
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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Seeing Red: A Feast for the Eyes
by Nancy Nies

T HREE BRIGHT-RED LEAFLETS, BACK-LIT BY THE MORNING  
 sun, stood out against a tan background, and I couldn’t resist snap-
ping a picture. It was early September of 2016, and the green leaves of Tox-
icodendron diversilobium (western poison-oak or Pacific poison-oak) were 
turning red, an indication that fall was coming to the Irish Hills Natural 
Reserve near San Luis Obispo. We were there to take part in a field trip 
led by David Keil, Professor Emeritus 
of Botany at Cal Poly, and organized in 
conjunction with the CNPS Conservation 
Symposium held in Morro Bay.

On that morning’s hike, we would climb 
the Bog Thistle trail to a ridge-top and 
return via the Mariposa trail, enjoying 
panoramic views of Laguna Lake and 
environs, as well as Dr. Keil’s commen-
tary on the plants adapted to the serpen-
tine soils of the area, including rare and 
endangered ones such as Cirsium fontinale 
var. obispoense (Chorro Creek bog thistle), 
Arctostaphylos obispoensis (serpentine man-
zanita), and Calochortus obispoensis (San 
Luis mariposa lily). Though most plants 
were dry at this time of year, several quite 
common California natives would treat 
our eyes to pops of vibrant red, set off by 
an early-fall backdrop of tans and browns.

Toxicodendron diversilobium —
As we waited for the group to assemble at the trailhead, we noticed that 
the parking area was surrounded by T. diversilobium, the leaves creating 
a beautiful red-and-green tapestry on all sides of us. We were to discover 
the plant to be plentiful along the trail, as well. (Can you complete the 
phrase, “Leaves of three …”? We did, and were to suffer no ill effects.)

A quick look at the Wikipedia entry on this widespread native shrub/vine 
will tell you that the original native name for Los Angeles translates as 
“poison-oak place”; that deer and squirrels eat the leaves, while birds feed 
on the berries; that native people used parts of the plant for medicinal 
purposes; and that it is actually cultivated for wildlife gardens and habitat 
restoration. 
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EVENTS

JANUARY

19 – ANNUAL POTLUCK

FEBRUARY

16 – Chapter Meeting, 6 pm 
Program, 7 pm

MARCH

4 – Field Trip: Kern Canyon
16 – Chapter Meeting, 6 pm 

Program, 7 pm
25 – Field Trip: Rancho Santa Ana

27-29 – Wildflower Conference 
Kernville, CA

27-30 – CNPS Bryophyte Chapter 
Annual Outing, Three Rivers, CA  

APRIL

1 –  Field Trip: CALM
2 –  Field Trip: Hungry Valley SRV 

20 – Chapter Meeting, 6 pm 
Program, 7 pm

29 –  Field Trip: Salt Creek near 
Three Rivers

Toxicodendron diversilobium  
(western poison-oak)
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The Plant Encyclopedia offers a few more facts: that 
the plant’s common name (poison-oak) should be hy-
phenated, so as to show that it is not a variety of oak; 
that its leaves often take the size and shape of plants 
growing around it, which explains its species name, 
diversilobium (having leaves of two or more forms); 
and that climate change due to rising CO2 levels is 
beneficial to the genus Toxicodendron, potentially mak-
ing it both more potent and more abundant! 

California botanist John Thomas Howell (1903-1994) 
is quoted in Marin Flora (2007), on the subject of T. 
diversilobium:
 “In spring, the ivory flowers bloom on the sunny hill 

or in sheltered glade, in summer its fine green leaves 
contrast refreshingly with dried and tawny grassland, 
in autumn its colors flame more brilliantly than in any 
other native, but its one great fault, its poisonous juice, 
nullifies its every other virtue and renders this beautiful 
shrub the most disparaged of all within our region.”

Silene laciniata ssp. laciniata —
In this season, many of the plants Dr. Keil pointed 
out were dry and brown — such as the rare, endemic 
Cirsium fontinale var. obispoense — but growing near 
the bog thistle colony was Silene laciniata ssp. lacini-
ata (formerly major) (Indian pink, cardinal catchfly). 
UCLA botanists B. A. Prigge and A. C. Gibson call 
it “a distinctive, scarlet flower of late spring and early sum-
mer.” So, the few red blooms we saw in September 
were stragglers that we were fortunate to see. 

Each of the tubular flower’s five petals is “long-
clawed” — laciniata means deeply cut—into four to 
six segments, resulting in a fringe-like appearance. 
Michael Charters’ Home Page, which provides a dic-
tionary of botanical names, states that the genus Silene 

is referred to as catchfly “because 
of the stickiness of the herbage, 
which often traps insects,” and 
relates the name Silene to the 
Greek word “sialon” (saliva), 
since the stems exude a gummy 
substance.

