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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.

NATIVE TREES AND LARGE SHRUBS
•
•
•
•
•
•

Coast live oak
Engelmann oak
So. CA black walnut
Western sycamore
Blue elderberry
Toyon

•
•
•
•
•

Sugar bush
Laurel sumac
Lemonade berry
Yellow willow
Holly-leaf cherry

NATIVE
Coast Live Oak (Quercus agrifolia)
•
•

•

Key Identifying Traits: Broad, evergreen oak tree with dark green leaves. Leaves cupped, green above, usually
lighter beneath, with spines on margin Trunk is massive with gray bark. Tree, height: up to 30’, width: 35’
Other facts: Magnificent native tree. Resistant to many pests and diseases but susceptible to oak root fungus
(Armillaria mellea). To protect from root fungus, water established trees infrequently but deeply and avoid summer
water.
May be confused with: Other oaks. Cupped leaves with spiny margins distinguish this oak. Bark is often smooth
gray but in mature trees can be rough and variable.

NATIVE
Engelmann oak (Quercus engelmannii)
•
•

•

Key Identifying Traits: Drought deciduous tree, height: rarely taller than 40 ft., width: mature tree broader than tall.
Narrowly furrowed mature bark. In age, leaves pale blue-green.
Other facts: Limited range, only found in Southern California and northern Baja California. Known as Pasadena oak
in LA County. An old growth grove exists in the LA Arborteum. State and Global ranked as vulnerable, CA Rare
Plant Rank: uncommon and fairly endangered in California.
May be confused with: Other evergreen oaks including coast live oak and canyon oak.

NATIVE
Southern California black walnut (Juglans californica)
•
•

•

Key Identifying Traits: Deciduous tree with compound leaves. Usually branching from ground. 11-15 leaflets 13”, full leaf is 6-9”. Tree, ht: to 25’, width: 20’+.
Other facts: Many of Southern California’s stands of walnuts have been lost to development. Commercial walnuts
come from J. regia (English or Persian walnut). The Northern California black walnut is often used as a root stock
for the commercial English walnuts.
May be confused with: Tree-of-heaven (Ailanthus). Ailanthus is a very weedy tree from China. It has compound
leaves like walnut, but it has smooth bark, pastel-like colors, longer leaves, disagreeable odor. Doesn’t branch as
much as walnut and has a winged seed (like maples).

NATIVE
Western Sycamore (Platanus racemosa)
•
•

•

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 plane trees.

NATIVE
Blue elderberry (Sambucus nigra ssp. canadensis*)
•
•
•

Key Identifying Traits: Small, deciduous tree or shrub with compound leaves. Lots of dead branches give this
plant a ‘trashy’ look. Compound leaf, leaflets have serrated edges. Tree, ht: to 20’, width: 20’.
Other facts: Important habitat plant. It is a food source for birds and other animals. Birds also use dead branches
for nests. Thicket provides cover for animals. *Jepson 1993, Sambucus mexicana
May be confused with: Has compound leaves like the walnut and Ailanthus. More shrubby than both and has very
messy look with tangle of thin dead branches.

NATIVE
Toyon, Christmas berry (Heteromeles arbutifolia)
•
•
•

Key Identifying Traits: Large evergreen shrub, small tree. Leathery, simple leaves, dark green with toothed
margins. Flower has unpleasant odor. Shrub, ht: 15-25’, width: 15’.
Other facts: The red berries in winter are reminiscent of red holly berries, though this plant is not in the holly family
but rather in the rose family. Important winter berry source for birds.
May be confused with: Other large shrubs: sugar bush, laurel sumac, lemonade berry. Distinguished by red berries
and toothed leaf margin.

NATIVE
Sugar bush (Rhus ovata)
•
•
•

Key Identifying Traits: Evergreen shrub with leathery, alternate leaves, often folded in the center (like a taco) with
a pointed tip. Ht: up to 15 ft. tall and wide.
Other facts: Sticky reddish fruits are slightly sweet, hence its common name, can be eaten fresh or dried. This plant
is very similar to lemonade berry and the two actually hybridize in nature.
May be confused with: Lemonade berry, laurel sumac. Sugar bush leaves often fold in middle, generally have
smooth leaf margins, and often have a pointed tip. Lemonade berry leaves are usually flatter, more oval shaped, often
toothed. Since these plants hybridize it can be very difficult to distinguish them in the wild. Laurel sumac usually has
longer leaf stems or petioles.

NATIVE
Laurel sumac (Malosma laurina )
•
•
•

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.

NATIVE
Lemonade berry (Rhus integrifolia)
•
•
•

Key Identifying Traits: Evergreen shrub with shiny, alternate leaves. Leaves may have teeth. Ht: up to 10 - 15’,
width: 10’.
Other facts: Seeds are covered with red-brown pulp which has a sour, lemony flavor.
May be confused with: Sugar bush and laurel sumac. See sugar bush description for distinguishing details.

NATIVE
Shining willow (Salix lasiandra ssp. lasiandra* )
•
•
•

Key Identifying Traits: Deciduous tree/shrub with shiny, narrow leaves. Ht: less than 30 ft. tall.
Other facts: The willow in the park grew on its own. Although it is located on a mound there must be water
available because it has thrived with no irrigation. *Jepson 93: S. lucida ssp. lasinadra
May be confused with: Other willows.

NATIVE
Holly-leaf cherry (Prunus ilicifolia)
•
•
•

Key Identifying Traits: Evergreen shrub with shiny green leaves, toothed margins. Ht: 10 - 15’, width: 10’.
Other facts: Wild cherries enjoyed by birds.
May be confused with: Coffeeberry or redberry (Rhamnus spp.) though flowers and fruits are distinctive. Crushed
leaves and young stems give off almond scent due to cyancide.

