
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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Kern CNPS Campouts, 2017 & 2018:
Sun, Rain, and a Rainbow of Wildflowers
by Nancy Nies

P EACEFUL CAMPSITES SET AMONG THE PINES, SCENIC WALKS  
 featuring stream, granite, forest and meadow, and, in summer, a wide 
variety of wildflowers in colorful bloom — all are to be 
found at Horse Meadow (el. 7600), a secluded spot in 
the mountains to the northeast of Bakersfield. Though 
it’s less than an hour from Kernville, it seems remote 
and undiscovered. Over the years, Kern CNPS cam-
pout participants have had the campground practically 
to themselves. At last year’s campout in mid-Septem-
ber 2017, six of us experienced a bit of autumn at Horse 
Meadow. Ten months later, at 2018’s mid-July campout 
there, nine chapter members enjoyed a taste of summer 
in this serene and beautiful place.

Predictably, the major differences between the two 
campouts had to do with the weather and the wild-
flowers. The September campers had clear days and 
chilly nights, while the July campers saw much warmer 
temperatures overall and both sunny and overcast 
skies, with early arrivals witnessing a thunderstorm. 
There were naturally many fewer flowers blooming in 
September, yet enough to whet our appetites for the 
wildflower “feast for the eyes” that the July campout 
would provide. 

Different blooms welcomed us each time, as we ap-
proached our destination. On the 
drive up in September 2017, we 

had been treated 
to a bright-yellow 
display of Ericam-
eria nauseosa (rub-
ber rabbitbrush) 
along Sherman 
Pass Road and 
the lower part 
of Cherry Hill 

Above: Close-up of 
Above: Penstemon 
rostriflorus (Bridge’s 
penstemon), Cherry Hill 
Road - 12 July 2018. Below: 
Penstemon rostriflorus, 
Cherry Hill Road - 12 July 
2018 

Above: Close-up of Eriogonum umbellatum var. nevadense, above Horse Meadow 
campground - 12 July 2018, Below: Eriogonum umbellatum var. nevadense (Sierra  
sulfur flower) on hillside above Salmon Creek - 13 July 2018
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Road. Brilliantly back-lit by 
the morning sun, the shrubs 
made for an unforgettable 
ascent into the mountains. 
In July 2018 the rabbitbrush 
was not yet in bloom, but 
the roadside on the upper 
portion of Cherry Hill Road 
was this time punctuated by 
the vibrant red of Penstemon 
rostriflorus (Bridge’s penste-
mon) at peak bloom.

Plants flowering on both of 
our Horse Meadow visits, 

to mention just a few of the 
particularly eye-catching ones, 
were: the endemic Castilleja 
praeterita (Salmon Creek paint-
brush), creating patches of soft 
yellow among the sagebrush 
at the meadow’s edge; Achillea 
millefolium (common yarrow), 
its flat-topped white heads 
a common sighting in both 
campground and meadow; 
Sidalcea sp. (checkerbloom) 
with its pretty pink blooms, 
gracing moist areas; Helenium 
bigelovii (Bigelow’s sneeze-
weed) growing along stream-
banks, its long stems topped 
with showy yellow flower 
heads; Trifolium variegatum 
(variegated clover), purple 
with white tips, found in 
marshy areas of the meadow; 
and Solidago sp. (goldenrod), 
its deep yellow a streamside 
stand-out. 

In July we saw all of the 
above plants in bloom, but 
missed seeing others. A 
notable example was the 
great number of plants of the 
genus Lupinus (lupine) we 
found in the riparian and for-
ested areas surrounding the 
meadow. Though the foliage 
of Lupinus breweri (Brewer’s 
lupine) carpeted the ground 
in many places, we saw 
blooms only in one low spot 
in the meadow. It may be 
that there was not sufficient 
moisture elsewhere for the 

plant to bloom, or 
that we were too 
early, and that the 
blooms we saw 
were only the first of 
many to come. The 
opposite was true 
for a huge number 
of large lupines like 
Lupinus latifolius 
(big-leaf lupine). 
While they still bore 
their flowers, most 
had already turned 
brown. In this case, 
we had arrived just 
a little too late to see 
what must have been 
a stunning, bluish-
purple bloom-time. 

