With his plant expertise (a Master’s in Botany from UC Santa Barbara) reams of information was presented as well.  Some of his framed photographs were gleefully snapped up by members.

     The next day, we had the choice of hiking or road-side botanizing.  My choice was to follow Karen Ingram down into lower Rock Creek Canyon that is about 30 miles north of Bishop. She is also a botanist, doing field work for the BLM.  The volume of water coming through the canyon was tremendous.  It creates a lush oasis of willows, huge Ponderosa and Jefferyi pines and the wild flowers…while above, the eye travels past tumbled boulders up to basalt columns 1000 feet above.  Lillium kelleyi in glowing gold rose near the creek to the downfall of one picture taker’s fingers. The pink version of Penstemon floridus is variety floridus—sugar pink, 2-3’tall in multiple stems with the same huge, guppy-like flowers spread along the stem.  They scattered up the bleak hillside mixing with 2’, yellow Eriogonum nudum (no apparent leaves, just fat stems) and the sky-blue Delphineum parishii—a heavenly meadow on a Sunday morning.  Nearer to the river was flame-red P. rostriflorous.  It has multiple stems and many sharks-head shaped flowers (lower corolla lip folded way back) similar to it’s near relative, P. barbatus.  Many hikers ate lunch with feet dangling in the stream as the temperature began soaring under the shade of fragrant-barked pines.

     Leaving the canyon, we made a quick foray to a canyon just across Hwy. 395 to see yet another pent, P. pappilatus.  It is about 8” tall, lavender and multi-stemmed.  It is nestled under rocks along a north-facing canyon.  Binoculars showed it in large patches across the canyon, along with purple Salvia dorrii.  The view north was of the snow-clad Sierras including blocky Mammoth Mountain (the famous ski area). Back on the west side of Hwy. 395, McFarlanes had spotted a really beautiful penstemon in French Creek Campground right near the sign-in kiosk.  It formed a clump of plants at least 3’ across with 12” multiple stems in a glowing lavender with folded, narrow silver leaves.  So far I’ve heard 3 very definite ID’s on this one!  I’m sticking with P. kingii, but am hoping Dr. Noel Holmgren, an APS member and botanist at the NY Botanical Garden, will weigh in on this as he wrote the monograph for it.  Some folks then hiked up-canyon to Mosquito Gulch, but found it was too early for bloom on what seemed to be P. parvulus.  Much-needed cold drafts were found at Tom’s Place before heading to dinner.

     Crowley Lake nearby has a lovely, new community center and we had a great, catered meal there.  Dr. Dale Lindgren, our esteemed, long-time editor, and professor of Agronomy and Horticulture at the University of Nebraska, North Platte branch, was the featured speaker.  He gave an overview of progress he has made over the years of searching for penstemons and other natives for the Mid-Westerner to grow in that challenging climate.  Known as the ‘father’ of P. digitalis “Husker Red” with the marvelous dark leaves, he gave sneak peaks of other pents now near-to-release in the nursery trade. At the end of the evening before people reluctantly parted ways, a framed photograph (one they had been admiring) by Stephen was given to Bob and Phoebe for all the work and research they did for the past two years on organizing this wonderful APS 2005 tour.  Hats off to you both!

