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President’s Message:
Conflicting Taxonomy of Menzies’ 
Fiddleneck, Amsinckia menziesii 
(Lehmann) Nelson & J. F. Macbride
by Richard Spjut

A MONG EARLY SPRING  
 flowers in Kern County are 
species of fiddleneck classified in 
the genus Amsinckia. We often see 
them in great masses. Yet, I can’t 
always confidently identify them 
at glance, except for two that lack 
hairs on the stem, A. furcata and A. 
vernicosa; only the latter of the two 
recognized by Twisselmann (1967)1 

who reported it “scarce in the Temblor 
Range, usually in dense colonies in 
light often gypseous soils.”

As many as 209 fiddle-
neck species have been 
recognized, but only by 
W. Suksdorf (1931).2 The 

genus is predominantly found in western 
North America, most diverse in California 
South Coast Ranges, and introduced else-
where around the world, except for few 
that naturally dispersed to South America. 
What follows is a taxonomic review of cur-
rently-applied scientific names for Men-
zies’ and related fiddlenecks according to 
the International Code of Nomenclature 
(ICN); names we often take for granted by 
publishing them without their authors in 
our newsletters. Amsinckia menziesii was 
first described by Johann Lehmann (1830);3 

he named it Echium 
menziesii, in honor of 
Archibald Menzies who 
collected it along the 
Pacific Northwest Coast, 
June 1788.

Prior to Suksdorf (1931), J. F. Mac-
bride (1917)4 revised the genus 
Amsinckia, recognizing 23 species, 
and Brand (1928)5 described ten 
more. Since Suksdorf, interpreta-
tions of the fiddleneck species and 
varieties vary widely; for example, 
Twisselmann (1967) recognized five 

species and two varieties, among which is A. interme-
dia Fischer & Meyer (1836) var. californica (Suksdorf) 
Hoover (1943),6 originally collected from Caliente in 
Kern County. Twisselmann distinguished it by the 

smooth tubercles on its 
fruitlets,7 compared to the 
transverse wavy ridges on 
the fruitlets of var. interme-
dia, a widespread variable 
species, the type 8 from 
Bodega Bay. However, var. 
californica has not been rec-
ognized in recent floras, the 
name not even mentioned 
in Maynard Moe’s updated 
and revised Twisselmann 
flora (2016).9 Moe distin-
guished eight species and 
one variety in his key, that 
generally follows Ronald 
B. Kelley and Fred R. Ganders in the 2nd ed. (2012) of 
the Jepson Manual who distinguished eleven species 
and four varieties for all of California, preceded by 
Ganders alone in the first edition (1993). 

The main difference in the Jepson Manuals 
is the addition of A. retrorsa in JM2, first 
described by Suksdorf (1900).10 In JM2, it 
is distinguished in part by having simple 
erect stems with rela-
tively soft appressed to 
reflexed hairs, in contrast 
to A. menziesii with coarse 
spreading to reflexed 
hairs. These differences 
seem minor compared to 
variation in other species, 
especially A. intermedia. 
Twisselmann cited A. 
retrorsa in syno-nymy of 
A. menziesii, which he re-
ported rare in the Temblor 
Range. 

Amsinckia menziesii is also 
treated differently in the 
Jepson Manuals and other 
literature, notably Abrams 

(1951),11 Ray & Chisaki (1957),12 Munz 
(1959),13 Cronquist et al. (1984),14 and 
Welsh et al. (2017).15 For example, the 
plant is described either decumbent to 
ascending in JM2, or “upright” (Munz 
1959) to “strictly erect” (Welsh et al. 2017). 
Lehmann’s 1830 description, — “caulis 
herbaceous, erectus, angulatus, sulcatus, 
retrorsum hispidissmus,” clearly states 
the plant is erect with hispid retrorse 
hairs; this agrees with images I have 
seen of putative type specimens at BM 
and lectotype at MEL.16

Amsinckia vernicosa, Bit-
ter Creek Nat’l. Wildlife 
Refuge, distinguished by 
shiny stems without hairs.

Amsinckia douglasiana, 
Bitter Creek Nat’l. Wild-
life Refuge, four-lobed 
calyx. Mericarps with 
cobblestone (tessellate) 
surface - Mar. 2010.

Amsinckia vernicosa, Bit-
ter Creek Natl. Wildlife 
Refuge. Four-lobed calyx 
(or three-lobed and one 
deeply divided) sur-
rounding smooth fruitlets 
(mericarps) angled at 
margin - Mar. 2010.

Amsinckia cf. inter-
media, Bitter Creek 
Nat’l. Wildlife Refuge. 
Five-lobed calyx, with 
one lobe split halfway; 
mericarps with trans-
verse wavy ridges - Mar. 
2010.

Amsinckia re-
trorsa, collect-
ed by Suksdorf, 
Possible type 
(US), NMNH, 
Smithsonian 
Institution 
terms and con-
ditions 3.
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Amsinckia menziesii taxonomy is 
further complicated by what mate-
rial Lehmann used for naming and 
describing the species. Although 
Lehmann had described Echium 
menziesii in 1830, he described the 
genus Amsinckia in 1831, in a Ham-
burg seed list, based on A. lycopsoides. 
This species was described in a later 
seed list, January 1836,17 from plants 
grown from seed collected by Doug-
las “above the rapids of the Columbia,” 
distinguished by the corolla bearded 
inside around the throat and by the 
stamens inserted near the base. It 
was not until 1916 that E. menziesii 
was transferred to Amsinckia by Nel-
son & Macbride (Bot. Gazette 61:30-47).

