
Diseño: Rancho de las Flores



Wildflower carpets in the Central Valley
Frémont. Sacramento Valley,1844 “The higher prairies…..presented unbroken fields of yellow and orange colored flowers…..”

William Perkins (1849-1852) ….the whole country is one immense flower bed.   The hills look like gigantic bouquets, and the llanos 
like a huge Persian carpetlike a huge Persian carpet.

Hittell 1874.  “Along the railroads on either hand runs continuously the rich radiant bloom.  Your sight becomes pained, 
your very brain is bewildered, by watching the galloping rainbow.” 





Pacheco Pass
C. King. 1861. A great inland prairie sea, extending for 500
miles, …now a broad arabesque of colors.  

Muir. 1868. All the ground was covered….. with radiant corollas…
H d d f th h l t b h d i t f t t tHundreds of these happy sun-plants brushed against my feet at every step,
…as if I were wading in liquid gold.

Boudet.  1880. …general rainbow effects I have never seen equaled. 



Brewer and Watson. Eschscholzia californica.  “….large areas are made painfully brilliant by its 
intense glow in the bright sunshine.”



BUNCH GRASS  -- Not recorded in mission bricks.

Frémont 1844. Foothills east of Sacramento.  Hills generally covered with a species of geranium
( di i t i ) ith thi f tl i t d d d b h(erodium cicutarium)…with this was frequently interspersed good  and green bunch grass… 

Bryant 1848. Coast range west of Sacramento:  he saw with the wild oats,  “tufts or bunches 
of a species of grass, which remains green through the whole season.”

Nessella (Stipa) pulchra



Central Valley Barrens
Wilkes 1849.  "The western side [of the San Joaquin Valley]….is entirely barren and useless. 

Muir 1906 … the shrunken mass of leaves and stalks of the dead vegetation crinkle and turn to dust
beneath the foot, as if it had been baked in an oven.

VTM SURVEY ( 1930)VTM SURVEY (ca. 1930)



Summer barrens in the interior

Valle poco pastoso, lomeria esteril

Diseño Rancho del la Laguna de Temecula

Brewer.   …barren hills of Temescal



Rancho Omochomne

Terenos altos con poco pastos



Rancho New Helveta (Sutter)
Rancho Tolenas diseño,

Solano CountySolano County

LLomas muertas

Courtesy, Bancroft Library
University of California Berkeley

Tierra esteril



Pleistocene and modern megafauna





3.  A century of brome and collapse of California wildflower pasture (1880-2011)

The Altar Cloth of San Pasqual: Poppy Lands of the Mesa

But once in the year is this cloth of gold
Unfolded for men to see

And spread at the feet of the mountains old

Altadena, ca. 1900

p
For the Easter jubilee;

I am kneeling in rapture before its shrine.
Have you seen it, and worshiped, O neighbor

Mine?
Elizabeth Grinnell, 1891



Parish (1920). In the San Bernardino Valley, these bromes were first noticed in the spring 
of 1888. They continued to spread with increasing rapidly, and in a very few years large patches….
could be found in all parts of the valley and the surrounding hills. They are now among the 
most wide-spread, abundant and well established grasses of the region.  As a result, p , g g ,
some delicate indigenous herbs, formerly abundant, are now rare. Both species are sparingly 
eaten when young by stock, but are practically worthless as forage, and soon drying up
they become a serious fire menace. 

Bromus rubens Bromus diandrus

B bBromus rubens

Davidson 1907. “It was rare and local in Los Angeles County in 1892, but now [1907] may be
found in many parts of the county, even as far as the Mojave Desert.  

Bromus diandrus

Davidson. 1893. Already frequent in the waste grounds throughout the city and rapidly spreading. 

Jepson 1901.  Now one of our most abundant grasses. 



Brassica tournefortii, 1970

Avena barbata, 1890s Brassica geniculata, 1905
(Hirschfeldia incana)

“Second wave invaders”

Schismus barbatus, 1940s





The Alter Cloth of San Pasqual circa 1900, Charles Frances Saunders



Altadena poppy field visited by rail from Los Angeles

ca. 1895





Wildflower “circle tours.”

The Los Angeles Times

Automobile Club of
Southern California

The Desert Magazine
(Randall Henderson)



Los Angeles Times
Articles by Lynn Rogers,
Lee Shippey and others.

The Desert MagazineThe Desert Magazine
(Randall Henderson)

Lynn Rogers
Since Padre Francisco Garces cross the Kern River, near
the present site of the Odoese Ranch at the mouth of Kern
River Canyon, on May 1, 1776, millions of motorists have 
d i th h th d i th i th t idriven through the canyon during the spring months to view
the wildflower displays along its slopes.
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Southern San Joaquin Valley, Arvin



1941

1952 1957



San Gorgonio Pass in the 1910s, Charles Frances Saunders



Western Mojave Desert, 1936

Los Angeles Public Library



National Geographic, 1929



Poppies in Pomona, 1937 

Los Angeles Public Library



Bakersfield Lupines
1939

The blue lupine field at the Grapevine was “broken up by 
small patches of golden poppies, evening snow, sun cups, 
o ls clo er and other smaller arieties ”owls clover and other smaller varieties.”

J. Raymond Minnich



Arvin and Shafter flower festivals







Irvine Company collections



Reports of wildflowers
in southern California

since 1920 Blooms throughout southern
California in normal and wet years,

Wildflowers disappear

California in normal and wet years,
more frequent in the coast than in
the interior. 

pp
from the coastal plain

Wildflowers displaced by brome
grassland in the interior valleysgrassland in the interior valleys
and central valley

Wildflowers decline with 
red brome invasion of
the deserts

First brome crash, flower outbreaks
in the Sonoran Desert

The great drought of 1999-2002,
flower outbreaks in interior southern

Second brome crash, flower outbreaks
in Sonoran and Mojave Deserts

California, Carrizo Plain, Bakersfield



California today:  Red brome and ripgut brome grassland



Box Springs Mountains, Riverside

Study the following time-series and propose relationships between 
exotic annual grasses and native wildflowers.
1. Biomass and rainfall
2 Species composition and rainfall2. Species composition and rainfall
3. Under what circumstances were natives most abundant?
4. Could you have determined these relationships with a “one-time only” visit. 



Two Trees Canyon-1
(burn in March 1988)

1989 

Precipitation   6.44”

1.6 tons ha-1

Ph li di tPhacelia distans
Brassica geniculata
Cryptantha intermedia
Erodium cicutarium

The square rock is in the upper right
of most photographs



1990

Precipitation 5.53”

2.5 tons ha-1

Phacelia distans
Cryptantha intermedia
Erodium cicutarium



1991

Precipitation 10.38”

2 5 t h 12.5 tons ha-1

Phacelia distans
Cryptantha intermedia



1992

Precipitation 11.05”

1 8 tons ha-11.8 tons ha-1

Phacelia distans



1993

Precipitation 20.70”

3 3 t h 13.3 tons ha-1

Phacelia distans
Bromus rubens


