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Introduction 

I am a skilled horticulturist on the Outdoor Biome team at The Eden Project. I look after a variety of areas 

in the garden, one being the pollination garden where we try to highlight plants that are great for attracting 

pollinators. There has been a dramatic reduction in native pollinators in the last few years and I hope within 

my role at Eden I can engage with the public to be more conscious of what they plant in their own gardens 

and inspire them to use natives to help the native insect population.   

What first drew me to California was an article highlighting some of the must see gardens of the USA and it 

was the ones on the west coast that really caught my eye. It has always been a goal of mine to see the great 

Sequoias in the national parks of California and see the different climatic regions of the state. The vast array 

of species to observe was incredible and I thought that visiting would be a great asset to my horticultural 

development.  

The purpose of visiting California was to learn about their native species and their adaptations to the 

climate as well as the native pollinators of these species. I visited a number of botanical gardens that used 

natives in ornamental gardens and observed how they engaged with their visitors to try to do the same in 

their own gardens. To observe the different climatic zones of California I visited numerous gardens along 

the west coast as well as traveling inland to observe species in the wild and at different altitudes.  

Although there is no current plan to create an outdoor California garden at Eden I hope to propose one in 

the future developments of the Wild Edge which exhibits various geographical zones, which currently 

include outdoor Mediterranean, wild Cornwall and Prairie.                        

Aims and objectives  

 Expand my plant knowledge and identify Mediterranean coastal, desert and forest species and 

their adaptations to the climatic conditions of California.  

 Gain in-depth knowledge of the planning of water conscious gardens at San Diego and Santa 

Barbara Botanic gardens by meeting with their gardeners.  

 Identify and Observe Californian native species (including Sequoias) in their natural habitat. 

 Create a photographic portfolio of Californian native species in varied habitats. 

 Observe and compare interpretation and visitor engagement techniques at botanic gardens and 

national parks in California, create a photographic portfolio of these.  

 Gain knowledge of native pollinators by observing them at botanic gardens, parks and in the wild 

where possible understanding the season. 

 Enhance relations between The Eden Project and botanic gardens in California by meeting with 

horticultural professionals at the gardens I visit, from contacts I have acquired from colleagues 

and from making my own enquiries. 
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Itinerary 

7th – 25th March 2019 

7th -  17.00 landed in San Diego 

8th -  Balboa Park  

9th - Balboa Park 

10th -  La Jolla 

11th -   San Diego Zoo and Safari Park 

12th -  San Diego Botanical Gardens, drive to Los Angeles  

13th -   Huntington library and botanic garden, Griffith Park and observatory 

14th -  Getty Museum and Gardens 

15th -  Drive to Sequoia National Park  

16th -  Sequoia National Park  

17th -  Drive to Yosemite National Park  

18th -  Yosemite National Park 

19th -  Yosemite National Park 

20th -  Drive to Monterey  

21st -  Big Sur National Park 

22nd -  Lotusland, Santa Barbara  

23rd -  Explored Santa Barbara  

24th -  Santa Barbara Botanic garden  

25th -  Drive to Los Angeles, Fly home  
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California 

Situated on the west coast of America, California is known for its Mediterranean climate although because of its 

size the areas range from arid Desert to temperate rainforest.  

The main vegetation communities of southern California are as follows –  

 

 

 

 

Fig 1. Map of Southern California with visit points.  
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Fig 2. Map of main vegetation regions of California.  
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Chaparral 
The most extensive native plant community and most characteristic of California. The chaparral is a shrub 

dominated area with hard leaved plants that have adapted to the hot dry summers and mild wet winters. 

Fires occur naturally every 30 – 150 years but more frequent fires in recent years have led to habitat loss 

and non-native grasslands taking hold. The vegetation often grows dense, continuously which creates a 

potential flammable landscape. The plants also have various characteristics that make them more 

flammable – volatile oils, small leaves and peeling bark as well as being able to rejuvenate after the fire has 

passed. 

Some of the most common plants found here include woody shrubs such as Adenostoma fasciculatum, 

Arctostaphylos spp, Ceaonthus spp, Quercus berberidifoli, Malosma laurina as well as some softer plants 

which include, Eriogonum fasciculatum, Salvia spp, Yucca spp. 

Sage scrub 
Sage scrub can be found in coastal valleys, plains and sandy interior foothills below 2,500 ft. Typically it is 

shorter and more open than chaparral and is the most common habitat in the coastal areas. Due to 

development and farming this plant community has reduced to less than 15% of the area it previously 

covered prior to European settlement. Here there is also an issue with too frequent fires reducing the native 

diversity and the areas convert to weedy annual grasses.  

The plant communities here are drought deciduous consisting of soft leaved shrubs such as Artemisia 

californica, Salvia spp and sometimes some woodier plants such as Yuccas and Rhus integrifolia as well as 

some Opuntia spp and Cylindropuntia spp.  

Oak woodlands and savannahs 
In the south these woodlands are dominated by Quercus agrifolia. Individual trees or clumps can be found 

in open savannahs, broad valleys and rolling hills, while dense canopies can be found along streams. Other 

species include Heteromeles arbutifolia, Prunus ilicifolia and Sambucus mexicana. Oaks have large spreading 

canopies with similar wide root systems that inhibit growth of flammable species, keeping the ground cool 

and moist. They can be a good tree to have around your home to prevent fires and many counties restrict 

pruning because of their excellent fire prevention qualities.  

