
The California Native Plant Society is a non-profit organization dedicated to the conservation of California native plants and 
their natural habitats, and to increasing the understanding, appreciation, and horticultural use of native plants.
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Iris hartwegii:
Lovely Native of California’s Sierra Nevada
by Nancy Nies

A HIGHLIGHT OF THE KERN CNPS MAY 30 FIELD TRIP TO OLD  
 State Road in the Greenhorn range was the sighting of a colony of 
Iris hartwegii, known by the common names of Hartweg’s iris, Sierra iris 
and rainbow iris. The delicate flowers were a very light shade of lavender, 
almost white, with yellow throats and dark veining. I was enthralled, and 
wanted to find out more about this beautiful California native.

I imagine I was des-
tined to be drawn to 
this particular iris, 
since I have a special 
fondness both for 
the Sierra, having 
visited it most of 
the summers of my 
life, and for irises, 
my grandfather Eric 
Nies having been an 
iris hybridizer. My 
grandfather worked 
mainly with spurias, 
but also with other 
irises, including 
Pacific Coast natives. 
Fifteen years ago, 
the American Iris Society asked me to compile a “chronicle” on my grand-
father and his hybridizing work. My research led me to join several iris 
organizations, including the Society for Pacific Coast Native Iris (SPCNI). 

The SPCNI website ( www.pacificcoastiris.org ) lists twelve iris species native 
to the Pacific Coast, half of which are endemic to California. Each species is 
accompanied by beautiful photos and detailed information on its features 
and distribution. SPCNI organizes “treks” to see native species growing in 
the wild—an Iris munzii trek to Sequoia National Park, for example.

But let’s get back to the lovely Iris hartwegii. It is native to the length of Cali-
fornia’s Sierra Nevada, from Plumas County in the north to Kern County 
in the south, at elevations between 2000 and 7000 feet, says SPCNI. Ernest 
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Twisselmann, in his A Flora of Kern County, writes 
of occasional colonies growing “on moist shaded slopes 
north of the Greenhorn Pass, the southern limits for the spe-
cies”—which is precisely where we in the Kern CNPS 
group found it. According to SPCNI, the original speci-
mens were collected in 1847 at Bear Creek (Nevada 
County, California) by German botanist-explorer Karl 
Theodor Hartweg, after whom John Gilbert Baker 
named the iris.

SPCNI describes the Sierra iris as “usually light cream to 
bright yellow, with a darker yellow center spot; sometimes 
maroon or lavender, often with darker veins, especially in 
the southern Sierra . . .” The colony of around ten plants 
spotted on the Kern CNPS field trip was indeed a 
light lavender with dark veining. The key features of 
I. hartwegii, says SPCNI, are: a short, stocky floral tube 
(less than 3/4 inch); separate, spreading spathes which 
leave the ovary exposed; and “clumps” actually made 
up of individual plants. I. hartwegii has at least three 
subspecies. Erin Riggs, in her 2003 study of the I. hart-
wegii subspecies groups, calls the iris “as sweet as a small 
ray of sun.” (For her study, see http://www.pacificcoastiris.
org/spcni_photojournals/pj_hartwegii_complex_riggs.html ).

I. hartwegii is among the half-dozen or so Pacific Coast 
native irises (PCNs) available through Las Pilitas 
Nursery in Santa Maria, which provides the following 
information on the iris: “It can be found growing in heavy, 
moist shade, in thick duff under firs and pines, and in sunny, 
moist meadow areas. Sierra iris goes deciduous during the 
winter . . . [and] grows best in higher elevation gardens, 
where it can go dormant in the colder winters and grow 
through cooler summers.” 

Liz Parsons, a CNPS Fellow, offers tips 
on growing Pacific Coast native iris 
species and hybrids in your garden. 
(See http://www.cnps.org/cnps/growna-
tive/pdf/pacific_coast_iris-parsons.pdf ). In 
the early 2000s I planted some Pacific 
Coast native iris hybrids — my grand-
father’s and others — in our shady 
backyard. Though I have lost some of 
them, several hardy ones have con-
tinued to bloom every spring — even 
in Bakersfield’s less-than-optimum 
climate for growing PCNs, and even in 
this year of drought. 

For me, seeing my grandfather’s 
Pacific Coast native iris hybrids 
blooming in my garden is an annual 
delight. However, seeing a PCN like 
Iris hartwegii blooming in the wild is an 

Iris hartwegii (Continued) unforgettable thrill. I can identify with Erin Riggs, who 
writes that the Sierra iris has found a place in her heart. 
If you should happen to see it blooming, in a garden or 
in the wild, it might just find a place in yours! ✿

Lucy in a meadow full of Sierra shooting stars (Dodecatheon jeffreyi) on the 
Horse Meadow camp-out trip.

Thank you to: 
Nancy Nies for her proof-reading skill, eagle-eye, and sound judgment in faithfully reviewing every issue of the Mimulus Memo.Lucy Clark, who deserves a shout-out for organizing the Horse Meadow camping, star-gazing, and botanizing weekend on the Kern Plateau. The camp-out is becoming a must-attend annual event for Kern CNPS. Lucy even provided a bouquet of flowering plants in our withering drought. ✿
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