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PPID: Advanced Plant Identification 

Student Handout 
 

Introduction 
 

California is home to over 6,500 species, subspecies, and 
varieties of native plants.  In addition to this abundance of 
naturally occurring species, over the past century 
horticulturists, nursery professionals, and gardeners have 
contributed several thousand more selections, cultivars, 
and hybrids to the list of plants which are native to the state 
of CA. Mastering the identification of even the most 
commonly used native plants in the landscapes takes years 
of attention, focus, and dedication. This advanced course is 
designed to give landscapers, gardeners, architects and 
contractors an immersive experience into native plant 
focused gardens where diversity is key feature of the 
garden.  This course will use botanical and horticultural 
terminology insofar as they assist students in being able to 
recognize plants down to the species or cultivar in a garden 
setting. This class is not intended as a substitute for a 
botany course which would focus more so on the specific 
morphological characteristics of plants as laid out in a 
dichotomous key such as the Jepson Manual. 

 
Plants organized by family 

 
All organisms, including plants, are organized using a classification 
system based on identifying morphological (phenotypic) and genetic 
(genotypic) traits. Organisms are broken down by Kingdom, Phylum, 
Class, Order, Family, Genus, Species.  For the purposes of this course, 
we will be breaking species down by family. Organizing species by 
family aides in recognizing characteristics and patterns shared by 
species within that family and can help your identification abilities in 

Figure	1:	Fremontadendron	‘Pacific	Sunset’ 

Figure	2:	Sphaeralcea	ambigua,	
member	of	the	cotton	family 
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the long term. For example, 
members of the cotton, 
Malvaceae, family produce 
radially symmetrical flowers with 5 
sepals and 5 petals with a single 
pistil and superior ovary (Figure 2). 
Additionally, most members of the 
family share the strait of having 
stellate (“star-like”) hairs on the 
foliage and stems (Figure 3). These 
same stellate hairs are what cause 
the particularly irritating rash from 
rubbing against flannel bush 
(Figure 1). 
While having an advanced 
botanical vocabulary is useful in 
keying out species whose identify 
is unknown,	  the ability to 
recognize simple patterns based 
on foliar and floral characteristics 
of a plant is the first step in being able to quickly master the native species common in the 
landscape trade. To aid in the process of beginning to recognize plants more readily, the list of 
plants presented in this handout are done so alphabetically by plant family.  The list presented 
here is only a small fraction of the plants native to CA or seen at the gardens associated with this 
course.  Some of them are common while others may be rarer in the trade or in the wild.  We 
encourage our professional community to push the boundaries of what is seen in gardens by 
embracing some of these more unique or uncommon species and cultivars into our landscapes. 

Figure	3:	Stellate	hairs	on	the	abaxial	side	of	a	Sphaeralacea	ambigua	leaf 

Figure	4:	Seed	pod	of	Abutilon	palmeri	
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Select species organized by plant family 
Plants are organized by alphabetically by family, genus, and then species. Common names are 
included with the botanical names. We encourage you to familiarize yourself with both as 
clients and your professional colleagues are likely to use them interchangeably. As it applies, 
certain species include lists of notable cultivars and their growth habit any unique features 
below them. 
Light blue indicates a locally occurring species 
Yellow indicates a plant rare in the trade 
 

• Adoxaceae-Muskroot family 
o Sambucus nigra, Blue elderberry 

• Agavaceae, Century plant family 
o Agave deserti, Desert century plant 
o Agave shawii, Shaw’s century plant 
o Agave utahensis, Utah century plant 
o Hesperoyucca whipplei, Chaparral 

yucca 
o Yucca bacata, Banana yucca 
o Yucca schidigera, Mojave yucca 
o Yucca breviflora, Joshua tree 

• Anacardiaceae-Sumac family 
o Malosma laurina, Laurel sumac 
o Rhus aromatic, Basket brush 
o Rhus integrifolia, Lemonadeberry 
o Rhus ovata, Sugar bush 