Montane Forest 
Typically pine and fir dominated, montane occurs at higher elevations, 3,000 ft. to 8,500 ft. and have 

exceptional diversity, supporting over 30 different species of conifer. These forests rely on specific climatic 

conditions of seasonal fires, summer drought with an average annual temperature of 7-12 Celsius and 

about 80 cm of rainfall per year. Pseudotsuga macrocarpa and Pinus coulteri are found at lower elevations 

in rocky areas where wild fires are less prevalent. Species from higher slopes include Pinus contorta ssp. 

murrayana, Pinus ponderosa, Pinus jeffreyi, Pinus lambertiana, Abies concolor, Calocedrus decurrens and 

Juniperus occidentalis. Most Montane forest in California can be found in National Forests with a few 

isolated communities at high altitudes.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arctostaphylos_franciscana
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Desert Montane 
The arid slopes of inland southern California are characterised as Desert Montane, these areas of high 

altitude with very little precipitation, often less than 40mm annually, support Pinyon juniper woodland, 

dry chaparral, sagebrush and desert scrub communities. Like most of the vegetation zones in California, the 

desert montane areas have also been affected by frequent fires and the invasion of non-native grasses.  

Riparian Forest  
These zones are the plant communities adjacent to bodies of water, depending on the topography, they can 

be found in narrow canyons or along broad wooded corridors. The riparian forests are subject to frequent 

flooding. Here you can find various deciduous trees such as willows, sycamores and alders. These wet areas 

act as excellent fire breaks, but with the invasion of exotic species, these areas have grown into dense stands 

that dry out in the summer months and rapidly fuel the spread of fire. Non-native species burn much 

quicker than native trees which then expands their range.  

California has the largest economy in the United Sates and one of the most dominant sectors is agriculture. 

There are vast expanses of fruit and nut orchards. All of this crop production requires a large amount of 

water.  

 

California has been in a 7-year drought but according to The National Drought Mitigation centre, the 

drought officially ended in March 2019 due to heavy rains and huge snowstorms. Because of this, 

businesses and the public are urged to use less water around their homes and within their gardens. The 

Californian government gives out advice on how to reduce water use and how to landscape gardens that 

will use less water and provide protection from fire.   Future droughts will likely become more severe and 

will mean a change in precipitation levels as well as timing. The increased temperatures will result in less 

snowfall. Water that is usually stored in the ‘snow pack’ will not be available during the summer months 

making them drier and thus making the fire season longer. 

These environmental issues mean there is a big push to make gardens, business and agriculture more 

sustainable in the current climate.  All of the gardens that I visited were taking various forms of action to 

be more sustainable, by collecting rainwater and planting for their current climate.  

San Diego  

After a reasonable flight from Heathrow, we landed in San Diego at 5.00pm and made our way to our 

accommodation to get some much needed rest.  

We started bright and early the next day, as we wanted to walk through Balboa Park towards the city centre, 

which was a fair few miles. Our accommodation was situated to the north east of the park so we started on 

the east side and walked down through the park and then into the downtown area of San Diego.  The park 

holds 350 species across 1200 acres of hills and canyons. The east side of the park has a much ‘wilder’ feel 

compared to the west side, where the museums and amenity gardens can be found. In the east side of the 



10 
 

park I visited the Florida Canyon Native Plant Preserve and the Californian native plant garden. There are 

nature trails planted with native species and the area is managed like a conservation area rather than a 

garden, the rangers are currently conducting an exotic plant removal project to return the canyon to its 

original habitat. It gives the visitor an idea of the original landscape of the park. In the 150 acres of coastal 

sage scrub you can find some of San Diego county’s native plants which provides important habitat for 

native wildlife. 

Dichelostemma capitatum just coming into flower, commonly found in open slopes, scrub and chaparral 

areas, can survive dry conditions in many kinds of terrain.  

An abundance of Salvia clevelandii and Salvia mellifera with masses of honey bees.  

Isomeris arborea native shrub common near the coast or in low desert, prefers alkaline soils or sand. 

Main vegetation small to medium shrubs, annuals and perennials.  

 

 

 

 

Fig 3. Nature trails through the Californian natives gardens of Balboa Park.  
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Fig 4. Map of Balboa Park and our route through the park.  Fig 5. Dichelostemma capitatum 

Fig 6 & 7. Salvia clevelandii 
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The second day we visited Balboa Park again but ventured over to the west side. Here there are landscaped 

ornamental gardens with European style buildings. I visited the botanical building, which is one of the 

largest lath structures in the world. Made with 12 miles of red wood slats and originally created for an 

exposition in 1915-16, named The Lath Palace. It was filled with rare and exotic plants and expanded the 

understanding for San Diego’s potential as a centre for ornamental horticulture. Today it holds more than 

2100 permanent plants, including many cycads, ferns and orchids, supplemented with seasonal displays.  

The next garden within the park that I visited was the Alcazar Garden, designed by San Diego architect 

Richard Requa, its design was based on the Alcazar Castle in Seville, Spain. Known for its ornate fountains 

and Moorish tiles, the garden has a formal design with borders of box hedging and is planted with bright 

coloured annuals throughout the year.  

During our visit to Balboa Park we decided to take a small break and had a look round the Museum of Man. 

There were several interesting exhibitions at the time – History of Cannibals, animals, monsters and Beer. 

It was amazing to see the development of beer throughout history in different countries and cultures.  

After the museum we decided to head back to our Airbnb in Northpark ready to go for dinner in the evening.  

