
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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“WOW” MOMENTS:
WILDFLOWER STAND-OUTS, SPRING 2021
by Nancy Nies

I N THIS YEAR OF EXTREME DROUGHT, PAUL AND I DIDN’T EXPECT  
 to see many wildflowers this spring on the weekly day-trips we’ve 
been making since March 2020. It’s true that in the spring of 2021 we did 
not see the vast expanses of color we saw last spring, such as the Ante-
lope Valley, with its bright-orange 
carpet of California poppies, and the 
fields along Shell Creek Road, thick 
with lupine, tidy tips, desert dande-
lion, and owl’s clover. 

Nevertheless, we did experience 
a number of “wow” moments this 
spring, each one remarkable not only 
for the particular wildflower that 
stole the show on a given day, but 
also for because of the spectacular 
setting in which we found it. Here 
are ten examples, in chronological 
order:

1 - 1 JANUARY - Nightmare Gulch, Red Rock Canyon State Park:  
On this New Year’s Day, amidst the colorful, otherworldly rock forma-
tions, we found much Eriogonum deflexum (flat-top buckwheat), but 
only one bearing deep-pink flowers — the only plant we saw all day 

that was not still “hibernating”. 

2 - 10 FEBRUARY - Gorman Post Road:  
This back-road is set against the hills 
behind Gorman — hills famed for their 
incredible wildflower displays in good 
years. In  early February of a drought 
year, you would not expect to see flowers, 
but on this day, a flash of bright orange 
at the roadside caught our eye. It was 
our first sighting this year of Eschscholzia 
californica (California poppy). The plant’s 
dozen vibrant blooms seemed to defy the 
drought and signal the start of spring.

1- Eriogonum deflexum (flat-top buck-
wheat), Red Rock Canyon - 1 January 2021
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2 - Eschscholzia californica (California poppy), 
Gorman Post Road - 10 February 2021
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3 - 31 MARCH - Wallace Creek area,  
Carrizo Plain National Monument: 

Hiking across the seem-
ingly barren hills flank-
ing the east side of the 
monument, we took in 
breathtaking vistas of the 
Carrizo and Soda Lake. 
While looking for a lunch 
spot, we nearly missed 
seeing the small pinkish-
lavender blooms at our 
feet. Excitedly discovering 
more, we realized that we 
had found a colony of a 
rare endemic, Eremalche 
parryi subsp. kernensis 
(Kern mallow).

4 - 2 APRIL - Foothills 
near Woody:  
Our hosts on this sunny 
spring morning were 
Lucy Clark and Clyde 
Golden, who showed 
us the thriving popula-
tion of Diplacus pictus, 
formerly Mimulus pictus 
(calico monkeyflower), 
surrounding a group of 
boulders on their land. 
A short climb rewarded 
us with the opportu-
nity both to see this rare 
species in bloom and to 
enjoy panoramic views of 
the green foothills.

5 - 16 APRIL - Sand Ridge Wildflower Preserve:  
On previous spring visits to Sand Ridge, we had 
missed the bloom-time of another rare endemic 
— the Bakersfield cactus — and hadn’t even been 

aware of how abundant 
it was in that place. This 
year, however, the inva-
sive grasses and mustard 
had been cleared away, 
giving us an unob-
structed view of dozens 
of clumps of Opuntia 
basilaris var. treleasei, their 
intense magenta blooms 

vivid against a backdrop of mountains and farm-
land.

6 - 21 APRIL - Lehigh Trails, Tehachapi:  
Our hike on this windy day, overlooking the Te-
hachapi Valley, afforded not only beautiful scenery 
but also more 
flowers than 
expected, 
including 
paintbrush, 
blue dicks, 
wallflower, 
and phacelia. 
The stand-out, 
however, was 
a clump of Bal-
samorhiza sagit-
tata (arrowleaf 
balsam-
root) in full 
bloom. With 
its bright-green leaves and large yellow flowers 
contrasting with the brown, bone-dry hillside from 
which it grew, it was the eye-catcher of the day.

7 - 20 MAY 
Greenhorn Range:  
Exploring along a dirt road, in a forested area 
on the south side of Cooks Peak, we came upon 
checkerbloom, wallflower, lupine, and another 
rare endemic, 
Calochortus we-
stonii (Shirley 
Meadows star 
tulip). Last 
but certainly 
not least, we 
found what 
we’d been 
searching for-
-our second 
rare endemic 
sighting of the 
day--a healthy 
specimen 
of Fritil-
laria brandegeei 
(Greenhorn 
fritillary), 
with no fewer 
than seven 
showy flow-
ers gracing its 
long stem.

3 - Eremalche parryi subsp. kernen-
sis (Kern mallow), Carrizo Plain - 31 
March 2021

4 - Diplacus pictus (calico monkey-
flower), foothills near Woody - 2 
April 2021

5 - Opuntia basilaris var. 
treleasei, (Bakersfield 
cactus), Sand Ridge -  
16 April 2021

6 - Balsamorhiza sagittata (ar-
rowleaf balsamroot), Lehigh Trails, 
Tehachapi - 21 April 2021

7 - Fritillaria brandegeei (Greenhorn 
fritillary), Greenhorn Range, Cooks 
Peak - 20 May 2021
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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 leadership influences 
personal ethics and actions, as well as  
public policy for native plant protection.

This section of the road, as it climbs from the tree-
less lower elevations, winds its way through hills 
thick with Aesculus californica (California buckeye). 
As the road climbs, the buckeye gives way to blue 
oak, and the oak to Jeffrey pine — each lovely in 
its own way. On this June day, however, the buck-
eye was at peak bloom, and its rounded outlines, 
highlighted by the morning sun, were stunning. 

10 - 30 June, Mt. Pinos:  
That day, along the trail 
to the summit of Mt. 
Pinos, we were to spot 
yarrow, penstemon, 
phlox, and mariposa 
lilies, along with vari-
ous species of lupine 
and paintbrush. First, 
though, we visited the 
meadow just below the 
trailhead, in hopes of 
finding a good show-
ing of Iris missouriensis 
(western blue flag) 
blooming there--and 
we weren’t disap-
pointed! 

Some of the above were 
commonly seen Califor-
nia natives, while others 
were rare and endangered 
endemics. Some were 
“old friends,” while others were new to us. Some, we 
made a point of looking for, while others, we just hap-
pened upon. Some were striking in appearance, while 
others were subtle. All, however, were unforgettable. 
Nature, despite the drought, still managed to “wow” 
us with wildflowers in the spring of 2021. ✿

8 - 2 JUNE 
Breckenridge Road:  

A drive over 
Breckenridge 
Mountain, start-
ing in Bakersfield 
and returning 
via Walker Basin, 
offers impressive 
views of foothills, 
mountains and 
valleys. On this 
day, we also saw 
stands of fare-
well-to-spring, 
yerba santa, 
dwarf monkey-
flower, prickly 
poppy and Cali-
fornia poppy. 
On the moun-
tain’s east side, a 
surprise awaited 

us — Penstemon grinnelli (Grinnell’s beardtongue), 
with blooms resembling pink mouths with hairy 
yellow tongues. 

9 - 16 JUNE 
Rancheria Road, between Bakersfield and Oak 
Flat Lookout:  

8 - Penstemon grinnelli (Grinnell’s 
beardtongue), Breckenridge Road - 
2 June 2021

9 - Aesculus californica (California buckeye), Rancheria 
Road - 16 June 2021

10 - Iris missouriensis (western 
blue flag), Mt. Pinos - 30 June 2021