• Asteraceae-Sunflower or composite family 
o Achillea millefolium, Common 

yarrow 
§ ‘Island Pink’ 
§ ‘Sonoma Coast’ 

o Artemisia californica, CA sagebrush 
§ ‘Monatara’ 
§ ‘Canyon Grey’ 

o Baccharis pilularis var. 
consanguinea, Coyote brush 

o Baccharis pilularis var pilularis, 
Prostrate coyote brush 

§ ‘Pigeon Point’  
§ ‘Twin Peaks II’  
§ ‘Pozo Surf’ 

o Constancea nevinii, Catalina silver-
lace 

o Encelia californica, California bush 
sunflower 

o Erigeron glaucus, Seaside daisy 
§ ‘Cape Sebastian’ 
§ ‘WR’ 

o Lessingia filaginifolia, California 
sandaster 

§ ‘Silver Carpet’ 
§ ‘Moss Landing’ 

o Symphyotrichum chilensis, CA aster 
§ ‘Point St. George’ 
§ ‘Purple Haze’ 

• Berberidaceae-Barberry family 
o Berberis aquifolium, Oregon-grape 
o Berberis aquifolium var. repens, 

Creeping Oregon grape 
o Berberis nevinii, Nevins barberry 

• Bignoniaceae, Trumpet-creeper family 
o Chilopsis linearis, Desert willow  

• Cactaceae, Cactus family 
o Cylindropuntia californica, Snake 

cholla 
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o Cylindropuntia prolifera, Coast 
cholla 

o Optunia littoralis, Prickly pear 
o Opuntia basilaris, Beavertail cactus 
o Ferocactus viridescens, San Diego 

barrel cactus 
• Crassulaceae, Stonecrop family 

o Dudleya brittonii, Chalk dudlleya 
o Dudleya lanceolata, Lance leaved 

dudleya 
o Dudleya pachyphytum, Dudleya 
o Dudleya pulverulenta, Chalk dudleya 
o Dudleya virens, Greens dudleya 
o Sedum laxum, Stonecrop 
o Sedum spathulifoium, Broad leaved 

stonecrop  
§ ‘Cape Blanco’ 

• Cyperaceae, Sedge family 
o Carex pansa, Dune sedge 
o Carex praegracilis, Slender field 

sedge and  
• Ericaceae-Heather family 

o Arctostaphylos sp, Shrub-type 
manzanita 

§ ‘Austin Griffiths’ 
§ ‘Baby Bear’ 
§ ‘Howard Mcminn’ 
§ ‘Knobcone Point’ 
§ ‘Louis Edmunds’ 
§ ‘Sunset’ 
§ ‘Sentinel’ 
§ ‘White Cloud’ 
§ ‘Canyon Sparkles’ 
§ ‘Lester Rowntree’ 
§ ‘Dr Hurd’ 
§ glandulosa 
§ glauca 

o Arctostaphylos sp, Groundcover-
type manzanita 

§ ‘Carmel Sur’ 
§ ‘Emerald Carpet’ 
§ ‘Little Sur’ 
§ ‘Pacific Mist’ 
§ ‘John Dourley’ 
§ ‘Wavelength’ 

o Ornithostaphylos oppositifolia, Palo 
blanco 

o Xyloccocus bicolor, Mission 
manzanita 

• Euphorbiaceae, Euphorbia family 
o Acalypha calfiornica, CA copperleaf 
o Euphorbia misera, Cliff spurge 
o Euphorbia xanti, Baja spurge 

• Fabaceae-Legume family 
o Calliandra eriophylla, Pink fairy 

duster 
o Calliandra californica, Red fairy 

duster 
o Lupinus albifrons, Silver bush lupine 
o Lupinus excubitus, Grape soda 

lupine 
o Lupinus succulentus, Arroyo lupine 
o Lupinus truncatus, Truncated 

lunpine 
o Lupinus bicolor, Miniature lupine 
o Parkinsonia florida, Blue palo verde 
o Senegalia greggii, Cat claw acacia 
o Prosopis glandulosa, Honey mequite 
o Prosopis pubescens, Screwbean 

mequite 
• Fagaceae-Oak family 

o Quercus agrifolia, Coast live oak 
o Quercus engelmannii, Mesa oak 
o Querucs lobata, Valley oak 