We took a route through Balboa Park to look at some of the others gardens along the way. We had a brief 

look into the Japanese friendship garden; the 12-acre garden is an expression of friendship between San 

Diego and its sister City, Yokohama. Next we wondered through the Palm canyon which within its 2 acres 

contains more than 450 palms of 58 species. Our last stop was the Desert Garden which was established in 

1976, within its 2.5 acres it holds a collection in excess of 1,300 plants, which includes succulents and 

drought resistant plants from around the world.  

Fig 8. Isomeris arborea 
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On the third day we ventured up the coast to Mission Beach and the picturesque La Jolla, although it was a 

rest day I was still intrigued by the horticultural delights. The residential planting and coastal plants caught 

my eye. The majority of the gardens contained many succulents, palms, cacti an  d Stelitzia.  

Fig 9. Alcazar Garden in Balboa Park 

Fig 10. Botanical Building   
Fig11. Alcazar Garden planted with Papaver nudicaule 
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Fig 12. Botanical Building   

Fig 13. Balboa Park gardens  
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Fig 14. Botanical Building Fern collection. 

Fig 16. Mission beach residential planting. 

Fig 15. Mission beach residential planting. 
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San Diego Safari Park 

Next on the itinerary was San Diego Safari Park. I met with Linda Post the Horticultural Manager who gave 

me a tour of the parks gardens. Some of the gardens were closed due to some re-landscaping but Linda 

kindly showed us round. The Safari park is part of San Diego Zoo Global and was originally built for a 

breeding programme for the zoo in the 1960’s. The park opened in 1972 and is a centre for wildlife care 

and conservation. They have numerous plant collections with an inventory of 1,750,000 specimens. I was 

especially interested in seeing their Californian Native Scapes, Baja and old world succulent garden as well 

as their 200< forest of Boojums, Fouquieria columnaris, all of which are maintained by a group of committed 

volunteers.  

The park is committed to water conservation by reclaiming and recycling the water used in restrooms, 

streams, fountains, play elements and animal habitat pools. They have 2 wells and a recycled water 

treatment plant that is used to irrigate the site.  

The horticultural team consists of 36 employees, 18 of which are gardeners spread across 5 teams.  

First stop was the Californian Native Scapes garden. It displays more than 1,600 specimens of 500 species 

across 4 acres of various vegetation habitats found in Southern California – montane, chaparral, coastal 

sage scrub, island, riparian cypress, desert transition, low and high desert.  The garden was designed to 

showcase natives and encourage the public to help restore California’s botanical heritage.  

Fig 17. Vertical planting at car hire pick up centre.  
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Next was the Baja and Old World Succulent Garden which showcases various drought tolerant species 

including native Agaves, Yuccas, Palms and Euphorbias as well as more than 200 Boojums, making it the 

largest collection outside of their native habitat. Due to the recent rains and lower temperatures, I was 

lucky enough to observe the Fouquieria columnaris flowering. The small red flower as well the small leaves 

that soon disappear with the heat of the summer months. Fouquierias as well as other desert dwelling 

plants have adapted to the extreme climatic conditions of Southern California by having these adaptations 

–  

 Storing water in their fleshy leaves and stems. Some cacti have a concertina type structure to allow 

the plant to expand and store water to use in the dry periods.  

 A waxy coating helps to reduce water evaporating from the surface of the plant.  

 Spines and dead leaves give the plant extra shade pockets to help reduce water loss. The spines 

also give them extra protection from predation.   

 Light coloured spines, leaves and hairs act as heat reflectors, keeping the plants cool and reducing 

water loss.  

 Fig 18.  Californian native scapes garden. 

Fig 19. Californian native scapes garden. 
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Fig 20. Echinocerus mojavensis in the Baja Garden.  

Fig 21. Baja garden   

Fig 22. Native scapes garden  

Fig 23. Agave shawii 

Fig 24. Cacti and succulent living in close quarters  
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Fig 25. Flowering Fouquieria. 

Fig 26. Agave deserti. 

Fig 27. Yucca valida. 

Fig 28. Pedilanthus macrocarpa. 
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Fig 29. Signage for the Californian Native scapes garden. 

Fig 30. Signage for the Californian Native scapes garden. 
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Fig 31. Baja Garden  Fig 32. Fouquieria diguetii flowering. 

Fig 33. Forest of Fouquieria’s  
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Fig 35. Ceanothus tomentosus Fig 34. Arctostaphylos glauca. 

Fig 36. Old world succulent garden  
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San Diego Botanical Garden 

On our last day in San Diego we started early as we were visiting the botanic garden on the way to travelling 

to Los Angeles. San Diego Botanic Garden was originally a farm and later was the residence of avid plant 

collector Ruth Baird Larabee. In 1957 she donated the land to the County of San Diego as a park and wildlife 

sanctuary. The garden first opened in 1970 and even then had a strong message on water wise gardens. 

The garden hosts more than 4,000 species and varieties over 37 acres. In addition to using recycled water 

for irrigation they also use a variety of systems such as low water sprinklers, weather sensitive controllers, 

dry streams and rain gardens to reduce their environmental impact.  

Here I met with Tony Gernoe the Director of Horticulture. It was great talking with Tony, he has a great 

passion for Californian natives and a wealth of knowledge. He mentioned that the recent rains have greatly 

improved the wild collection which can be found on the perimeter of the Californian Gardenscape. This 

garden is not overly manicured, there are more cultivated species towards the front of the bed with a more 

natural look towards the back of the beds which encourage native pollinators to the area.  

