Deukmejian Wilderness Park
Plant Identification Walk
This guide is meant to help identify local plants found on a short
nature hike in Deukmejian Park. The park’s new entrance is located at the
top of Frederick, between Dunsmore and New York. This hike, although
only about one-half mile, round trip, climbs about 350 feet. At least 90
minutes should be scheduled to allow the scouts to identify the plants.
Credits: Much of the credit for this guide comes from a paper titled “Troop
319 Nature Walk” prepared by Boy Scout Troop 319. More commentary
and antidotes were taken from Flowering Plants of the Santa Monica
Mountains, by Nancy Dale. Most of the pictures were taken by Michael
Strawn with some pictures taken directly from the Troop 288 webpage.
Castor Bean Near the trailhead, close to the wash, you should be able find
this shrub. This is one most toxic plants known to man. Ingestion causes
cramps, diarrhea, convulsions and even death. The leaves are dark green
and star shaped. The beans are round, spiny and striped.

Jimson weed: This is a
member of the Nightshade
family and contains deadly
poisonous alkaloids. It has
dark purple-green leaves
which are covered with fine
gray hairs. However, the
most notable feature is the
large 4-inch white trumpet
flowers. These flowers
open in the late evening
and early morning and
close during the bright
sunlight

California Buckwheat: This small shrub blooms April through October with
the early blooms being a white pinkish color and turning to a dark rust red
by fall. This flower is cherished by bees which use it to make great honey.
The dried flowers will crumble and can be mixed with wheat to make
pancakes. The leaves can be boiled and used for stomach and head aches.
This picture was taken in May.

Mustard: This is an edible plant, about 3 to 6 feet tall, with bright yellow
flowers that bloom in the spring and early summer. Yes, this is the same
plant whose seeds are used for the mustard condiment.

Indian Tobacco: This tall
shrub grows from 6 to 20 feet
and was a popular plant with
American Indians for its
nicotine content. Because of
the toxic nicotine, eating the
leaves can make you sick or
even cause death. It was
introduced to the Americas by
the Spanish in the 1600s. It
has an attractive yellow bell
shaped flower.

Poison Oak: head down the trail to the right which crosses the wash. On the
opposite side of the wash are several examples of poison oak. This shrub can
grow close to the ground or like a vine up an existing tree. The leaves are in
groups of three, prompting the response “Leaves of three, leave them be”.
The leaves are green in spring, but then turn to red in late summer and fall.

The oil from this plant sticks to your clothing and once on your skin, begins
to cause inflammation and itchiness. Washing off with lots of soap and cold
water within 20 minutes will minimize its effect.

Deer Weed: This shrub gets its name from the fact that it blooms all year
round and thus is a favorite food of deer. The flowers are golden yellow
with a hint of red. It is short, usually only 2 feet tall, with slender branching
stems. The picture below shows a Deer weed plant with Coastal Sagebrush
on either side.

Coastal Sagebrush: This very fragrant and prolific plant is NOT actually in
the sage plant family. However, its strong fragrance smells like sage.
Stories have been told by early settlers who have spread this plant all over
themselves as “Cowboy Cologne”. It also works as a bug repellant and was
spread on settler’s beds to keep away fleas. It grows 2 to 5 feet tall and has
grayish-green thread like leaves.

Horehound: This edible plant is part of the mint family. Clumps of flowers
grow just above each series of round leaves. Cough drops can be made from
this plant. Boil one full cup of leaves with 2 cups of water. Add 2 cups of
sugar and cook to approximately 290 degrees. Pour onto a greased pan and
let harden.

Laurel Sumac: This tree usually grows only about 15 feet tall but can spread
out over 20 feet. It has smooth oblong leaves and dark red bark. It has a
strong smell like bitter almonds. The Cahuilla Indians rubbed the leaves on
their skin to repel bugs and hide their scent while hunting.