Another fiddleneck named by Lehm-
ann, Lithospermum lycopsoides (1830, Pugillus 2: 28), was 

collected by the Scottish 
naturalist, John Scouler, 
along the “Straits of de Fuca 
in N.W. America.” It is not 
the same as Lehmann’s 
1831 A. lycopsoides. It was 
renamed A. scouleri by I. M. 
Johnston (1935) 18 that has 
since been synonymized 
under A. spectabilis Fisher 
& C. A. Meyer (Welsh et al. 
2017).

Surprisingly, Amsinckia 
menziesii was not men-
tioned by Abrams (1951). 
Perhaps he may have 
questioned its validity. P. 
Lassen (1988),19 who an-
notated Amsinckia types at 
MEL and BM, stated “Am-
sinckia menziesii, correctly 
a synonym of A. lycopsoides, 
has been used mainly for two 
distinct species: A. micran-
tha Suksd., and A. retrorsa 
Suksd.; both are lectotypified 
here.” Interestingly, both 
were recognized by Abrams 
(1951); the type locality the 
same for both species, and 
their geographic ranges 
overlap: “Upper Sonoran and 
Transitions Zones mainly east 
of the Cascades from British 

Columbia and Idaho south to the Wil-
lamette Valley and eastern Oregon,” A. 
retrorsa extending further south to 
southern California. 

In summary, the lectotype for 
Echium menziesii corresponds to A. 
lycopsoides, which is the type species 
for the genus, and after the name 
was transferred to Amsinckia, it was 
later discovered to be a synonym of 
A. lycopsoides. What is identified in 
Kern County and described else-
where in literature as A. menziesii 
may be A. micrantha, which has 
been regarded as a synonym of A. 
menziesii.

A logical choice for Echium menziesii 
lectotype might have been Menzies’ 
specimen at BM questioned isotype 
by Ray (BM001024959), later accepted 
by Cronquist et al. (1984) as isotype, 
evidently under the presumption 
of a holotype at MEL;20 however, 
the BM and MEL specimens are not 
the same. The designated lectotype 
(MEL 101643) — determined to be A. 
lycopsoides by Lassen — is support-
ed by the historical annotations on 
the specimen indicating that it was 
from the Lehmann Herbarium, that 
it was collected on Menzies Island 
[by Douglas and Scouler, 02 May 
1825, now Hayden Island, in the 
Columbia River near Portland], and 
that it was identified in the field as 
Myosotis (Johnston, 1935)]. These 
attributes along with an extracted 
flower mounted separately on the 
MEL herbarium specimen — reveal-
ing stamens inserted near corolla 
base — corresponds to Lehman’s 
1830 description of E. menziesii: “Fil-
amenta brevissima subaequalis, versus 
basin tubi inserta.” Further, Menzies’ 
specimens at BM have been an-
notated A. intermedia by Lassen. A 
critical unresolved issue is whether 
Lehman’s original material included BM or other 
specimens of Echium menziesii; for example, the 
handwriting of Echium menziesii appears similar on 
BM and MEL specimens. Aside from this, the occur-
rence of A. menziesii in California has been “in need of 
verification” (Kelley & Ganders, Jepson eflora “un-
abridged note”), and that A. retrorsa has been treated as 
a synonym (Ray & Chisaki 1957), or variety (Reveal 

Echium men-
ziesli, collected 
by Menzies, 
putative type 
(BM), anno-
tated by P. Ray, 
“?isotype.” 
Attribution 4.0 
International.

Amsinckia cf. micrantha, 
March 2005, vacant lot 
along Pegasus Drive 
before developed. 
Leaves wide spreading. 
See illustrations in JM2, 
A. menziesii, and in E. 
Retief and A. E. van Wyk 
2001. S. African J. Bot. 
67:287-293. A. retrorsa.

Amsinckia cf. micrantha 
fruit from plant above, 
five-lobed calyx, the 
lobes lanceolate, spread-
ing. Mericarps densely 
covered with icicle-like 
tubercles.

Amsinckia cf. rostrata, 
Kern River Canyon. 
Mericarps with pimple-
like tubercles (muricate), 
Mar. 2009.

Amsinckia eastwoodiae, 
San Joaquin Valley near 
foothills of Tehachapi 
Mts. near Arvin. 5-lobed 
calyx, mericarps with 
Stegosaurus-like back-
bone - Mar. 2010.

Amsinckia eastwoodiae, 
San Joaquin Valley near 
foothills of the Tehachapi 
Mountains near Arvin. 
Five-lobed Calyx, meri-
carps with Stegosaurus-
like backbone - Mar. 2010.
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& Schuyler 1999).21 Perhaps more taxonomic weight 
should be given to mericarp features for distinguish-
ing fiddleneck species; e.g., key in Jepson 1925 22 and 
images shown below from http://www.worldbotanical.
com/amsinckia.htm. 
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Comparison of handwriting of Echi-
um menzierii on labels of type speci-
mens at MEL (right) and BM (left). 
Right specimen lower label, Myoso-
tis, Menzies Island, N. (North) W. 
(West) C. (Coast) America, Scouler, 
bottom left corner, annotated by P. 
M. Ray on packet containing frag-
ments.