Fig 37. Romneya coulteri. 
Fig 38. Salvia munzii. 
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 Fig 39. Dudleya pulverulenta. Fig 40.  Newly planted Trichostema lanatum protected from 

animal damage 

Fig 41. Salvia creeping along the ground in the Californian garden.   Fig 42. Rosa minutifolia. Only 2 plants of this species grow 

wild in the USA.  
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Fig 43. Manzanita flowering.   Fig 44. Engaging interpretation in the children’s garden.  

Fig 45.  Agave shawii.  
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Fig 46.  Californian garden  

Fig 47.  The back of the Californian garden, the wilder looking area. 

Fig 49.  Interpretation on global warming and water shortages in 

the area.  

Fig 48.  Interpretation on horticultural maintenance.  Fig 50. Interpretation on planting ideas. 



27 
 

 

 

 

Fig 51. Interpretation on how to water more efficiently.  Fig 54. Interpretation on how to plant native pants.  

Fig 52. California’s unique plants.  

Fig 55. Interpretation on recycled water.   

Fig 53. Interpretation explaining environmental 

changes of the region.  

Fig 56. Water wise planting ideas.  
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Fig 57. Succulent display.  Fig 60. Dracaena draco. 

Fig 58. Native people and plants trail signage.  Fig 61. Native people and plants trail signage.  

Fig 62. Information about the local vegetation zones.  Fig 59. Native people and plants trail signage.  
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Fig 65. Information about the local vegetation zones.  

Fig 63. Native plants and people trail. 

Fig 64. Information about planting to help reduce the spread of fire.  Fig 66. Model of a fire safe landscaped home garden.  
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Huntington Library and Botanic garden  

The Huntington is a private non-profit research and educational institution which was founded in 1919 by 

the businessman Henry E. Huntington. Huntington was a man of vision and spent his life collecting books, 

art and plants from across the globe. The botanical gardens cover 120 acres of the 270 acre grounds, 

including one of the oldest and largest collections of succulents in the world. 

I met with Seth Baker and Tim Thibault who gave me an in-depth tour of the garden. Seth was on the design 

team when the new Californian garden was developed and completed. It has been planted with Californian 

natives and other dry climate Mediterranean plants from around the globe. The 6.5-acre garden reflects the 

local Mediterranean climate as well as the agricultural history of the grounds.  

The Ranch Garden is an urban agricultural garden project with an amazing array of ornamental and edible 

plants showing how you can grow food sustainably in the semi-arid landscapes of Southern California. It 

contained some of the original fruit trees interplanted with native shrubs, herbs and annuals. I was hoping 

to see more pollinators but Tim mentioned that it was still a little mild for bees to be flying in the area. I 

saw plenty of honey bees, although these are not native.  

The desert garden was one of my highlights, such an impressive collection of cacti and succulents from 

around the world. The 10 acre garden features more than 2,000 species displaying various drought tolerant 

adaptations with their water storing structures, waxy coatings and thorns to name a few. One of the largest 

collections here was the 500 Golden barrel cacti (Echinocactus grusonii), planted by seed in 1915, which 

were just coming into flower. The golden barrel cactus is one of the most widely cultivated cacti but has 

become one of the most critically endangered plants in its native habitat.  

Other impressive gardens were the Chinese garden that was undergoing a very large expansion, the 

recently donated Cycad display and Japanese garden.  All were completed with excellent finish, perfectly 

mulched.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 67. Californian garden at the entrance to the garden.  
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Fig 68. Entrance to the Japanese Garden.  

Fig 71. The desert garden.   

Fig 70. Chinese Garden.  

Fig 69. The desert Garden, Echinocactus grusonii.  
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We finished exploring the gardens around lunchtime so decided to spend the afternoon exploring Griffith 

Park and taking a walk up to the observatory.  

Griffith Park is a one of the largest urban parks in North America, covering 4,310 acres, located at the 

eastern end of the Santa Monica Mountains. Originally, a Ranch the park was donated to the City of Los 

Angeles in 1896. Currently the park contains various visitor attractions including the LA Zoo, Hollywood 

sign, The Greek theatre and numerous museums. Much of the park comprises of rugged, wild areas with 

hiking and equestrian trails as well as picnic grounds, golf courses and tennis courts to name a few.  

The Getty Centre, Los Angeles  

Although not on my original itinerary, on our second day in Los Angeles we decided to visit The Getty 

centre, which as well as an incredible collection of art, it had a beautifully landscaped garden with a cacti 

display and sculpture garden.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 72. The desert garden.   Fig 73. Stenocereus eurca   

Fig 74. Cacti garden overlooking Los 

Angeles.  
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The central garden is said to be an evolving work of art, which changes with the seasons. The garden lies at 

the centre of the site and has a walkway that crosses over a stream and leads to some custom made trellises 

with Bougainvillea growing within them. The stream filters through an avenue of Platanus acerifolia 

‘Yarwood’ to a pool surrounded by a maze planted with Rhododendron sp.  Many of the outer beds change 

constantly, with various bedding plants, herbs and edible crops.  

 

Fig 75. Bougainvillea growing within the metal trellises.  

Fig 76. The central garden with the Rhododendron 

maze in full flower.  

Fig 77. Stream running through the avenue of 

Platanus acerfolia. 
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On our last day in LA we got up early to make preparations for our stay in Sequoia National Park. The 4-

hour trip into the Sierra Nevada mountains was a beautiful but tiring drive. We stopped along the way at 

Pyramid Lake and had a quick break at the Vista del Lago visitor centre. Here you can see a comprehensive 

exhibition on the water system in California and how it is a highly valued and scarce commodity. There was 

a selection of leaflets for the public to take away about California’s state water project and how the public 

can reduce their water use in their own homes with water efficient gardens.  

