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Introducing Wildflowers
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Welcome! This book, along with its companion volume, Eastern Washington and Oregon in Bloom, is designed to introduce you to some of the most common and showy native wildflowers in our region. Western Washington and Oregon have more in common with one another than they do with the east side of the two states. We split the plants covered in this pair of books at the Cascade crest, the dividing line between the wetter west side and the dryer east side of each state. The chapter on climate, geography, and habitat goes into more detail.

In this book we set out to include 150 species that are both representative of the region’s larger flora and likely to be seen in accessible natural areas. We put a lot of time and thought into selecting the plants you’ll find here, but considering that this number is only a small fraction of the thousands of native and nonnative wildflowers, trees, shrubs, and grasses that grow in our region, it’s quite likely we had to leave out many of the flowers you’ll encounter while you’re hiking, camping, or otherwise exploring.

While most trees, shrubs, and grasses also produce flowers, this book focuses on what are commonly called wildflowers or forbs—species lacking woody tissue that have showy flowers. To determine which wildflowers to include, we used our personal knowledge gained from exploring the Northwest and its plants for more than thirty years. We also consulted herbarium records and iNaturalist reports. The final result is a worthy selection of the diverse native wildflowers of western Washington and Oregon.

Getting to Know a Plant

It’s easiest to identify plants when you adopt a systematic way of looking. While we’re usually attracted first to the flowers and their shape and color, the rest of the plant is also important.

Start by getting an overall impression of the plant. Is it woody, like a tree or shrub? How big is it? Does it grow like a vine, form a mat on the ground, make a clump of stems, or have a single stem that stands by itself? Are the stems stiff and strong or are they flexible and slender? Are there any spines, prickles, or hairs?

Examine the leaves. Are they mostly right at the ground (basal) or do they grow along the stem? Some plants have both basal and stem leaves. What shape are the leaves? Leaf shapes are pictured inside the back cover. Stem leaves can be opposite each other or arranged alternately. Leaves can be attached to the stem with a stalk (called a petiole), clasp the stem, have little appendages at the attachment point (stipules), or appear to have the stem growing through the leaf. Many plants have compound leaves with several leaflets. You may need to count the leaflets and note how they’re arranged. Leaf texture is another clue. Are they soft, leathery, hairy on one or both sides, or spiny?

Study the flowers. Identification usually requires a close look at the color, arrangement, and number of the flowering parts. Color is obvious, but it may change as the flowers age or among individuals of the same species. Sometimes petals have spots or blotches of a second color. Count the petals, if there are any. Some flowers don’t have any petals, or they are very small and inconspicuous. Count the sepals, located at the base of the flower. For many plants, this will be enough to make an identification. However, you may also need to look closely to see how many stamens there are. Sometimes you need to see whether these sex parts are longer or shorter than the petals. For a few flowers, such as penstemons, you have to look closely to see how thick the hairs are inside and outside the flower. A 10× hand lens is useful for this close level of examination, can add a lot to your enjoyment of wildflowers, and doesn’t weigh much in your pack. The visual glossary inside the front and back covers and the more extensive glossary beginning here can help you with technical terms you haven’t yet learned.

Observe the habitat. Does the plant grow in the forest or out in the open? What is the soil like? What else is growing around your plant? Are you at the seashore, in the mountains, or somewhere in between? All of these are clues you can use to help you learn new plants.

Organization

Flowers in this book are arranged first by flower color, then by family, genus, and species. This keeps related flowers of the same color together while helping introduce the important botanical concepts of how plants are related to each other but also unique in some way.

The fastest way to look up an unknown flower is to turn to the appropriate color section and then leaf through the pages until you find one that looks a lot like the plant in front of you. Then study the photographs closely and read the descriptions until you find a match. Use the maps to eliminate plants that don’t grow where you are. You may find it helpful to read the descriptions a second time, perhaps with a friend who looks closely at the plant while you read. We couldn’t avoid using some technical terms and it may take you some time to learn their meanings. The alternative was circumlocution, using many words to convey the meaning of a short, precise, but more technical word.

