How to Get Inspired with CA Native Plants?

Take an Autumn Walk in Visalia


Sue Rideout, UC Master Gardener

Now that the weather has cooled and walking is more pleasurable, try a leisurely stroll through the Mill Creek Trailway that runs along both sides of the creek between Conyer and Stevenson just south of Main Street in Visalia.  There the California native plants are welcoming the fall season with new shows of greenery and blossoms.  Many native plants remain dormant in summer, emerging with beautiful new life in the fall.  Now’s the chance to see which ones might do well in your landscape setting.
This Saturday (Oct 25) is ‘Make a Difference Day’. Volunteers from throughout the community will gather at several sites in Visalia to clean up gardens, and the Conyer Millcreek Trail, just east of Redwood High School, is one of those sites.  At 8:30 am Tulare/Kings County Master Gardeners will be at the Conyer site to teach you more about drought tolerant native plants as we work the trail. At 10:00 am there will be a propagating class open to anyone who is interested. You will be able to take cuttings from the plants in the garden and learn how to ‘root them’ in 6 pack containers. Anyone is welcome to attend and take home cuttings of the following plants.  
Starting on the south side of the creek at Conyer, great mounds of Deer Grass (Muhlenbergia rigens) greet you, swaying in the breeze. This drought tolerant grass grows 4 feet high with flower plumes that reach 2 feet above the leaf clump.  Common rush (Juncus effuses) grow nearby with grass-like cylindrical stems. Berkeley Sedge (Carex tumulicola) with its flowing evergreen leaves also line the Trailway.   Hiding behind the grasses is California Tansy (Phacelia) with low-growing soft gray green leaves and lavender-white blossoms.
Several sages flourish along the path.  California White Sage (Salvia apiana) is an evergreen shrub which grows 3 to 5 feet tall with wooly, aromatic, silvery foliage.  Black Sage (Salvia mellifera), the most common of California sages, bears lance shaped-dark green fragrant leaves.  The sweet aroma of Cleveland Sage (Salvia clevelandii) will draw you to this handsome drought tolerant shrub.  Purple Sage (Salvia leucophylla) with its arching branches still has some whirls of purple flowers showing. If you touch any of the sages your hands will have that wonderful smell all day.
California Fuchsia (Zauschneria californica), one of the showiest of the State’s wildflowers, is coming into full bloom.  Their nodding red-orange blossoms are a hummingbird magnet.  Two varieties grow along the Trailway: ‘Silver Select’ with narrow gray green leaves and ‘Everett’s Choice’, a shorter variety with rounder green leaves. Both reseed themselves over and over to create large swaths of color.
On the creek bank grows a handsome Fig tree. This plant was planted by droppings from birds. A Mediterranean native, Fig trees do extremely well in our hot climate.  It bears bright green deeply lobed leaves nearly a foot wide and long, seemingly in defiance of heat and drought.

Monterey Manzanita graces the Trailway. An evergreen spreading bush, it bears bright green flat leaves.  This shrub thrives on poor soil and little water. The branches are beautiful and often used in fall flower arrangements.  Firethorn (Pyracantha koidzumii), another shrub which grows well in hot dry climates, is showing its red berries just in time for the fall and winter holidays. 

There is a ground cover type of wild lilac Ceanothus ‘Bee’s Bliss’ sprawling along the Trailway.  Growing only about a foot high with an eight foot spread these low shrubs with their lovely blue clusters of flowers add spring interest to the evergreen foliage. This plant is very drought tolerant in our Central Valley. Another drought tolerant shrub, Snowberry (Symphoricarpos albus) produces white berries which hang like pearls above green leaves.

On the north side of the creek is a newer garden pathway.  Yarrow (Achillea millefolium californica) grows in patches on either side of the path, sporting flat clusters of pink and white flowers above fernlike aromatic leaves.  You can grab a clump of the dried flowers, then shake them out into your own garden and you will soon have little seedlings appear. Coral Bells (Heuchera micrantha) are showing new green growth with the cooler weather. In Spring these plants will put up tall spikes filled with tiny pink or white flowers. The California Penstemon is still blooming with flower colors of red and pink.
Grasses along the north side winding path include Deer Grass, Elijah Blue Fescue in its tidy little mounds, and Juncus with brown flowers waving in the breeze. There are several low bushes of Mexican Blue Sage (Salvia chamaidryoides).  This lovely plant is also known as Electric Blue Sage because of its brilliant tiny blue flowers borne above silvery green leaves.

There is a new grass along this side that has just burst into beautiful bloom with rosy colored featherlike plumes.  It is called Pink Muhly or (Muhlenbergia capillaries). The Master Gardeners have just identified this plant and it is our new favorite!

If you are considering water-wise gardening, take the time to stroll along the Trailway and see these California natives.  They are all drought tolerant, thrive in poor soil, don’t attract pests and are pleasing to the eye.  October is the best month to plant these sturdy perennials to give their roots a chance to establish during the wet season.