Sequoia National Park 

We arrived at our Airbnb in Three rivers early evening; we had some food in our room and got an early 

night ready for a long hike through the park the next day.  

The park entrance was close by at 1300 ft. but the Giants Forest was an hour’s drive up the General’s 

highway at 6400 ft. elevation. Along the road, it was interesting to see the change in vegetation the higher 

we got. In the foothills where the summers are hot and dry and the winters are mild, plant habitat is largely 

chaparral with blue oak on the lower slopes and Californian buckeye in the valleys and higher slopes. Once 

you reach higher elevations you can find mixed coniferous forest with scattered groves of giant sequoias 

and this is where the largest trees in the world can be found.  

Fig 78. Planting ideas for the local climate conditions at the 

Vista del Lago visitor centre.  
Fig 79. Planting ideas for the local climate conditions at the 

Vista del Lago visitor centre.  
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After the winding round up the mountain, we parked up near the General Sherman Tree. Not only is it the 

largest living tree but also the largest living organism. Standing at 275 ft. tall, 36 ft. in diameter and weighing 

2.7 million pounds this giant wonder is 2,100 years old.  

We planned a hike that looped round via The Giant Forest, Crescent Meadow, up to Moro Rock and back 

round to the car parked near the General Sherman tree. We had approximately 5 ft. of snow so although 

the walk was a bit challenging at times it was truly magical. I could not see much vegetation other than the 

trees towering over the thick snow but there was visible fire damage on the bark from the previous 

summer. According to the National Parks Service annual fire atlases, in 2018 non-managed fires affected 

approximately 2,000 acres of Sequoia and Kings Canyon, although this sounds bad it is not that high 

compared to previous years. In 2015, non-managed fires damaged nearly 10,000 acres of the park.  

Fig 80.  Interpretation at the Sequoia national park visitor centre.  

Fig 82. Signage in the park under several feet of snow.  

Fig 83. Interpretation on the road through sequoia 

national park.  

Fig 81.  Interpretation at the Sequoia national park visitor centre.  
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Fig 84. Root system of a fallen Sequoia in the park.   

Fig 85. Stand of Sequoiadendron giganteum. Fig 86. Thick snow but melting quickly in the spring sunshine.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sequoiadendron_giganteum
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Fig 87. The meadow covered in snow.  

Fig 89. Photo sign of The Giant Forest and Moro 

rock displaying the altitude.  

 

 

 Displayning  

Fig 88. Lupinus albifrons at Three rivers. Foothills at 

approximately 1000 ft.  

Fig 90. Agave growing on the cliff side. Half way up along the 

general’s highway.  
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Yosemite National Park  

The next day we got another early start to make our way to Yosemite National Park. We arrived at our 

hostel just outside Yosemite Valley and prepared for another long day of hiking the next day. 

We started early and headed to the park, which was an hour’s drive through the valley. Along the El Portal 

road, there was visible fire damage and land slips on either side of the valley and a lot of work being done 

removing dead plant material and debris.   

The Valley floor is characterised as Lower Montane forest. This vegetation can be found from 3,000 to 6,000 

ft. encompassing 166,000 acres. Here the climate consists of hot, dry summers and cool, moist winters 

similar to the Mediterranean climate. Snow is not uncommon and can stick around for a number of months 

during the winter. The diversity of tree species make it a beautiful forest to explore.  

Yosemite National Park has over 750 miles of trails, ranging from 1,800 ft. to over 13,000 ft. elevation that 

provide access to the various vegetation zones. Due to its climate, moisture and topography the park is 

home to a diverse and complex plant community of more than 1,300 plant species and 109 of these species 

are listed as rare or a federal species of concern by the State of California.  

There was still snow at higher altitudes so we were unable to explore some of the higher trails and therefore 

I was unable to observe some of the other vegetation zones of the park. I was able to explore the foothill 

woodland and lower montane zones. At higher elevations you can find upper montane, Subalpine forest 

and alpine zones at 6,000 ft., 8,000 ft. and 9,500 ft. respectively.  

The Upper Montane Forest zones experience short, moist, cool summers and cold, wet winters with up to 

6 ft. of snow which remains till June.  The climate becomes cooler as you reach the Subalpine forest, where 

the growing season is short due to long, cold and snowy winters. Once you go beyond the tree line you hit 

the Alpine Zone, where the harsh climatic conditions of short, cool summers and long, cold and snowy 

winters don’t give much chance for much plant life.  

We arrived at Yosemite Valley visitor centre and made our way to our first trail, upper Yosemite falls, a 3 

mile round trip that reached approximately 5,000 ft. The falls trail took us up steep steps scaling the cliff 

face. Baked in the sun for most of the day, the vegetation was sparse and clinging on for dear life.  

The trails were well maintained but after the recent bad weather, there were fallen trees everywhere.  

Yosemite experienced wildfires during the summer months in 2018 then the winter brought severe storms 

with heavy snow and strong winds, which caused a lot damage across the park.  

We then walked part of the Valley Floor Loop where I also observed a lot of storm damage.  

On our second day in Yosemite we picked 2 trails to explore. First, we parked at Half Dome Village and 

made our way to the Mirror Lake trailhead, walking round the lake and up through Tenaya Creek. The snow 

was melting rapidly and filling the lakes and rivers. The plant life along this trail was very different to what 

I had observed on the falls trail. The creek is at about 4,000 ft. elevation and is characterised as Lower 
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Montane forest. The banks of the river was home to various marsh trees, shrubs and herbaceous perennials 

all springing back to life after the winter.  