S. laciniata ssp. laciniata is related 
to the carnation and is loved by 
hummingbirds, says the Theo-
dore Paine Foundation, which 
calls its red flowers “stunning” 
and recommends that native-
plant gardeners combine them 
with those of bush monkey-
flower and dudleya. California 
Gardens suggests it for planting 

in a hummingbird garden, in shade or strong indirect 
light. Though Las Pilitas does not advise its use as 
a drought-tolerant plant — except in its element of 
coastal strand and coastal sage scrub—the nursery 
does confirm the plant’s ability to grow in different 
sites and soils, as well as the flower’s appeal to both 
hummingbirds and butterflies. 

Lonicera hispidula —
As we continued 
up the trail, another 
red grabbed our 
attention several 
times—the trans-
lucent red berries 
of Lonicera hispidula 
(California honey-
suckle), hanging in 
dense bunches from 
the vine. Annie’s 
Annuals describes 
these ¼-inch berries 
as “jewel-like”. 
With the sun shin-
ing on them, they 
looked delicious. 
Annie’s Annuals 
and other sources 
report that the ber-
ries are edible, but 
have a bitter taste 
and are best left for 
the birds.

In an article in the 
Jan.-Feb. 2013 issue 
of Audubon magazine, Susan Tweit lists L. hispidula 
as one of the top twelve berry-producing plants fre-
quented by birds. Berries, she points out, provide fats 
and antioxidants that help birds survive cold winters. 
According to the Washington Native Plant Society, 
L. hispidula berries, which appear from late summer 
through fall, are eaten by grouse, pheasants, flickers, 
robins, thrushes, bluebirds, waxwings, grosbeaks, 
finches and juncos. 

From April through June, the plant produces clusters 
of pretty, pink flowers that attract hummingbirds, 
bees and butterflies. The Watershed Nursery calls the 
plant very drought-tolerant and suggests planting it 
in partially shaded areas, such as around oaks, with 
snowberry, coffeeberry, and toyon. The Town Mouse 
and Country Mouse blog of May 28, 2010 explains the 
process of separating the seeds from the berries and 
propagating the plants.Silene laciniata  

(cardinal catchfly)
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Lonicera hispidula (California 
honeysuckle) berries; 
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Epilobium canum —
Coming down the Mariposa trail, we saw the last, but 
not the least, of the hike’s red — the showy scarlet 
flowers of Epilobium canum (California fuchsia, Zaus-
chneria), which bloom from late summer through fall. 
Las Pilitas nursery states that the blooms can range in 
color from white and pink to orange and red, while 
foliage can be gray or green.

Las Pilitas says many California fuchsias are drought-
tolerant, typically growing where they can receive 
extra moisture in the winter and gradually dry out 
through the fall. According to the nursery, “They pre-
fer cool sun, but tolerate part-shade or hot sun with 
moisture.”

Incidentally, if you have difficulty with the spell-
ing of “fuchsia,” remember that the plant is named 
for German botanist and physician Leonhart Fuchs 
(1501-1566). The plant’s other common names include 
hummingbird flower and hummingbird trumpet. E. 
canum is a key species for the rufous hummingbird, 
says Cindy Rubin of the Redbud Chapter of CNPS, 
who has compiled information on hummingbirds and 
a listing of California native plants that attract them. 
She suggests planting patches of at least three plants, 
to provide both more color and more nectar. An 
abundance of the tube-shaped red flowers will “cue 
hummingbirds to rich sources of nectar,” and draw 
them to your garden, writes Rubin, who explains that 
nectar-seeking insects usually cannot see the color 
red, while “it is estimated that a hummingbird in 
flight can spot a red flower from half a mile away.”

Although we human beings may envy hummingbirds 
their ability to see red from such a distance, we share 
their attraction to the color. As we walked along the 
trail that September morning, touches of red--whether 
foliage, flowers, or berries—never failed to catch our 
eye and make us stop for a closer look. ✿

Epilobium canum (California fuchsia)
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CNPS is the leader for providing reliable 
information on California native plants and 
plant conservation. Comprehensive infor-
mation about California’s flora and vegeta-
tion communities is available throughout 
the state for conservation and educational 
purposes. CNPS’s leaderships influences 
personal ethics and actions, as well as pub-
lic policy for native plant protection.

Thank 
you to: 
... Monica Tudor and Dorie Giragosian for miles traveled, records kept, plants pur-chased (and watered!) and work parties organized — all to make a sucessful plant sale.

... Joy England for a memorable talk on Plants of Rock Creek
... Orchid Black for teaching us to Garden with Natives

... Paul Siri Wilson for opening our eyes to Bryophytes
... Rich Spjut for leading and teaching our group, conducting field trips and pro-grams and keeping the webpages fresh and up-to-date.

... Dale Gradek and Andy Honig for  gathering and sharing seeds with the horticulture group.
... Patty Gradek for finding, scheduling and “riding herd” on field trip participants and leaders and tying it all up neatly for presentation. 

...the members who provide refreshments at all our meetings. ✿