Because flower color can vary, you may not find a plant in the section where you expect it. Creamy whites are included with the white flowers, but pale yellows are with the darker yellows. Sometimes the distinction isn’t very clear. Reddish purple flowers are with the reds, but bluish purples are with the blues. Keep in mind that flower colors often vary within a species or change after pollination. For example, western trillium’s open, brilliant white blossoms fade to pink and eventually to a deep red after they’ve been pollinated. You’ll find it in the white section, not with the reds. Harsh paintbrush can have red, orange, or yellow flowers, with flowers of different colors often growing in the same area. It has been put in the pink and red section here. Both of these examples show the value of looking at the whole plant and, if available, several plants of the same species when trying to identify it.

The index includes the common and Latin names for the plants described in the book. If you know a plant’s name but aren’t sure what it looks like, then turn to the index to find it quickly.

Plant Names

Each plant species has a unique Latin name, which has two parts: the genus and the specific epithet. For a few plants, subspecies and varieties are listed, but for the most part this book sticks to identifying plants at the species level. Because plant names can change over time, generally due to additional DNA-based botanical research, we’ve listed Latin synonyms for some plants. The first name listed is the accepted name at the time of publication. We follow the Washington Flora Checklist and the Oregon Flora Checklist. If they disagree, we evaluate the reasons why the names are different and use the one that we judge to be preferable for our purposes. The alternate names are usually older names that have been superseded but are still in common use or found in technical volumes that haven’t been updated recently.

Each plant also has one or more common names. The same plant may be called by different names in different places, or the same name may refer to different plants in different places. Some plants have so many common names we couldn’t list them all.

Photographs

In most cases there is one photograph for each plant. They were selected to show as many of the important identifying characteristics as possible. Flowers receive more emphasis than foliage, which may appear somewhat soft-focus or in the background. Use the photographs to get a general feel for what the plant looks like, then read the description. Unfortunately, it is often impossible to show all pertinent characteristics in a single photograph.

Maps

Each plant in this book has a map that shows the counties with records of the plant having been found there. The maps, which include adjacent areas in British Columbia and California, are based on plant collections housed at herbariums in the Northwest, along with records from iNaturalist. Herbaria contain collections of dried, pressed plants that have been identified and annotated by professional botanists. They are mostly housed at universities, although some national parks and other organizations have their own herbaria. iNaturalist collects observations from community scientists, with many of the observations confirmed by professionals. While we think the maps are pretty accurate as of publication, they should be used as a guide only, as you might find a plant in a county with no records of its occurrence, especially if it’s been found in the surrounding counties.

Descriptions

Each plant entry has several sections:

Habitat: We use a few words to describe where the plant most commonly grows. If you’re in a low-elevation environment and the description says the plant grows in mid-montane to alpine locations you probably need to look a little farther to find the right match. The chapter on climate and habitat can help you interpret the information in this section.

Bloom: Most of our wildflowers bloom in spring or summer, with only a handful blooming in fall or late winter. The bloom seasons listed generally correspond to calendar seasons, but spring conditions can begin as early as February in warmer parts of our region. Some of our alpine plants bloom as soon as the snow melts, but that may not be until July, so they’re listed as summer bloomers.

Description: This section gives an overall picture of the plant, including its height and whether it’s an annual, biennial, or perennial.

Flowers: Flowers are generally described from the bottom up, which mostly means first describing bracts below the flower (if any), then sepals, and finally the petals (if any) and sex parts. Sometimes what looks like a petal is actually a sepal; we use “tepal” when these parts can’t be easily classified as either sepals or petals.

Leaves: Leaves are described from the base of the plant and then up the stem. When the leaves grow at the base of the plant, they’re basal. Stem leaves can be arranged alternately on the stem, opposite each other, or in a circlelike whorl. Leaves can be either simple or compound, the latter meaning they’re divided into multiple leaflets that can sometimes be confused with individual leaves.