For lunch, we headed back to the car to have a quick break before the next trail.  

Our afternoon trail was the Vernal Fall Trail, a 3 mile round trip with a 1,000 ft. Elevation reaching 

approximately 5,000 ft. Unfortunately we were unable to make it to the top of the trail as there was still 

snow and ice present on the paths making the steeper parts quite treacherous. We also got a little spooked 

when we heard a lot of falling rocks from the cliff face; we swiftly made our way down the creek.  

Sadly, this was the last trail of our 2-day visit to Yosemite, we headed back down the El Portal road to our 

hostel to get an early night ready for the long journey back towards the coast the following day.  

The first leg of the trip was to drive from Yosemite to Monterey to give us plenty of time to drive through 

Big Sur State Park. We stayed over in Monterey for one night and then started our journey down highway 

1 the following day.  

Fig 91. Storm damage along the waterfall trail.  
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Fig 92. Storm damage along the waterfall 

trail.  

Fig 93. Looking through Yosemite Valley, 

with Bridalveil falls to the right.  

Fig 94. View of Yosemite Valley from the 

waterfall trail.   
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Fig 95. Manzanita clinging to the cliff side on the waterfall trail 

in the snow.  
Fig 97. Manzanita clinging to the cliff side along the waterfall 

trail in a sunny spot.  

Fig 96. Storm damage and work being done to clear up the 

fallen trees.  

Fig 98. Cornus sericea L. ssp. occidentalis or 
Cornus sericea L. ssp. sericea. 
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Big Sur State Park  

Highway 1 through Big Sur is a designated American National Scenic Byway and Californian Scenic 

highway. All along the highway there was visible fire and flood damage, although this has affected some of 

the larger plants there was a flush of wildflowers.  

The mixture of fog during the summer and rain and snow in the winter create a perfect climate for coastal 

redwoods, which I observed in the Big Sur region. Found close to the coast in the bottom of canyons and 

alongside creeks where the temperatures are a little cooler, but due to the drier conditions the trees here 

do not reach the heights of the trees found in the north or Sequoia National Park. Sadly, the trees found 

here now are the remains from larger groves that were cut down during the late 1800s.  

Other vegetation zones I observed were oak woodland and chaparral scrub where the cliffs were covered 

with Ceanothus spp. 

 

Fig 99. Equisetum hyemale or Equisetum laevigatum.  

Fig 100. Felled tree with possible insect damage.  
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Fig 101. Ceanothus growing on the cliff side.  

Fig 102.  Coastal red woods in Pfeiffer Big Sur 

State Park. 

 

Fig 103.  Invasive grasses growing on the cliff 

side where fires have destroyed native species.  
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Lotusland, Santa Barbara 

The last stop on our trip was Santa Barbara, which was where some of the gardens I was most eager to visit 

were situated.  

On our first day we visited the incredible Lotusland.  

The estate was purchased by a well know Polish opera singer in 1941. Madame Ganna Walska spent 43 

years creating Lotusland, and is it now recognised as one of the ten best gardens in the world. The 37-acre 

property is a very personal expression of her unique character and is the home to several extraordinary 

plant collections, more than 3,000 different plants.  After her death the garden became a non-profit botanic 

garden and opened in 1993.  

Some of the most notable plant collections at the garden include 90 genera of the Cacti family, 160 taxa of 

Aloes and 85 taxa of succulent Euphorbias. A further 341 taxa of other succulents, not including aloes and 

euphorbias.  

The garden is by appointment only but I was very lucky to be given a short tour by Corey Wells, Plant health 

coordinator. He has been developing a pollinator garden within the orchard which is located back of house. 

Fig 104.  Ceanothus with a lower, creeping habit.  

 

Fig 105.  Overlooking coastal trails of Pfeiffer Big Sur State Park. 
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Again I was incredibly lucky to be able to observe this part of the garden that isn’t open to the public. The 

orchard was filled with apple, orange and almond trees under planted with native wildflowers.  

Adjacent to the orchard was the insect garden, which was recently renovated with 3 key goals –  

“1. Make the garden ADA compliant.” They are in the process of altering a few of the paths to make the 

garden more accessible and to accommodate wheelchairs. 

“2. Incorporate the garden with the surrounding features. The design aesthetic is being altered to more 

effectively work with the lemon arbor, the olive allée and the citrus orchards while creating natural entry 

and exit points.” 

“3. Select plants for optimum effectiveness. Plantings in the garden will include the plant species we use 

in our current insectaries, along with others that new research has shown to be most effective in attracting 

beneficial insects.” 

Here you can find various species that provide food for insects. The garden was designed to attract 

beneficial insects for pest control and therefore reduce and eliminate the use of pesticides in the garden. 

Lotuslands sustainable garden plan only allows the use of certified organic material.  

The garden does its own composting and uses large amounts of mulch in most areas to reduce weed growth. 

In the areas that have gravel mulch, an organic herbicide is occasionally used.  

Soil fertility is an important factor in the organic management of the garden. The team incorporate a lot of 

organic matter to the ensure the soil is healthy and able to suppress soil borne diseases.  

Snails are also managed using a nontoxic chemical that breaks down into an iron compound that the plants 

can then use as a nutrient supplement.  

These are just some of the strategies that the garden has implemented to reduce their environmental 

impact.  

Other areas of interest were the cactus garden, which contains 300 different species, 40% of which were 

grown from seed,  all grouped by their country of origin. 