• Grossulariaceae, Gooseberry family 
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o Ribes aureum, Golden current 
o Ribes speciosum, Fuschia flowered 

gooseberry 
o Ribes viburnifolium, Catalina 

perfume 
• Iridaceae, Iris family 

o Iris douglasiana, Douglas iris 
o Sisyrinchium bellum, Blue eyed grass 

• Lamiaceae-Mint family 
o Lepechinia fragrans, Pitch sage 
o Salvia apiana, White sage 

§ ‘Desperado’ 
§ ‘Thor’ 

o Salvia brandegeii, Island sage 
o Salvia clevelandii, Blue sage 

§ ‘Allen Chickering’ 
§ ‘Alpine’ 
§ ‘Aromas’ 
§ ‘Arroyo Azul’ 
§ ‘Pozo Blue’ 
§ ‘Winnifred Gilman’ 

o Salvia leucophylla, Purple sage 
§ ‘Pt Sal’ 
§ ‘Figueroa’ 
§ ‘Amethyst Bluff’ 

o Salvia mellifera, Black sage 
§ ‘Terra Seca’ 
§ ‘Little Sur’ 
§ ‘Jade Carpet’ 
§ ‘Shirleys Creeper’ 

o Salvia munzii, Munz sage 
§ ‘Emerald Cascade’ 

o Salvia pachyphylla, Rose sage 
§ ‘Celestial Blue’ 

o Salvia sonomensis, Sonoma sage 
§ ‘Bees Bliss’ 

o Salvia spathacea, Hummingbird sage 
§ ‘Topanga’ 
§ ‘Pilitas’ 

§ ‘Cero Alto’ 
§ ‘Confetti’  

• Malvaceae-Cotton family 
o Abutilon palmeri, Indian mallow 
o Malacothamnus fasciculatus, 

Chaparral bush mallow 
§ ‘Casitas’ 

o Malacothamnus jonesii, Jones bush 
mallow 

o Malacothamnus clementinus, San 
Clemente Island bush mallow 

o Fremontandendron californicum 
§ ‘CA Glory’ 
§ ‘Ken Taylor’ 
§ ‘Pacific Sunset’ 
§ ‘San Gabriel’ 

o Sphaeralcea ambigua, Apricot 
mallow 

• Namaceae, Nama family 
o Eriodictoyn crassifolium, Yerba santa 

• Oleaceae, Oliver family 
o Foresteria pubescens 

• Onagraceae, Primrose family 
o Epilobium canum 

§ ‘Bert’s Bluff’ 
§ ‘Calistoga’ 
§ ‘Catalina’ 
§ ‘Cloverdale’ 
§ ‘Everett’s Choice’ 
§ ‘Liz Parsons Hybrid’ 
§ ‘Marin Pink’ 
§ ‘Sierra Salmon’ 

o Oenothera elata 
• Papaveraceae-Poppy Family 

o Dendromecon harfordii, Island bush 
poppy 

o Romneya coulteri, Matilija poppy 
• Phryraceae, Dropseed family 
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o Diplacus aurantiacus, Bush 
monkeyflower 

§ ‘Changeling’ 
§ ‘Eleanor’ 
§ ‘Jelly Bean Fiesta Marigld’ 
§ ‘Jelly Bean Orange’ 
§ ‘Jelly Bean Terra Cotta’ 
§ ‘Trish’ 
§ ‘Vibrant Red’ 

• Pinaceae-Pine family 
o Pinus torreyana, Torrey pine 

• Plantaginceae-Plantain family 
o Penstemon heterophyllus, Foothill 

penstemon 
§ ‘Margarita BOP’ 
§ ‘Electric Blue’  
§ ‘Blue Gem’ 

o Penstemon spectabilis, Showy 
penstemon 

o Penstemon centranthifolius, Scarlet 
bugler 

o Keckiella cordifolia, Heart leafed 
snapdragon 

o Keckiella antirrhinoides, Chaparral 
snapdragon 

o Gambelia speciosa, Island 
snapdragon 

§ ‘Boca Rosa’ 
§ ‘Pink Panther’  