Fruit: Seeds are located within the fruit, but often they don’t resemble the fleshy fruit you find at the grocery store. For example, many plants have a dry, one-seeded fruit that never opens to release the seed inside, called an achene. Sometimes the achene will have a feathery attachment (like dandelion fluff).

Descriptive text: This section for each plant gives some interesting additional information such as how to distinguish from look-alike species.







Exploring for Wildflowers
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Nearly everywhere you go, even in the concrete jungle in the middle of big cities like Seattle, Portland, or Spokane, you’ll find wildflowers (and likely nonnative weeds as well). In our region, with its winter-wet and summer-dry climate, most of our native flowers bloom in spring. As the flush of flowers wanes in the lowlands, the higher elevations burst into bloom with the snowmelt. There are a few species that bloom at lower elevations in summer, or bloom in fall, but they’re the exceptions to the rule.

You’ll find the highest concentration of wildflowers in open habitats such as meadows, the shrub-steppe, and along forest edges. Deep in the shade of our forests not enough sunlight reaches the ground for many flowers to grow and bloom, although a handful are adapted to this shady environment. Roadsides and the borders of hiking trails are often quite floriferous, sometimes with large populations of the same species. Flowers are generally picky about the conditions where they thrive, so you won’t find all the plants in this book everywhere you go. The chapter on climate and habitat gives more information on plant environments.

Access, Fees, and Permits

Wildflowers don’t respect property boundaries; they grow wherever the conditions are right, regardless of whether their roots are sunk into public or private land. Many landowners are justifiably concerned about strangers wandering across their property, even if it’s just to look at the flowers. Ask permission before going onto private land. Remember to leave gates the way you found them and to walk softly.

Public lands are generally open to wildflower explorers, but entrance or parking fees may be required. These charges can change from year to year and are not consistent from one state to another nor on public lands managed by different agencies. Before venturing out, it’s worth checking with the relevant land-management agency to find out whether you’ll be charged. The fees help maintain the parking areas and may also help with trail construction.

Private preserves, such as those owned by The Nature Conservancy or local conservation groups, also vary in their access restrictions. Usually there is no fee, but donations are gratefully accepted.

Learning About Flowers

This book is an introduction to the wildflowers in our region. We kept the technical jargon to a minimum, but especially if you’re new to botany you’re sure to encounter some words you don’t know. We used them because they more clearly describe the plants without getting overly wordy with convoluted circumlocutions. Over time, these terms will become more familiar. For now, use the glossary and the illustrations on the inside covers to get up to speed on the language.

We’ve placed the scientific name first with each plant description. While professional plant taxonomists have been busy updating our knowledge about how plants are related through DNA research and changing many scientific names in recent decades, there’s still just one accepted scientific name for each species. That’s not the case for common names. Some plants have multiple common names, and some refer to more than one species, which can lead to confusion.

Other Books and Apps

As your interest grows, you may want to further your knowledge with books that include more species. Wildflowers of the Pacific Northwest by Turner and Gustafson covers 1220 species and Trees and Shrubs of the Pacific Northwest by Turner and Kuhlmann includes 568 woody plants. Many people now look to plant apps for their smartphone. Washington Wildflowers and Oregon Wildflowers, both from High Country Apps, are comprehensive references for those states and were developed in cooperation with the plant professionals at the University of Washington and Oregon State University, respectively. They’re not “point your camera at a plant and get an ID” apps but they include easy-to-use search tools. As your knowledge grows, you may ultimately decide one or more technical references are worth the investment.

Serious botanists rely on technical, dichotomous keys to definitively identify the plants they find. These books can be intimidating, but they go into much greater detail than is possible in a book like this one and allow for more definitive separation between similar species. Technical floras are heavy on specialized terminology and may call for you to use a hand lens to examine the flower parts or other small features to see distinguishing characteristics. Visit your library or a nearby herbarium to look up plants in these books before you invest in a copy.