The amazing Dracaena Circle can be found by the motor court by the Main house. This collection contains 

one specimen that dates back to the 1890s. Although not a Californian native the collection is an incredible 

site.  
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Fig 106.  Orchard under planted with native 

wildflowers. 

 

Fig 107. The impressive Dracaena circle located at the 

front of the house.  

 

Fig 108.  Huge Euphorbias and golden barrel cacti 

planted in gravel beds in front of the house. 
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Fig 109.  Eschscholzia californica in the orchard among 

other native wildflowers.  

 

Fig 111.  Lobularia maritima in the orchard among other 

native wildflowers. 

 

Fig 110. Phacelia tanacetifolia in the orchard among other 

native wildflowers. 

 

Fig 112.  Lupin albifrons in the orchard among 

other native wildflowers. 
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Fig 113. Glebionis segetum in the orchard 

among other native wildflowers. 

 

 

Fig 114. Nemophila menziesii in the 

orchard among other native wildflowers. 

 

Fig 115. Nemophila maculate in the 

orchard among other native wildflowers. 
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Fig 116. Pollinator garden with 

native and non-native plants.  

 

Fig 117. Dracaena forest. 

 

Fig 118. The main house surround by 

golden barrel cacti, other cacti and 

succulents.  
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Fig 119. Aloe garden. 

 

Fig 120. Cactus garden. Fig 121. Cactus garden. 
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Fig 122. Agave in the blue garden.  

 
Fig 123. Blue-green glass slag used for path edging. Its colour appealed to Madame Walska, who purchased it from the Arrowhead 

Spring Water bottling factory, which chipped it out of its kilns. 

 

Fig 124. Japanese Garden in the middle of a large renovation.  

 

Fig 125. Avenue of pagodas from endowment 

gifts.  
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Santa Barbara Botanical Garden 

Our last stop on our incredible trip of the gardens across California was the amazing Santa Barbara Botanic 

Garden.  

Founded in 1926, Santa Barbara Botanics is dedicated to the conservation of Californian natives. The 78 

acres is home to over 1,000 different taxa across various cultivated displays and is renowned for its native 

plant diversity.  

On entering the garden, you first come to the incredible 1.5-acre meadow consisting of perennial bunch 

grasses and herbs. The spring brings an amazing display of native wildflowers, which I was lucky enough 

to observe.  

The display that I was particularly interested in was their Water Wise Home Garden.  The garden consisted 

of easy to grow native plants within a water conserving landscape. With the house located in the middle of 

the garden and planting all the way round, the planting was specific to its unique climate and sun exposure, 

shade tolerant plants in the areas with less sun exposure and drought tolerant plants in full sun.  

The signage and interpretation showed easy ways to develop a beautiful garden that uses native species 

and helps reduce water consumption. There were also easy ways of conserving water by irrigating your 

garden efficiently and collecting water around the house for use in the garden.  

We also ventured across the road where we could find the pollinator garden and Porter trail. This trail was 

largely recovered from the 2009 Jesusita Fire. The garden features a mix of flowering shrubs and perennials 

that support insect pollinators.  

The last few days of the trip, we explored Santa Barbara, took in some of the sights and prepared for the 

journey home.   

Fig 126. Salvia leucophylla ‘Tilden Prostrate’ in full flower in the 

Californian meadow Garden.  
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Fig 129. Quercus kelloggii along the woodland trail.  

 

Fig 127. Californian meadow.  

 
Fig 128. Eschscholzia californica and Achillea millefolium in the 

meadow.  

 

Fig 130. Cercis occidentalis flowering in the spring sunshine.  
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Fig 131. White flowered Ceanothus. 

 
Fig 132. Lupinus albifrons flowering in the meadow.  

 

Fig 133. Redwood garden. 
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Fig 134. Salvia leucophylla x ‘Bees Bliss’ flowering in the meadow.  

 

Fig 135.Thalictrum fedleri var. polycarpum in the wooded dell. 

 

Fig 136. Arctostaphylos glauca, Bigberyy Manzanita.  
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Fig 137. Leaf litter interpretation.  

 

Fig 138. Californian poppy life cycle interpretation.  

 

Fig 139.Eriogonum grande var. rubescens in the waterwise 

garden.  

 

Fig 140.Ceanothus papillosus x ‘Wheeler Canyon’ in the water 

wise garden.  
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Fig 143. Heuchera maxima x ‘Opal’ in the 

water wise garden.  

 

Fig 142. Signage in the water wise home 

garden. 

 

Fig 141. Signage in the water wise home 

garden.  
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Fig 144. Heterotheca sessiliflora ‘San Bruno Mtn’ in the water 

wise garden.  

 

Fig 145. Arctostaphylos morroensis, Morro Manzanita in the 

water wise garden.  

 

Fig 146.Diplacus ‘Trish’ in the water wise garden.  

 

Fig 147. Signage in the water wise home garden about native 

bees.  
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Fig 148. Heuchera ‘Canyon Pink’ in the 

water wise garden. 

 

Fig 149. Signage in the water wise home 

garden on how to water efficiently.  

 

Fig 150. Salvia apiana, white sage 

growing along the Porter trail.  
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Fig 153. Ceanothus maritimus, Maritime Ceanothus growing along the Porter trail. 

 

Fig 151. Marina orcuttii var. ocuttii growing along the Porter 

trail.  

 

Fig 152. Eriogonum giganteum var. compactum growing along the 

Porter trail. Endemic to Santa Barbara Island, 14 populations left in 

the wild due to grazing, farming and invasive species.  
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Fig 154. Signage about native plants to Santa Barbara 

County.  

