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President’s Message:
Fire, the New Norm,  
or the Old Norm, for Kern County?
by Rich Spjut

K ERN COUNTY LIES CENTRALLY AT THE CROSS 
 roads of many southern California geologic and 
floristic regions; yet, the flora and vegetation are not 
especially diverse in view of the relatively few endemic 
species of perennial plants. Could fire in the past have 
occurred so frequently and/or so intensely that species 
could not re-establish themselves or evolve?

Last year the Cedar Fire destroyed the red fir (Abies 
magnifica) forest at its southernmost range in Sierra Ne-
vada on Sunday Peak; consequently, the species may 
no longer exist in Kern County, assuming it does not 
regenerate in view of our warming climate. 

Piute cypress (Hesperocyparis nevadensis) — a species 
that depends on fire to open its seed cones — is found 
mostly in Kern County, and also interpreted as a wide-
spread species of the Intermountain and California 

Regions, divided into a number of geographical variet-
ies. A 40-acre cypress forest that burned on Brecken-
ridge Mountain in 1970 has not regenerated, whereas 
on Piute Mountain cypress seedlings developed after 
burns in 1921, 1976, and 2008. Another conifer, incense 
cedar (Calocedrus decurrens), is common in the Green-
horn Mountains and further south — but absent from 
the Piute Mountains region, where possibly extirpated 
by fire.

In the Tehachapi Mountains, cypress is known from 
fossils dated 17 million years ago. Other Tehachapi 
plant fossils of that time (Miocene) were of species that 
apparently became extinct there and elsewhere. One 
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Red fir (Abies magnifica var. crutchfieldii) forest along 
trail to Sunday Peak — 03 Aug 2016
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Purshia tridentata (bitterbrush) Sorrel Peak, Piute 
Mountains

Left: Cercocarpus ledifolius (curl-leaf mountain mahogany),Ruby Mountains, NV Right: Twig-leaf-fruit of same.
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interesting exception is the genus Lyonothamnus (iron 
wood), a distinctive Rosaceae shrub or tree, known not 
only from the Tehachapi fossils, but also from Miocene 
fossils in western Nevada and elsewhere in California; 
it now survives only in the Channel Islands. As red-
wood (Sequoia sempervirens) was once formerly distrib-
uted in Eurasia and western North America, today it 
survives along northern coastal California and south-
ern Oregon. The maritime climate, especially fog, helps 
moderate more extreme seasonal and diurnal tempera-
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Above: Arctostaphylos 
patula shrubland alliance, 
Kern Plateau, CNPS Chapter 
field trip to Horse Meadow 
Right: Arctostaphylos patula 
twig leaf-fruit, Sunday Peak

tures, and this is evident for other California and Baja 
California shrub species, which include monotypic or 
oligotypic genera endemic to the Northern Vizcaíno 
Desert of Baja California.

Since the time of Tehachapi fossil flora — when Ba-
kersfield was situated along the Pacific coast — Kern 
County became more geographically isolated with 
less oceanic influence as mountains rose to the west 
(Coast Ranges) and south (Transverse Ranges). To the 
east summer monsoonal rains may have declined as 
the Sierra Nevada uplifted. The rain-shadowed region 
became increasing arid and warmer, especially during 
summer. Tropical forest and woodland species were 
replaced with gray pine, interior live oak and blue oak 
woodlands, saltbush-lands, Mojave Desert scrub types, 
and annual herb-lands (valley and foothill seasonal 
wildflower displays).

The lack of Kern endemic shrub species in Arctostaphylos 
(manzanita), Ceanothus (lilac, buck brush), Lupinus, and 
other speciose genera, which otherwise have numerous 
endemic species in floristic divisions of California out-
side Kern County (as defined by the Jepson Manual), 
may be the result of a long history of drought and fire 
that may be expected to continue in the future in other 
areas of California. Most California endemic species 
occur in the Coast Ranges that are associated with the 
California Floristic Province. In contrast, Kern County 
has widely distributed Madrean chaparral species such 
as Arctostaphylos patula and A. pungens, that occur east 
and north to Montana or Utah, and south to Mexico.

Examples of other transmontane species — those in 
the Great Basin and Madrean regions -- that reach 
their western distribution limits in Kern County are 
mountain mahogany (Cercocarpus ledifolius), silver buf-
falo berry (Shepherdia argentea), antelope bush (Purshia 

glandulosa), and may include associations such as Pinus 
jeffreyi or P. ponderosa and Purshia tridentata. Their lim-
ited occurrences today in Kern County may be due to 
more recent fire episodes, those perhaps that occurred 
in the past 2 million years. Other transmontane species 
such as grease bush (Forsellesia nevadensis) and basin 
yellow catseye (Cryptantha confertiflora) are rare in Kern 
County. They have been found together on limestone 
slopes where vegetation is relatively sparse, and where 
they are less likely to be consumed by fire; undoubted-
ly, they were once more widespread in Kern County. I 
refer to all of these, except P. glandulosa, as Kern County 
relicts; many are found in Piute Mountains.

Even common California chaparral species are rela-
tively rare in Kern County. Traveling beyond Kern 
County to Tulare, Ventura or San Luis Obispo County, 
one will soon encounter chamise (Adensotoma fascicu-
latum) in abundance. Relict patches of this species 
occur with bush poppy in the Caliente region of the 
Piute Mountains, and in the Tehachapi Mountains 
Their association, known as desert chaparral, was no 
doubt once more extensive in Kern County as was 
mixed evergreen 
forest species of 
California laurel 
(Umbellularia cali-
fornica) reported 
from Brecken-
ridge Mountain 
They have since 
been replaced 
by Douglas oak 
and grey pine 
woodlands. 
Although one 
might perceive 
their occurrences 
in Kern County as the result of a recent long- distance 
dispersal events, this is unlikely in view of the plant 
geographical data. In summary, Kern County is getting 
drier and hotter, and the vegetation will continue to 
burn as it probably has been doing for the past 23 mil-
lion years.

REFERENCES: Taxonomic and geographic data can be 
found on web pages prepared by the author by typing 
the genus name followed by “World Botanical” in an 
Internet search. Images for most species are presented 
on the same web pages. This info is being updated 
for a manual of trees and shrubs of Kern County, the 
main page for which can be found by doing an Internet 
search for “kern trees shrubs”

Other reference material for this article can be found in 
previous Mimulus Memos, Mar 2016, Sept 2016, and 
Jan 2017. ✿
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Adenostoma fasciculatum (chamise) near  
Valley Center, CA

Ph
ot

o:
 R

ich
ar

d 
Sp

ju
t