• Platanaceae, Sycamore family 
o Platanus racemosa 

• Polygonaceae-Buckwheat family 
o Eriogonum arborescens, Santa Cruz 

Island buckwheat 
o Eriogonum cinereum, Ashy-leaf 

buckwheat 
o Eriogonum crocatum, Saffron 

buckwheat 

o Eriogonum fasciculatum, California 
buckwheat 

§ ‘Bruce Dickinson’ 
§ ‘Dana Point’ 
§ ‘Theodore Payne’ 

o Eriogonum giganteum, St. 
Catherine’s lace 

§ x blissianum 
o Eriogonum parvifolium, Cliff 

buckwheat 
o Eriogonum. grande var. rubescens, 

Red-flowered buckwheat 
• Poaceae, Grass family 

o Aristida purpurea, Purple three awn 
o Bouteloua curtipendula, Side oat 

grama 
o Bouteloua gracilis, Blue grama 
o Elymus condensatus, Giant wild rye 

§ ‘Canyon Prince’ 
o Festuca californica, CA fescue 
o Festuca idahoensis, Idaho fescue 
o Festuca occidentalis, Western fescue 
o Festuca rubra var. molate, Red 

creeping fescue 
o Muhlenbergia rigens, Deergrass 
o Sporobolus airoides, Alkalai sacaton 
o Sporobolus wrightii, Giant sacaton 
o Stipa coronata, Giant needle grass 
o Stipa pulchra, Purple needle grass 

• Rhamnaceae-Buckthorn family 
o Ceanothus sp.-Shrub-type CA lilac 

§ ‘Blue Jeans’ 
§ ‘Concha’ 
§ ‘Far Horizons’ 
§ ‘Frosty Blue’ 
§ ‘Ray Hartman’ 
§ ‘Siempre Blue’ 
§ ‘Skylark’ 
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o Ceanothus sp.-Groundcover-type CA 
lilac 

§ ‘Anchor Bay’ 
§ ‘Diamond Heights’ 
§ ‘Fosty Dawn’ 
§ ‘Joyce Coulter’ 
§ ‘Valley Violet’ 
§ ‘Yankee Point’ 
§ hearstiorum 
 

o Frangula californica, Coffeeberry 
§ ‘Ed Holm’ 
§ ‘Eve Case’ 
§ ‘Leather Leaf’ 
§ ‘Mound San Bruno’ 

• Rosaceae-Rose family 
o Adenostoma fascicualtum 

§ ‘Nicolas’ 
§ ‘Santa Cruz Island’ 
§ ‘Black Diamond’ 

o Heteromeles arbutifolia, Toyon 
§ ‘Davis Gold’ 

o Lyonothamnus floribundus var. 
aspleniifolius, Santa Cruz Island 
ironwood 

o Prunus ilicifolia, Hollyleaf cherry 
o Prunus ilicifolia var. lyoni, Catalina 

island cherry 
o Rosa californica, CA wild rose 

• Saxifragaceae, Saxifrage family 
o Heuchera maxima, Island alum root 

§ ‘Canyon Pink’ 
§ ‘Canyon Belle’ 
§ ‘Canyon Delight’ 
§ ‘Canyon Duet’ 
§ ‘Canyon Chimes’ 
§ ‘Rosada’ 
§ ‘Wendy’ 
§ ‘Opal’ 
§ ‘Ole la Rochette’ 
§ ‘Santa Ana Cardinal’ 

• Solanceae, Nightshade family 
o Datura wrightii, Sacred datura 
o Solanum hindsianum, Mariola 
o Solanum xanti, Baja nightshade 

• Verbenaceae, Vervain family 
o  Verbena lilacina, Lilac verbena

 
Resources: 
 
 

• Books 
o Botany in a Day 
o CA Native Plants for the Garden 
o CA Plants: A guide to our iconic flora 
o Field Guide to the Flora of the San Gabriel Mountains 
o Jepson Manual 

• Websites 
o https://www.calflora.org/ 
o https://www.inaturalist.org/  
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o https://theodorepayne.org/nativeplantdatabase/index.php?title=Main_Page 
o https://www.laspilitas.com/ 
o https://californianativeplants.com/ 
o https://ucjeps.berkeley.edu/eflora/  

• Glossary of botanical terms 
o https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glossary_of_botanical_terms 
o https://florabase.dpaw.wa.gov.au/help/glossary 

• Other 
o Theodore Payne Annual Garden Tour 
o Hiking your local mountains and taking lots of pictures 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


