
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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eVents

JANUARY

19 – Annual Potluck  
6:00 – 8:30 pm  

(see Upcoming Events, p. 5)

FEBRUARY

16 – Chapter Meeting, 6 pm 
Program, 7 pm

MARCH

14 – Ditch Your Lawn Workshop
Levan Institute., (Fee) 7 - 8:30 pm

16 – Chapter Meeting, 6 pm 
Program, 7 pm

21 – (continuation) Ditch Your  
Lawn Workshop, 7 - 8:30 pm 

(see Upcoming Events, p. 5)

APRIL

20 – Chapter Meeting, 6 pm 
Program, 7 pm

Hope Jahren’s Musings — 
The Mysteries and Miracles of Plants
by Nancy Nies

“G EobIoLoGISt HoPe JaHren HAS SPENt HER LIFE  
 studying trees, flowers, seeds, and soil. Lab Girl 
is her revelatory treatise on plant life — but it is also a 
celebration of the lifelong curiosity, humility, and pas-
sion that drive every scientist.” 

So begins the book-cover description of Jahren’s 2016 
memoir. the author is not only a brilliant scientist, 
but also a gifted writer. Alternating chapters on the 
stages of a plant’s life with chapters on the sta ges of 
her own personal story, the author uses imagery as a 
poet would, allowing us to see the world around us 
in a different way. Here are some examples. Whether 
or not you’re already familiar with the fascinating 
plant facts Jahren presents, I hope you will enjoy her 
images as much as I do.

NotE: In this article Jahren’s words will be in  
this font.

On seeds . . .

“A seed knows how to wait.”

Jahren tells us that a cherry seed can easily wait a century to germinate.

“Some unique trigger-combination of temperature-moisture-light 
and many other things is required to 
convince a seed to jump off the deep 
end and take its chance — to take its 
one and only chance to grow.”

Even more incredible than a cherry seed’s hun-
dred-year wait is that of a lotus seed (Nelumbo 
nucifera) long buried in a peat bog in China. 
When scientists broke open the seed’s coat and 
coaxed the embryo to grow, they carbon-dated 
the outer husk and discovered that the seed 
had been waiting two thousand years. 

“The tiny seed had stubbornly kept up 
Nelumbo nucifera (sacred lotus) 
flower. Native of Asia. 
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the hope of its own future,...while entire 
human civilizations rose and fell. And then 
one day this little plant’s yearning finally 
burst forth within a laboratory. I wonder 
where it is right now.”

On leaves . . .

“Consider that there can easily be a 
hundred thousand lobed leaves on a single 
oak tree and that no two of them are 
exactly the same....The leaves of the world 
comprise countless billion elaborations of 
a single, simple machine designed for one 
job only--a job upon which humankind hinges. 
Leaves make sugar.”

After the sun’s light photons stimulate the pigments 
within the leaf, ...

“buzzing electrons line up into an unfath-
omably long chain and pass their excite-

ment one to the other, 
moving biochemical energy 
across the cell to the 
exact location where it 
is needed.”

Plants have been doing this 
for four hundred million 
years, Jahren tells us.

However, . . .

“Every once in a while a 
plant gets an idea to 
make a new leaf that 
changes everything.”

It is likely that sometime in 
the last ten million years, a 
plant had the new idea of 
shaping its leaf into a spine 
rather than spreading it out. 
the spines, like those of 
today’s cholla cactus, were 
sharp enough to dissuade 
animals looking for food, and 
also reduced evaporation. 
this new idea . . .

“allowed a new kind of 
plant to grow preposter-
ously large and live long 
in a dry place where it 
was also the only green 

thing around for miles — an ab-
surdly inconceivable success.”

On fungi . . .
It is incorrect, Hope 
Jahren tells us, to call 
a mushroom a fun-
gus. A mushroom is 
only the reproductive 
organ . . .

“that is attached 
to something 
more whole, com-
plex, and hidden. 
Underneath every 
mushroom is a 
web of stringy 
hyphae that may 
extend for kilo-
meters, wrapping 
around countless 
clumps of soil and 
holding the landscape together.”

The toadstool portion appears only briefly, while the 
web anchoring it lives for years in what Jahren calls 

“...a darker and richer world.” 