There are three published floras for the region. Washington and Oregon as far south as Roseburg are covered in Flora of the Pacific Northwest by Hitchcock and Cronquist, which is updated and abbreviated from the five-volume Vascular Plants of the Pacific Northwest. The three-volume Flora of Oregon covers that state. Southern Oregon flora is more related to Northern California, so you might want to consult The Jepson Manual: Vascular Plants of California. The “Going Further” chapter lists additional books you might want to consider as you expand your plant knowledge.

Websites

Many websites have a wealth of information about native plants. In Washington, the Burke Herbarium Image Collection is a highly regarded reference. In Oregon, it’s OregonFlora. USDA PLANTS covers the entire United States and has good distribution information. iNaturalist, available both on the web and as a smartphone app, is another good online tool. The Washington Native Plant Society website (wnps.org) has numerous plant descriptions and lists of plants found along many trails in the state. These lists can help you narrow down the choices when trying to determine what plant you’ve found.

You can also use your favorite search engine and enter the Latin name of the plant you want to learn more about as the search term. Like all web searches, there will be some irrelevant results, so you’ll need to evaluate the source before deciding how reliable it is likely to be.


[image: A group of individuals is gathered near a body of water, with Abe Lloyd holding up cranberries. Others are taking photos and observing.]
Field-trip participants gather around leader Abe Lloyd as he shows the difference between native and nonnative cranberries in a bog near Bellingham, Washington.

Like-Minded Flower Explorers

It’s more fun to go looking for flowers with other people who share your interest. There are native plant societies in both Washington and Oregon. Local chapters sponsor field trips to prime wildflower locations throughout the season and welcome nonmembers who want to learn more about their flora. You’ll find announcements of these field trips on the organization’s website. Search “native plant society” to find them.

Some other groups that lead plant hikes and field trips include parks and recreation departments, Sierra Club, The Mountaineers, and Audubon Society groups. Check the organization’s website for information.

Die by the Foot, Grow by the Inch

Sometimes we get so carried away with the excitement of finding new and interesting plants that we forget to pay attention to the impact we’re making on their environment. You’ve heard the adage, “Take nothing but pictures and leave nothing but footprints.” But often even our lightest footprints do significant damage. National Park rangers like to remind us that plants “die by the foot and grow by the inch.” Our footsteps easily break delicate woody stems that take years to grow back, particularly in subalpine and alpine environments with short growing seasons. They compact the soil, reducing the air and water reaching roots, and they form social paths that other hikers follow.


[image: A wooden post with a painted symbol of a footprint crossed out, indicating a no-entry or restricted area. The post is surrounded by green vegetation.]
A simple sign reminds hikers to stay on the trail.

You can minimize your impact by following Leave No Trace (LNT) principles. They’re designed to protect wild lands, but LNT principles apply equally well in heavily traveled areas. They are (1) Plan ahead and prepare, (2) Travel and camp on durable surfaces, (3) Dispose of waste properly (pack it in, pack it out), (4) Leave what you find, (5) Minimize campfire impacts, (6) Respect wildlife, and (7) Be considerate of other visitors. Much information on LNT techniques is available at lnt.org.

Perhaps most important for the wildflower hunter is to travel on durable surfaces. You don’t want to be responsible for destroying the very plants you’ve come to find and enjoy. If there is an established trail, stay on it. In some cases, as in heavily visited national parks, you absolutely must stay on established trails and rangers will remind you of the policy when they find you have strayed. You’ll often find more examples of a plant that’s a bit too far off the trail to examine just by hiking a little farther on.

In areas where there are no trails, you don’t want to create a “user trail” that will encourage others to follow in your footsteps. Think about where you’re walking and consider the consequences of your actions. Perhaps you can step from rock to rock. If not, grasses and sedges handle footsteps better than woody plants like heathers and huckleberries. When hiking with a group, practice “meadow walking.” That means to spread out and hike side by side rather than follow the leader in a single-file line.

When you come to an interesting plant that you want to study, be aware of what you’re trampling as you move around your subject. Be careful where you set your pack down. And when it’s time for lunch, choose a rock, log, or grassy area to sit down.

