
Mimulus  Memo — Januar y 2022 5

President’s Message: 
The Silk Tassel Bush in Kern County 
by Rich Spjut

SILK TASSEL BUSH — THE GENUS GARRYA — 
 gets its common name from  flowers that de-
velop in pendulous catkins — like tassels hung on a  

Christmas tree, the males 
and females on sepa-
rate plants  (dioecious). 
Six species have been 
recognized in California  
(Subgenus Garrya), but 
could not be differenti-
ated by their DNA-ITS 
sequences.i Neverthe-
less, they continue to be 
distinguished by  the 
hairiness of their leaves 
and immature fruits.ii 

Fruits of Garrya are often 
described as a “berry;” 
however, fruits in  most 
species in the genus are a 
type of capsule.iii Gerald 
Dahling, who published 
a revision of Garrya in 
1978,iv noted that “much 
of  the flesh of the fruit is 
derived from the outer layer 
of the single massive integ-
ument” [immature seed 
coat].v“In drying, this 
flesh  gradually withdraws, 
forming a thin papery cov-
ering [pericarp] around 
the seeds.” “At maturity, 

two-thirds of the fruit 
remains  hollow with 
seeds occupying only the 
terminal portion.” The  
capsules release usu-
ally one or two dull 
black seeds by the top  
half to third portion of 
the pericarp (exocarp) 
rupturing  transverse-
ly in a circular man-
ner, or by the pericarp 
splitting in a less 
regular manner. This 
probably occurs as a 
result of two pendu-
lous ovules, maturing 
to seeds, growing 
down from the  apical 
region, causing the 
pericarp to rupture 
at its weakest point 
below. 

Generally, only one 
species of Garrya has 
been recognized in  
Kern County,vi often 
seen along ridges in  association with species of oak, 
manzanita, buckbrush, and flannel bush, or may 
form an alliance as seen on Piute Mt.; however, there 
are at least two species. About nine years ago (Feb  
2013), Clyde Golden sent me a photo that he report-
ed taking of a Garrya bush in May 2012 along Saw-
mill Rd on the east slope of the Greenhorn Moun-
tains. He identified it as Garrya cf. fremontii, based 
on lack of hairs on the leaves, while the young shiny 
immature (green)  ovary, without hairs, convinced 
me that it was  indeed G. fremontii.

Above: Illustration in 
Jepson 1925, Manual of 
the Flowering Plants of  
California. Observe e: de-
hisced  (circular opening) 
capsule. Below: opened 
and unopened capsules,  
“foraminicidal capsule” in 
Spjut  (1994), of G. flave-
scens from plant  north of 
Caliente. Note persistent  
base of open capsules, the 
top third gone. 

Above: Garrya fremontii, Greenhorn 
Mts., Sawmill Road. Observe  shiny 
green ovaries. Below: G. flavescens 
ssp. flavescens, north slope of Mt. 
Abel. Observe  furry ovaries.
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Above left: Garrya flavescens ssp. pallida, Piute Mt., yellow 
green leaves lack hair on undersurface. Right: Distribution 
map of Garrya species in California, not all on this map. Stars 
are for G. flavescens, dark stars = ssp. pallida, clear stars = ssp, 
flavescens. Note they closely overlap in  Kern County. Solid 
circles = G. fremontii. 
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Calflora (accessed Dec 13, 2021) shows two records 
for Kern County, but the details for the  location are 
actually in Tulare County; thus, the only reported oc-

currence in Kern County 
for  Fremont’s silk tassel 
bush has been on the 
WBA web page under 
Trees and Shrubs of Kern  
County.vii 

I have also recognized G. 
veatchii in Kern County 
by patches of hair on the 
undersurface of  leaves 
as seen in my photos. 
Additionally, G. flave-

scens ssp. pallida has 
been recognized by  the 
absence of hair on older 
leaves; its distribution 
overlaps in Kern County 
with the typical  sub-
species (Dahling 1978). 
Other botanists give it 
varietal status, or con-
sider it a synonym.

 The key identification 
character for Garrya 
flavescens (type from 
Kenab, UT!) is usu-
ally  described to have 

straight leaf hairs lying flat on the undersurface 
(strigose) pointed towards to  the leaf tip, but the 
direction can vary. They may also point to the base, 
or rise above as shown  below. Hairs generally form 
a continuous cover in contrast to G. veatchii (type 
from Isla  Cedros!) with minute hairs in discrete 
patches, the hairs tiny, curly, and interwoven. ✿

Hairs point to leaf apex. – Piute Mt.

Hairs point to neither apex nor base. – Short Can-
yon. All Garrya flavescens ssp. flavescens. Note also 
hairs  bifurcate at base.
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Dehisced foraminicidal capsule with pen-
dulous black seed.
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Hairs point to the base. – Short 
Canyon.
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