 
Fig 155. Eriogonum fasciculatum, Californian Buckwheat 

growing along the Porter trail. Highly attractive to native bees.  

 

Fig 156. Ceanothus hearstiorum, Hearst’s Ceanothus endemic to 

the coastal bluff slopes of Hearst Ranch.  

 

Fig 157. Signage in the pollinator garden.  
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Fig 158. Information about the conservation work done at Santa Barbara Botanic Garden.  

 

Fig 159. View of the Santa Ynez Mountains from the pollinator 

garden.  
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Fig 160. Interpretation about the 

different vegetation zones found in 

California. 

 

Fig 161. Interpretation about the 

different vegetation zones found in 

California. 

 

Fig 162. Interpretation about the 

different vegetation zones found in 

California. 
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Fig 164. Interpretation about the different vegetation 

zones found in California. 

 

Fig 165. Interpretation about the different vegetation zones 

found in California. 

 

Fig 163. Interpretation about the different vegetation zones found in California. 

 



65 
 

Problems and resolutions  

I was unable to secure all of the funding that I had originally budgeted for so unfortunately I decided to 

change the itinerary slightly and removed the visit to San Francisco, as this was a costly part of the trip. 

Instead, I decided to change the route and we spent a day driving through Big Sur, which I felt was 

beneficial. I was able to observe a large number of coastal plants in their natural habitat.   

Whilst in LA I was hoping to fit in a trip to Rancho Santa Ana but unfortunately due to our busy itinerary 

we were unable to visit. The only day we had free in LA was the day we were due to drive to Sequoia national 

park and there wasn’t enough time to visit the garden and make it up into the mountains in good time. I 

would like to visit California again in the future as there were so many other places I wanted to explore, 

one of those places was Rancho Santa Ana.  

I was hoping to observe more pollinators of the native species but the weather was a little temperamental 

at times. It was slightly stormy and the temperature was marginally lower than usual meaning there were 

less pollinators than I had hoped.  

When visiting Santa Barbara Botanic Garden, I was due to meet with Betsy Collins, Director of Horticulture, 

unfortunately the day we planned to visit, it was closed for a private function. Luckily we had a couple of 

days in Santa Barbara and were staying close by so returned the next day, although it was a Sunday and  

Betsy was not available to meet with. The garden was very informative and had plenty of interpretation so 

I feel I was able to learn about the garden without a guide.  

Both Yosemite and Sequoia had more snow than we had anticipated, therefore we were unable to see as 

much of the parks as we had wished. I tried to explore as much as we were able to and I took plenty of 

pictures of what I did observe. On returning to the UK I have completed further research into the areas I 

visited to learn more about the different vegetation zones.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion I feel I have greatly expanded my horticultural knowledge of Mediterranean coastal, desert 

and forest species of California as well as gaining in-depth knowledge of water wise gardens. I have created 

an extensive photographic portfolio of native species, different vegetation zones as well as various visitor 

engagement techniques and interpretation. I was able to meet with various professionals at most of the 

gardens and I hope to retain these relationships as well as enhancing them with continued contact and 

potential future visits.  

One of the take away points from my trip was the vast areas of green spaces in California. There are large 

expanses of forests and green spaces that are protected under state and national law. This was a massive 

eye opener and I was really impressed by how these areas were managed and maintained. The accessibility 

of Yosemite was incredible; the majority of the paths were tarmac which made the park open to all levels 

of ability.  
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The level of ‘Finish’ in all of the botanic gardens was also very impressive. I will try to incorporate some of 

ideas I observed within my work at The Eden Project as well as meeting with colleagues to share my 

findings.  

The beautifully developed Californian native gardens that I observed really ignited the spark that I had 

originally had and I would like to start a plan for a Californian native display in the outside gardens as part 

of our Wild Edge area at Eden. I really admired their passion for creating awe-inspiring ornamental gardens 

with native species rather than using non-native species that are not necessarily adapted to the 

environment. I feel that we should be working with the climatic conditions we have and planting for those 

conditions should be the way we move forward considering the current environmental issues we are faced 

with.  

Budget  

Accommodation Cost £  Bursaries received 

San Diego, 5 nights 284.12  The RHS                   £1500 

Los Angeles, 3 nights 206.22 
 The Merlin Trust      

£200 

Sequoia, 2 nights 203.41  The CGS                     £500  

Yosemite, 3 nights 190   

Pacific Grove, 1 night  51.42   

Santa Barbara, 4 nights  537.46   

Flight  407.22   

Hire car 483   

Fuel                               approx.  120   

Misc. cash – Food, drink, 

park entrance.  500 

  

    

Total  2862.85   
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Appendices 

http://mapsof.net/california/south-california-plant-hardiness-zone-map 

https://www.balboapark.org/ 

https://www.sdzsafaripark.org/ 

https://sdbgarden.org/ 

https://www.huntington.org/ 

http://www.getty.edu/visit/center/ 

https://www.nps.gov/index.htm 

https://www.yosemitetourshuttle.com/yosemite-national-park-habitat-and-vegetation.php 

https://viewer.nationalmap.gov/advanced-viewer/viewer/index.html?extent=-

13350566.5222%2C4529413.7063%2C-13271759.946%2C4567632.2204%2C102100 

https://www.nps.gov/yose/learn/nature/vegspecies.htm 

 

https://www.nps.gov/yose/learn/nature/upload/veg_conifers-sm.pdf 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_Sur 

https://www.lotusland.org/ 

https://www.sbbg.org/ 

https://drought.unl.edu/ 
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