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۵  plant size and shape

۵  leaf size, shape, color, texture and arrangement

۵  flower types, color, arrangement

To identify plants use some of your senses (and your common sense):To identify plants use some of your senses (and your common sense):

Look at:Look at:

Touch (with care):Touch (with care):

۵  fuzzy or smooth leaves

۵  stiff or flexible stems

Smell:Smell:

۵  Never taste a plant you are unsure of.  Some plants are poisonous!!!

۵  Many California plants have very distinctive odors especially in their leaves

۵  Some weeds are easily distinguished from natives by their smell

Taste:Taste:

Listen:Listen:

۵  Rustling leaves can be hint.



  

Exotic and Invasive Weeds

• Russian thistle or tumbleweed

• sow thistle

• black mustard

• ripgut

• castor bean



  

Botanical Name: Salsola iberica
Common Name: Russian thistle or tumbleweed

•Key Identifying Traits:  Needle-like leaves, thorny, rounded shrub, stripes on stems.

•Other facts:  Introduced from Russia in 1800s.  Seeds spread as plant breaks off main 
stem and blows around as tumbleweed.

•May be confused with:  California buckwheat, California sagebrush.

WEED



  

Botanical Name: Sonchus oleraceus
Common Name: annual sow thistle

•Key Identifying Traits:  Dandelion-like yellow flower, seeds spread by wind, seed head is spherical 
with “parachute” for each seed.  Lower leaves have stalks, upper leaves clasp stem.  

•Other facts:  Comes from Europe and is found throughout the west in disturbed areas (vacant lots, 
roadsides).  There are many other sow thistles (same genus, different species).

•May be confused with:  Dandelion. 

WEED



  

Botanical Name: Brassica nigra 
Common Name: black mustard

•Key Identifying Traits: Head with small yellow flowers, 4 petals/flower.  Seeds smell like mustard.  

•Other facts: Comes from Europe. Gives CA. hills light yellow tint in spring.  Very widespread. Some 
speculate that this and other exotic annuals may be linked to decline of oaks  (fewer immature oaks 
survive with abundance of black mustard and ripgut). This plant is cultivated for its mustard seed.

•May be confused with: Other exotic mustards.  4 petals are characteristic of Mustard Family.

WEED



  

Botanical Name: Bromus diandrus 
Common Name: annual ripgut

•Key Identifying Traits: long, flower spikelets.  Smooth in one direction, sharp in other.    

•Other facts:  Naturalized, European species.  Forage for animals when plant is young but the mature 
flowers/seeds are injurious to eyes, nose, ears and internally.  

•May be confused with: Other grasses.  Difficult to distinguish grasses without flowers or seeds. 
Exotic grasses often have seeds that stick to clothing or fur.  CA natives are usually not sharp like this.

WEED



  

Botanical Name: Ricinus communis 
Common Name: castor bean

•Key Identifying Traits: Large shrub with large, palmate leaf, sharply toothed.  Reddish tint to leaves, 
stems and berries.

•Other facts:  HANDLE WITH CARE: Berries are poisonous!  From warm regions of Europe.

•May be confused with: Nothing native. May be confused with Fatsia japonica (Japanese aralia) - 
horticultural plant.

WEED



  

California Native Plants

• California buckwheat

• laurel sumac

• bush sunflower

• woolly blue curls

• sagebrush

• poison oak

• needlegrass



  

Botanical Name: Eriogonum fasciculatum 
Common Name: California buckwheat

•Key Identifying Traits: shrub with small, linear dark green leaves arranged in bundles. Whitish 
flowers, turn rust in late summer.  

•Other facts:  Common coastal sage scrub  and chaparral plant.  Bees prefer this flower and the honey 
they make from it is especially delicious.

•May be confused with: Woolly blue curls, tumbleweed, rosemary.  

CALIFORNIA NATIVE



  

Botanical Name: Malosma laurina 
Common Name: laurel sumac

•Key Identifying Traits: Spatulate-shaped leaf, long petiole (leaf stem).  Leaves have smooth edges.  
Reddish, brown bark and stems.    

•Other facts: Very common shrub throughout our mountains.

•May be confused with: Sugar bush and lemonade berry. 

CALIFORNIA NATIVE



  

Botanical Name: Encelia californica
Common Name: bush sunflower, encelia

•Key Identifying Traits: When flowering, yellow rayed sunflower with dark disk flowers.  When not in bloom, shrub 
with simple, alternate leaves.  Green on both sides, lanceolate shaped, 3-veined from base.

•Other facts: Blooms March to June in Coast Sage and Chaparral.

•May be confused with:  Common sunflower.

CALIFORNIA NATIVE



  

Botanical Name: Trichostema lanatum 
Common Name: woolly blue-curls

•Key Identifying Traits: Shiny, linear leaves with opposite arrangement.  Leaves turn under at edges.  Stems are square 
like many in mint family.   Smell the leaves!  Long stamen that curl from woolly flowers.

•Other facts: Has blue pollen.  When bees pollinate flowers they carry packets of blue pollen.  Also called Romero, 
Spanish for rosemary, because leaves look like rosemary.

•May be confused with: Rosemary and CA. buckwheat. 

CALIFORNIA NATIVE



  

Botanical Name: Artemisia californica 
Common Name: sagebrush

•Key Identifying Traits: Light gray-green, thread-like leaves.  AROMATIC. 

•Other facts: Called Romerillo in Spanish.  Used medicinally by early Spanish Californians for 
bronchitis, wounds and swelling and many other ailments.

•May be confused with: Fennel, tumbleweed.  (SMELL distinguishes this plant from all others.)

CALIFORNIA NATIVE



  

Botanical Name: Toxicodendron diversilobum
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



  

Botanical Name: Stipa species, formerly Nassella
Common Name: needlegrass

•Key Identifying Traits:  Long, thin blades.  Most important trait is long, needle-like inflorescence.

•Other facts: Once was a major species of the CA grassland from Central Valley south to San Diego 
County.

•May be confused with: Ripgut.  Grasses are particularly difficult to distinguish without inflorescence 
(flowering parts).  A good rule of thumb is that CA native grasses don’t stick to your clothes, while 
Mediterranean annuals often do.  

CALIFORNIA NATIVE