With rare exceptions, you don’t need to pick a flower to identify it. Leave the plant collecting to the professionals who have learned the techniques for preserving specimens and have received permission to collect from land managers.

Safety

Searching for wildflowers is generally a low-risk activity, but there are hazards you should be aware of.

Weather

What starts as a beautiful warm and sunny day can quickly turn cold, windy, and rainy, particularly in mountain environments. Dress appropriately for the conditions and be prepared for unexpected changes.


[image: A group of individuals stand in a line on a trail, with one person holding an umbrella. They are dressed for hiking and appear to be in a natural setting.]
Rainy days can be a great time to explore for wildflowers, but dress for the weather like these participants on a Washington Native Plant Society field trip.

Poisonous Plants

In some areas poison oak is thick. Learn to recognize its distinctive three leaves and woody stems. Some people are particularly sensitive to the rash-inducing chemicals in the leaves and stems. Poison ivy is similar, but much less common in our region. Stinging nettles are another irritant to watch out for, although the effects don’t last as long. Poison hemlock (here) is a common nonnative weed that is a significant skin irritant and deadly poisonous if eaten, even in small quantities.


[image: A plant branch with clusters of small berries and several leaves, some of which are changing color. The background is blurred, focusing on the branch.]
Poison oak (Toxicodendron diversilobum) in autumn with its characteristic three leaflets and white berries. All parts of the plant can cause an unpleasant skin reaction.

Rattlesnakes

Watch where you step and where you place your hands. Though more prevalent east of the Cascades, rattlesnakes are also found in the Columbia Gorge and in oak woodlands in the Klamath/Siskiyou Mountains and Rogue River, Umpqua, and Willamette valleys. They’ll usually sound their distinctive warning rattle before you get too close, but you don’t want to surprise or corner one. They’re not particularly common and you’re unlikely to see one of these generally shy reptiles but be cautious when you’re in their territory.

Ticks

Ticks are common in parts of our region, especially in tall grasses and weeds. They usually take several hours to attach themselves, so you have time to do a thorough tick check when you return to your car or home.

Traffic

Many wildflowers grow at the side of roads, whether they’re main highways or forest roads. Find a safe place to pull over and park, making sure you’re out of the travel lane. Walk on the left, facing traffic. Stay well out of the road when examining the flowers. Even on lightly traveled forest roads you should expect vehicles to come by while you’re stopped.

Rockfall

You don’t want to be either the cause or the victim of falling rock. Many areas with interesting flowers are on or near cliffs. Volcanic rock, our most common geologic formation, is often fractured and loose. Even on trails, it’s easy to kick rocks down on people hiking the switchbacks below. If you do dislodge a rock, be sure to yell out “rock!” to alert anyone below.

Rising Tide

There aren’t many wildflowers right on the beach, but several species do like to grow just above the high-tide line or on top of coastal sea stacks. If you climb one, make sure you don’t get trapped by a rising tide. Consult a tide table just as you would before exploring the tide pools that are often nearby.

Your Own Limits

Know your limits—how far you can hike in a day and how much elevation you can climb (and descend). As you approach or exceed your limits, you’re more likely to have an accident.

Have Fun

Searching for and learning about our wildflowers is a lot of fun, whether you’re a certified Hitchcock-carrying plant nut or a beginner. There’s always a new plant to find or a new place to go. You can casually enjoy and learn about them as you go backpacking, kayaking, visiting historic sites, or go out intentionally searching for plants. There are enough flowers in the Northwest to keep you busy for years if you choose to try to find them all. Explore the trails through your neighborhood or travel to an exotic corner of the state. The choice is yours. But wherever you go, you’re likely to find something in bloom if the season is right.


[image: A yellow flower with multiple buds emerges from snow, surrounded by green leaves. The scene shows the contrast between the flower and the snow-covered ground.]
Glacier lilies (Erythronium grandiflorum), generate heat as they grow, melting the last vestiges of snow as they emerge and bloom.
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