She tells us that although a single group of fungi are 
the worst enemies of trees,

”...making its macabre living by rotting ligne-
ous limbs and stumps of a forest”

 — a small minority of this group have become 
trees’ best friends, entering into a symbiotic relation-
ship with them. these, by entwining their webbing 
through the tree’s roots, help the tree by drawing 
water into the trunk, and,

“...also mine the soil for rare metals, such 
as manganese, copper, and phosphorous, 
and then present them to the tree as 
precious gifts of the magi.”

On flowers . . .

“The vast majority of plants faithfully 
produce a new crop of flowers every single 
year,”

Jahren writes, though the odds are small that these 
flowers will be fertilized. She describes an extremely 
rare, nearly impossible occurrence, which she calls

Quercus lobata (valley oak) 
leaves. Caswell Memorial 
State Park, San Joaquin Val-
ley, California, 24 October 
2006. .
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Cracked-cap mushroom, ap-
prox. six inches in diameter. 
Wooded area near Horse 
Meadow, Southern Sierra, 
August 2018. 
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Cylindropuntia bigelovii 
(teddy-bear cholla cactus). 
Red Rock Canyon State Park, 
Kern County, California, 1 
January 2021. 
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request” of each reader. — to plant one tree this year. 
She requests that it not be an ornamental. 

“How about an oak?” she asks. “There are more 
than two hundred species and one is bound to be 

adapted to your specific corner of 
the planet.” 

She mentions several, including the 
live oak, which . . .

“can grow steadily on the hottest 
hills of central California, contrast-
ing dark green against the golden 
grass.”

We know, of course, that this is true 
of our own Quercus lobata (valley oak) 
and Quercus douglasii (blue oak).

I think Hope Jahren 
would approve 
of my ending this 
collection her mus-
ings with a concept 
attributed to French 
theologian Hya-
cinthe Loyson, in a sermon he gave in 
Paris in 1866: 

“Blessed are those who plant trees under 
whose shade they will never sit.” ✿

“...a feel-good example of symbiosis be-
tween ecological soul-mates”

— a wasp that can reproduce only inside a fig flower, 
which in turn can be fertilized only when the wasp 
lays her eggs inside it and deposits the pollen that 
coated her when she herself hatched 
in another fig flower. Unbelievably, the 
wasp and the fig

“...have enjoyed this arrangement 
for almost ninety million years, 
evolving together through the ex-
tinction of dinosaurs and across 
multiple ice ages.”

She likens it to an epic love story.

Flowering trees and plants, of course, 
lure insect pollinators with brief sips 
of sweet nectar. other trees release 
their pollen to be carried by the wind. 
Though an infinitesimal amount of all 
the pollen produced is actually used, 

“[e]nough of it hits its target...
to keep the world perpetually 
blanketed by the great conifer 
forests of Canada, the Giant 
Redwood groves of the Pacific, and 
the expansive spruce forests that 
stretch through Scandinavia and 
Siberia.”

On words and actions . . .
If you’re like me, and intrigued by the origins of 
words, you’ll be interested in a tidbit that Jahren 
shares in her epilogue. 

“In languages across the globe, the adjec-
tive ‘green’ is etymologically rooted in the 
verb ‘to grow.’” 

She goes on to say that participants in free-associa-
tion studies 

“linked the word ‘green’ to concepts of 
nature, restfulness, peace, and positivity,” 
...“a glimpse of green significantly improved 
the creativity that people brought to bear 
on simple tasks.”

Hope Jahren points out, however, that seen from 
space, Earth looks less green every year. She at-
tributes this to the fact that every year a tree is cut 
down in the name of each of its human inhabitants. 
this brings her to make what she calls a “personal 

Left: Wildflowers 
along Shell Creek 
Road – Earth Day, 22 
April 2020
Above: View from 
Old Ridge Route of 
dark-green oaks dot-
ting golden hills – 20 
January 2021, Los 
Angeles County. 

Ficus variegata (common 
red-stem fig). Native to Asia. 
17 July 2014. The figs grow 
in masses on the trunk, each 
containing hundreds of tiny 
flowers which are pollinated 
by minute wasps living in as-
sociation with the fig.
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“Seen from space 
earth looks less 
green every year.”