Yucca: Known also as “Our
Lord’s Candle”, this California
protected plant has had many
uses. The root is edible and
can be cooked like a potato
and is said to taste like a baked
apple. American Indians used
the long pointed leaves as
sewing needles and also split
the leaves apart for thread.
The Yucca is pollinated
entirely by its symbiotic
relationship with the white
Yucca moth. This moth lives
only in the leaves and flowers
of the Yucca. A Yucca plant
will grow for up to 20 years
before flowering. Once it
flowers, the plant will then die,
only then for the root to sprout
a new plant.
Dodder: This strand like orange parasitic plant is also known as Witches
Hair. Without green chlorophyll, it relies completely on its host for
nourishment. It will use any chaparral plant such as Sage, Buckwheat or
Deer weed for a host.

California Live Oak: By this
time you should be approaching
the large shady oak tree. This
tree has small green leaves
which stay on the tree year
round (which is why it is a
“Live” oak). The acorns are
eaten by many wild animals,
such as squirrels and deer, but
also humans. The untreated
acorns contain Tannic Acid
which makes them taste very
bitter. The Gabrielino Indians
mushed the corns and then
washed them for long periods of
time with water to remove the
acid. This tree is protected in
California.

After passing this tree, you should make a left turn up the “Rim of the
Valley” trail up towards the Cooks Canyon lookout.
Wild Cucumber: This huge trailing vine can be seen climbing many larger trees,
such as the Laurel Sumacs. The leaves are large, about 4 inches, but they die
off by mid-summer, so often only the stringy dead vines are left. It has a huge
root system, thought to look like a human skeleton by the local Indians. Thus, a
common nickname for this plant is the “manroot”.

The huge spiny fruit is what
gives the Wild Cucumber its
name. The fruit starts green an
can be about 4 inches long.
After they dry, the spiny part of
the fruit can be peeled back and
the remaining part can be used
a facial scrubbing pad. The
California Indians polished the
seeds and used them in games
like marbles.

Chia: This small purple
flowered plant is a member of
the mint family. It was prized
by the California Indians
because the seeds are very
high in protein and were used
as energy drinks. The Spanish
missionaries carried the seeds
and used them for fevers and
for bronchitis. This plant
blooms only briefly in April or
May and can often be seen
interspersed with Buckwheat
and other Chaparral plants.

.
Eucalyptus Trees: Once you
reach these large fragrant trees,
you will be at the trailhead for the
Cooks Canyon overlook. These
trees were originally imported
from Australia for use of lumber
for furniture. However, it was
found that they are useless for this
purpose and are now used as
windbreaks. The leaves can be
distilled to obtain oil which can
be used for sinus congestion or
bronchitis.
Continue on to the trail that heads
off to the point (Not the road).

Mazanita: At the very top of Cooks Canyon overlook, you can find this
large shrub growing on the canyon side. Mazanita means “Little Apple” in
Spanish, and comes from the small red apple shaped berries. These berries
can be made into tea or jelly. The wood is quite valued because of its
beautiful red color. This shrub is also a California protected plant.

If you continue on up the “Rim of the Valley” trail past Cooks Canyon, you
may see some of these following plants.
California Everlasting: This tall “wooly” plant can be identified by the
clumps of white flowers and their distinct smell of maple syrup or brown
sugar. They grow to about 3 to 5 feet tall. They bloom in spring, then the
leaves turn brown, but the flowers will last through mid summer.

Morning Glory: This climbing vine plant blooms February through May
and sometimes will bloom again in October. They have small arrow shaped
leaves and 2 inch white trumpet shaped flowers.

Scarlet Larkspur: This
noticeable plant has bright
red flowers and stems. It
grows on dry slopes and
can stand from 2 to 6 feet
tall. It blooms only in June
and July.

Spanish Broom: This is
a tall, almost leafless
plant that grows up to 9
feet tall.
It has yellow pea like
flowers and after
blooming forms “pea
pods”. This plant was
originally introduced
along roadsides to
prevent erosion, but is
very aggressive and is
now encroaching on the
indigenous vegetation.

