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Wild Irises in Kern
A Delight to Behold
by Nancy Nies

i F YoU shoUlD happen To VisiT The  
 meadow next to the top 
parking area on Mt. pinos, 
you just might fall under 
its spell. in a good year, be-
tween May and July, you’ll 
find that meadow abloom 
with Iris missouriensis — an 
enchanting sea of lavender. 
some years ago, a couple 
i know was married in 
that iris-filled meadow. 
on 22 June 2016, Kern 
cnps member Suzanne 
Weller saw the meadow 
and found inspiration for a 
poem.

Maynard Moe, in his Kern 
County Flora, lists four iris 
species growing in the wild 
here in Kern county. one 
was the subject of my article 
Iris hartwegii: Lovely Native of California’s Sierra 
Nevada (Mimulus Memo, sept. 2015). another, Iris 
pseudacorus (yellow flag), a native of Europe and Asia, 
is an invasive plant and, says the Society for Pacific 
Coast Native Iris (SPCNI), “a recent garden escapee 
[that] has become naturalized in much of temperate North 
America.” here, we’ll focus on the remaining two 

irises found in Kern, 
california natives Iris 
missouriensis (western 
blue flag) and Iris mun-
zii (Munz’s iris).

The two flowers 
— with their three 
upright petals (the 
standards) and three 
downward-arching 
sepals (the falls) — 
share a widely vary-
ing, but similar, color 
range. I. missouriensis 
can be white to light 
blue to deep violet, 
and I. munzii can be 
white to pale blue to 
lavender to purple, say 

the U.S. Forest Service and other sources. The sepals 
of the western blue flag have dark-purple veins and 
a yellow-white signal (a contrasting color down the 
middle), while those of Munz’s iris have deep yellow, 
blue to purple to violet veining and a white or yellow 
signal. so, how do the two irises differ? 

an important difference 
is that one is common and 
the other, rare. I. missou-
riensis, native to western 
north america, is wide-
spread, from sea level to 
higher elevations. accord-
ing to spcni, it is found 
“on the eastern side of the 
Cascade and Sierra Nevada 

mountains, from 
southern Can-
ada to northern 
Mexico, and east to 
the Dakotas.” its 
bitter leaves un-
palatable to live-
stock, it spreads 
so prolifically on 
grazed pasture 
land that some 

cattle ranchers consider it a pest. in Kern county, says 
Moe, the western blue flag is “common in wet meadows 
and around seeps in the Jeffrey pine forest on Mt. Pinos.”

I. munzii, on the other hand, is native and endemic 
to a small area in the foothills of the southern sierra 
nevada, from 1,800 to 4,000 feet. in Kern county, 
Moe places it “on wet, grassy sites, open to part shade; 
on easterly slopes near [the] road to Portuguese Meadow, 
Greenhorn Summit.” cnps lists I. munzii as being rare 
and endangered, and the Forest service calls it imper-
iled, with only 6 to 20 populations or 1,000 to 3,000 
individual plants.

The irises also differ in overall size. I. munzii grows 
two to three feet tall, with 3-5 large flowers per stalk 
and leaves 20 or more inches long and ¾ inch wide, 
says spcni, which calls this vigorous iris “the larg-
est of the Pacific Coast natives – tall, straight, strong and 
stately.” The western blue flag grows about a third to 
half as tall as Munz’s iris, and has narrower leaves 
and smaller flowers, usually 1-2 per stalk.

Though i haven’t seen I. munzii in person, i have read 
some personal observations that bear repeating here. 
Richard Richards, in “Iris munzii: A Partial View” 
(spcni almanac, Fall 2001), writes that it was in the 
late 1960s that he first saw I. munzii growing at coffee 
camp, in the sierra foothills near springville, Tulare 

Iris munzii (Munz’s iris), coffee 
Camp area, 5 April 2009
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Above: Meadow of Iris missou-
riensis, Mt. Pinos, 5 July 2006 
Right: Iris missouriensis (western 
blue flag), Mt. Pinos,  
22 June 2016
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county. “Nowhere 
else have I ever 
seen such diversity 
of color and form 
as in the Coffee 
Camp I. munzii,” 
writes richards, 
who was to visit 
them every april 
for years there-
after. when he 
returned around 
1990 after a 10- to 
15-year hiatus, 
he was shocked 

to find that the stands he’d previously visited had 
disappeared. “The only explanation we could come up 
with is that passers-by had seen the attractive flowers and 
dug them on the spot,” says richards, who points out 
that Pacific Coast irises transplanted in the spring 
would never have survived, and that “these people had 
one by one wiped out one of the most wonderful stands of I. 
munzii I have ever seen.” 

on a more positive note, the spcni website reports 
that in april 2004, spcni sponsored Munz’s iris trek 
to the sierra foothills near sequoia national park, in 
Tuolumne county. park ranger Jennifer Atkins and 

botanist Cheryl 
Bartlett took small 
groups of visitors 
“to a shaded canyon 
where Iris munzii 
plants grew thick and 
tall under the dappled 
shade of blue oaks and 
buckeye trees along 
a dry streambank.” 
and on 1 May 
2016, Ann Huber 
led alta peak 
cnps members 
on a rare-plant 
treasure hunt “to 
find and survey the 
Mineral King Road 
populations of the 
rare Munz’s iris.” 

huber reports (insignis, June 2016) that they “found 
many still in peak bloom, showing their exquisitely beauti-
ful white to purple flowers.”

let’s hope that the beauty of a meadow of I. missou-
riensis or a rare stand of I. munzii, here in Kern county 
and elsewhere, will enthrall us for many years to 
come. ✿

Mt. Pinos iris
unfurls its late spring petals
blue and yellow flags

Jeffrey pines surround
lush luxuriant meadow
jewels in the crown

     — Suzanne Weller

Thank you to: 
... Rich Spjut for sharing his considerable knowledge of taxonomic problems in Kern trees, shrubs and lichens at our  annual potluck

... Jana Borba for sharing her knowledge and photos of the flowers found at  windwolves preserve
... Members who provided the exceptional food at our annual potluck... The following folks for providing food for people attending the Important Plant Areas meeting, Feb. 23-24, 2017:   Lucy Clark  Fred Chynoweth  Ellen Cypher  Dorie & Gary Giragosian  Clyde Golden  Jerry Ludeke  Karen Meeks  Diane Mitchell   Patricia Mumford  Monica Tudor   Vonnie Turkal   Laura Stockton 

... to Laura Stockton for coordinating all the food donations
... to Randi McCormick for the use of her office to hold the meeting along with  providing plates, napkins cups and  utensils. ✿

Iris munzii — painting by Iris 
hybridizer and artist, Jean Witt
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