The Flora of the Pacific Crest Trail (PCT)

By RT Hawke, Shaun Hawke and Tom Chester, 2012

The PCT runs from Mexico to Canada, providing a wonderful opportunity for a plant transect the length of the United States. However, an exhaustive plant list is typically impossible to create for any flora, and even more so with a project of this magnitude. In a perfect world, the best scenario would be to botanize the entire trail, (~2650 miles), many times in a number of seasons, preferably most in peak bloom, and in multiple years. Such a protocol is almost impossible and would likely take decades to complete. Our default option for methodology means doing a lot of forensic botany, in areas out of our comfort zone of botanical knowledge that contain a number of unknown plants to us. Still, all projects have to start in some manner, however imperfectly.  We settled on recording what plants we could, in order to help understand the diversity and distribution of the plants along the trail.  Hopefully, other botanists and wildflower enthusiasts will improve upon the list in the future. 

On the list, unidentified plants that are just in a vegetative state, but are most likely to be a good candidate due to voucher specimens from the nearby area are marked with a (v). Other plants we may only be able to get to genus, and that best guess, either genus or specific epithet, will be marked with parenthesis. The list is ordered alphabetically by plant families. 

My wife and I chose to do an average pace at about one mile per hour, which is too fast to be completely thorough, but slow enough to find the majority of the plants. Tom Chester and other botanists might go at a much slower botanical pace and find nearly everything in a part of a section. Therefore, the level of completeness for trail section plant lists may vary, and will be described in how many times that section of the trail has been surveyed, if it was peak blooming time, and how many botanists were present. Links may be provided to lists of voucher specimens from the nearby area. As plant lists are added, links are provided to the calflora.org website with photographs of the listed plants, and thumbnail pictures can be downloaded with the plant list of individual trail sections. Michael Charters' calflora.net web page has excellent photos of a number of the dominant plants for certain sections. Tom Chester is the web master of this project, and contributions can be directed to him.  Since the magnitude of this project is so immense, we invite other botanists to contribute. 

We have divided the trail into main sections A-Z. This breaks up the trail into sections that mostly correlate to geomorphic provinces with similar vegetation. We have further divided those alphabetical sections into sub-sections. This divides the trail even further into smaller pieces, which range from 2 to 24 miles depending on access, logistics and elevation. I suspect most of the sections will probably range from 10-15 miles. These sections will always start or end near a trail access. Those sections with long mileage and without reasonable access will be again broken into subsections (a,b,c) and will start or end at some random mileage, geographic feature or trail junction. This will at least facilitate a list at both ends (a, and c). The section narratives are sequential from south to north, although there are many parts of the trail that are easier to hike from north to south. Day Hikes of the PCT by Semb (2000), is useful for information on access to the trail, although their trail sections do not correlate to ours. 

Section A – Southern Peninsular mountain ranges, Hauser Mountain, Laguna Mountains and the San Felipe hills.

Section B- The San Ysidro and San Jacinto Mountains.

Section C - San Bernardino Mountains.

Section D- The San Gabriel Mountains.

Section E- The Sierra Pelona Mountains.

Section F- The Mojave Desert and Southern Sierra's.

Section G- The High Sierra's.

Section H- The Northern Sierra's.

Section I- Mount Lassen and the Southern Cascades.

Section J- Mount Shasta region. 

Section K- Klamath range.

Section L- Marble Mountains.

Section M- Siskiyou Mountains

Section N- Cascade Ranges of Southern Oregon

-more to come-