However, July did 
yield many spec-
tacular blooms that 
we had not seen the 
previous September: 
Penstemon speciosus 
(showy penstemon), 
its trumpet-shaped 
blue flowers in 
evidence all over the 
campground and environs; Castilleja applegatei (wavy-
leaf paintbrush), its bright red a frequent sight in 
the campground, as well as on granitic hillsides and 
canyon walls; Eriogonum umbellatum var. nevadense 
(Sierra sulfur flower), often found growing alongside 
the paintbrush, its vivid yellow a striking contrast to 
the rich red of its Castilleja neighbors. 

The summer campout brought additional impres-
sive, colorful sightings: Lilium kelleyanum (Sierra lily), 
a beautiful orange lily blooming in moist areas; Rosa 
woodsii ssp. ultramontana (Woods’ rose), a joy to dis-
cover along the trail above the campground; Angelica 
capitellata (Sphenosciadium capitellatum) (ranger’s but-
ton), found in wooded and riparian areas, its white 
“buttons” visible from afar; Potentilla gracilis var. 
fastigiata (slender cinquefoil), its lovely little yellow 
flowers adorning the wetter areas at the meadow’s 
edge; and Aquilegia formosa (crimson columbine), 
growing in both moist and dry areas, its blooms like 
tiny hanging lanterns.

On our July visit, these flowers — and more — also 
caught our eye: Perideridia parishii ssp. latifolia (Par-
ish’s yampah), found in moist areas, its flowerheads 
resembling delicate white lace; Geranium californicum 

Castilleja applegatei (wavy-leaf 
paintbrush), above Horse Mead-
ow campground - 12 July 2018

Lilium kelleyanum (Sierra lily), 
Horse Meadow campground - 
12 July 2018

Rosa woodsii ssp. ultramontana 
(Woods’ rose), trail above Horse 
Meadow campground - 12 July 
2018

Potentilla gracilis var. fastigiata 
(slender cinquefoil), Horse 
Meadow - 13 July 2018

Perideridia parishii ssp. latifolia 
(Parish’s yampah), trail above 
Horse Meadow campground - 
12 July 2018

Penstemon newberryi (moun-
tain pride), Horse Meadow 
campground - 12 July 2018
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(California cranes-
bill), its petals a 
purple-veined light 
pink, growing along 
the meadow’s edge; 
Mimulus gutta-
tus (seep monkey 
flower), with its large 
yellow flowers, one 
of three Mimulus 
species blooming 
in a streambed next 
to our campsite; 
Penstemon newberryi 
(mountain pride), 
its fuchsia-colored 

blooms gracing a forested slope; and, in a marshy area 
of the meadow, Platanthera dialatata var. leucostachys 
(Sierra bog orchid), its tiny white flowers seemingly 
woven together into a columnar shape.

It was such a delight to see this rainbow of wildflow-
ers. This account would not be complete, however, 
without a mention of the wonderful trees we camped 
and walked among at Horse Meadow — Pinus jeffreyi 
(Jeffrey pine)—with their vanilla-scented bark, their 
crowns stretching toward the sky and their cones 
strewn about the campground floor. We’ll remember 
those trees, and one more: high on a dry, rocky slope 
above the campground, growing among the granite 
slabs, an ancient and memorably massive specimen of 
Juniperus grandis (Sierra juniper).

A summer or fall visit to Horse Meadow — either 
on a Kern CNPS campout or on your own — can be 
recommended to all who seek to experience the peace 
and beauty of nature. If you’re like many of us who 
have been there, once you visit Horse Meadow, you’ll 
want to return! ✿

Platanthera dialatata var. leu-
costachys (Sierra bog orchid), 
Horse Meadow - 13 July 2018

Right: Top: Paul Gipe and Lucy Clark admiring Juni-
perus grandis (Sierra juniper), above Horse Meadow 
campground - 12 July 2018, Middle: Kern CNPS members 
botanizing in Horse Meadow, surrounded by Achil-
lea millefolium (common yarrow) - 13 July 2018, Bottom: 
Chapter members relaxing, Horse Meadow camp-
ground - 12 July 2018 


