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To identify plants use some of your senses (and your common sense):
Look at:
۵ plant size and shape
۵ leaf size, shape, color, texture and arrangement
۵ flower types, color, arrangement

Touch (with care):
۵ fuzzy or smooth leaves
۵ stiff or flexible stems

Smell:
۵ Many California plants have very distinctive odors especially in their leaves
۵ Some weeds are easily distinguished from natives by their smell

Taste:
۵ Never taste a plant you are unsure of. Some plants are poisonous!!!
Listen:
۵ Rustling leaves can be hint.

Riparian Forest
Many conditions determine whether a plant will grow in an area
or not. Some of these are available sunlight, water, soil texture,
available soil nutrients and disturbance conditions, such as
periodic flooding or fire.
Some plants are often found together. Either they require similar
conditions, or one provides something the other needs. For
example, a large oak tree may provide shade and organic material
for understory plants that are commonly found with it.
Botanists have noticed plant associations for many years. The
plants included in this presentation are all found in a riparian (river)
setting where fresh water is abundant. The plant associations that
are probably represented here are the white alder association or the
Fremont cottonwood association. Both are commonly found with
willows, sycamores and other riparian species.

CALIFORNIA NATIVE
Botanical Name: Alnus rhombifolia
Common Name: white alder
•Key Identifying Traits: Deciduous, upright tree, height: 30ft. width: 25ft. Simple,
toothed leaves. Smooth, sometimes shiny, gray bark. Scars from branches look like
eyes. Has male and female flowers in the form of catkins. Female catkins look like
small pinecones.
•Other facts: Often grows in pure stands along rivers. Requires constant source of
water.
•May be confused with: Cottonwood. The alder has a smooth bark, with “eyes,”
catkins and ovate leaves.

CALIFORNIA NATIVE
Botanical Name: Populus fremontii
Common Name: Fremont cottonwood
•Key Identifying Traits: Deciduous tree, height: 30 ft., width: 35 ft.. Simple, alternate leaves, scalloped margins,
heart-shaped. Leaf stems are flattened.
•Other facts: Flat stems cause leaves to flutter. This may be an adaptation to lessen insect damage to leaves. The
name, cottonwood, refers to the cottony fibers of the seed capsules. When the seed capsules burst, it looks like
snow under the trees. The wind catches the fibers and blows them around spreading the seeds.
•May be confused with: White alder. Both are medium-sized deciduous trees found near rivers. The cottonwood
has a rough bark, and a leaf that is rounder and often heart-shaped.

CALIFORNIA NATIVE
Botanical Name: Artemisia douglasiana
Common Name: mugwort
•Key Identifying Traits: Perennial, height: 3-5 ft., width: 3ft. Simple, alternative leaves, long
and thin. Leaf margin can be smooth to coarsely lobed near tip. Top is dark green and
beneath is white and hairy.
•Other facts: Many medicinal and ceremonial uses. Some medicinal uses include compress
for wounds, earaches and rheumatism.
•May be confused with:

CALIFORNIA NATIVE
Botanical Name: Platanus racemosa
Common Name: western sycamore
•Key Identifying Traits: Deciduous tree, height: 40 ft., width: 40 ft. May have unusual branching structure. Simple,
alternate, palmate leaf. Soft, round seed pods arranged like dangling earrings.
•Other facts: Soft fuzz on lower surface of leaf used by hummingbirds to line their nests. The fuzz can irritate the eyes,
nose and throat. Twig die back (a disease causing twig tips to wilt and die) results in unusual shapes for adult trees.
The western sycamore hybridizes with the non-native plane tree which is a common horticultural plant. The string of
seed pods is found on the CA. native while the non-natives usually have only one or two pods hanging from a stem. It is
feared that most CA populations include plane tree hybrids .
•May be confused with: Non-native London plane trees.

CALIFORNIA NATIVE
Botanical Name: Toxicodendron diversilobia
Common Name: poison oak
•Key Identifying Traits: Deciduous shrub or vine with three
glossy, lobed leaflets. Leaves are red when young and old. Has
no thorns. Difficult to identify when leaves have fallen.
•Other facts: Can cause serious rash, usually three days after
contact. Rash can occur from contact with stems even after leaves
have fallen. KNOW THIS PLANT!!
•May be confused with: Rhus trilobata (Squaw bush), Rubus
ursinus (Ca. blackberry)

CALIFORNIA NATIVE PLANTS
• white alder
• Fremont cottonwood
• mugwort
• western sycamore
• poison oak

WEED
Botanical Name: Washingtonia robusta
Common Name: Mexican fan palm
•Key Identifying Traits: Palm tree with large, fan-shaped leaves.
•Other facts: Common horticultural species and troublesome weed in southern California. May hybridize with the CA
fan palm.
•May be confused with: California fan palm (W. filifera). Native palm is less abundant and usually found near seeps,
springs and streams in desert areas. Not native to the LA River. Mature CA fan palms have wider trunks, are shorter
and have a larger, more open head. Their leaves are not as dark green and shiny as the Mexican fan palm.

WEED
Botanical Name: Eucalyptus species
Common Name: eucalyptus or gum tree
•Key Identifying Traits: Evergreen tree, height: 75 ft. +, width: 30 ft. Simple, alternate blue-gray leaves, lanceolate
to sickle shape, leathery. Some eucalytuses are tall, upright and narrow. Most have aromatic leaves.
•Other facts: Many eucalyptus species, mostly from Australia. Some have naturalized throughout CA. In the early
1900s many were planted to be harvested for hardwood but euculyptus wood is poor and has no commercial value.
•May be confused with:

WEED
Botanical Name: Eichhornia crassipes
Common Name: water hyacinth
•Key Identifying Traits: Perennial, often free-floating. Shiny, round, dark green leaves, arranged in basal rosette.
Petiole (leaf stem) may be inflated.
•Other facts: Naturalizes easily in waterways. Water hyacinth probably comes from tropical or subtropical America,
possibly Africa. Spreads mainly through vegetative means (not flowers), may be the world’s most troublesome weed.
•May be confused with: Yellow water weed. Round, dark green leaves radiating from central point (basal rosette) is
different from yellow water weed. Also has white, light blue or lavender flowers.

WEED
Botanical Name: Cynodon dactylon
Common Name: Bermuda grass
•Key Identifying Traits: Creeping, perennial grass, height: up to about 5 in. Leaves usually smooth, about 1 in.
long. Flowering stems are upright with 3 to 7 radiating spikes. Roots develop at nodes along creeping stems.
•Other facts: Nuisance weed, probably introduced for lawns.
•May be confused with: Other grasses, especially saltgrass.

WEED
Botanical Name: Hedera species
Common Name: ivy
•Key Identifying Traits: Woody groundcover and vine. The thick, dark green, leathery leaves are often lobed. English
ivy has duller dark green leaves, while Algerian ivy has shiny and usually larger leaves.
•Other facts: Very common groundcover in California. Used on fences and walls, and even on highways. English ivy
accepts more aridity and may be more commonly found naturalizing in riparian areas. Harbors rats, snails and slugs.
•May be confused with: Boston ivy, another non-native that escapes cultivation. Boston ivy (Parthenocissus
tricuspidata) is deciduous while Hedera is not.

EXOTIC AND INVASIVE WEEDS
• Mexican fan palm
• eucalyptus
• water hyacinth
• Burmuda grass
• ivy
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All three are common, riparian trees. All are deciduous. Compare the leaf
shapes. What is similar and what is different? Can you identify them?
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