
The Pollinator Garden
Joan Pont, Avid gardener

Sloat Webinar 4/24/2021: Flowers galore supply 
pollen and nectar to birds and insects



Which means it is filled with flowers



And Insects
Hooray! Bird food

Hooray! Pollinators

Hooray! Predators 

Hooray! They make the world go 
round, pollinating 90% of flowering 
plants (duh), which keep Earth 
clothed in healthy plants. Plants 
make all food, consume and store 
CO2, retain water in the soil, 
basically make Earth livable. Stave 
off the Insect Apocalypse. 



Year Round Resources
We can peruse shelves of grocery stores or Farmers Markets. We can grow 
and preserve foods for a year round supply.

Resident hummingbirds need a nectar source year round to survive. Many 
insects derive part of their diet from protein-rich pollen, then buzz 
off and catch other insects for their main meal. In turn, they 
pollinate flowers. 

Wine grapes in vineyards do not need insects for pollination, as the 
flowers are wind pollinated. But many vineyard managers plant insectary 
rows filled with wildflowers to encourage predatory insects and birds 
to protect their crop. 

Other plants that are wind pollinated still support pollinators by 
providing food at the larval stage. 



Flower Sex
The entire point of the 
flower is plant reproduction.  
Getting pollen from the 
anther to the ovules creates 
the next generation, mixing 
genes from each parent plant. 
With limited motion, plant 
entice birds and insects, and 
even some mammals to make the 
transfer. 



The challenge: Providing flowers every month of the year
Resources: observation

Nature’s Best Hope by Douglas W Tallamy

The California Native Landscape by Greg 
Rubin and Lucy Warren

Sloat website

California Native Plant Society

Calscape.org

Calfora.org

iNaturalist.org

Picture This app ($19.99)

Sunset Western Garden Book



January is Manzanita Month
Genus Arctostaphylos has many 
species, some low groundcovers 
and some large shrubs or 
multi-stemmed small trees.
Arctostaphylos manzanita is one 
species, a large shrub, which 
gives the group the common name, 
Manzanita. 
Sloat carries a number of 
different Arctostaphylos to 
choose from. 



January: Rain Expected
How do you protect protect pollen 
from being washed away with every 
downpour? Bell-shaped 
downward-facing flowers are 
perfectly designed for the task.

One more trick: flatten out leaves 
in the winter to catch rays, hold 
them vertically in the summer to 
reduce evaporation. Plants 
move...just 20,000 times slower 
than us. 



January: Many benefits
Evergreen, edible berries 
attract birds, host plants to 
many butterflies, low water 
requirement, rounded form 
suppresses weeds, magnificent 
red shiney bark on sinuous 
branches. Full sun, can 
tolerate a steep south facing 
slope that intimidates most 
other plants. Secret skill: 
defensive landscaping



January: Add a bizarre twist
Bay Nature article

Dutchman’s Pipevine

Aristolochia californica

Obligate food for the 
Pipevine Swallowtail 
Butterfly larvae



January: Feed the Pipevine Swallowtail Butterfly Caterpillar
Obligate relationship between  
Pipevine and this beautiful 
butterfly. While gnats 
pollinate the 
saxophone-shaped flower, 
caterpillars feed on the 
leaves until molting into a 
chrysalis and emerging as a 
butterfly.



February is for Ceanothus
California Lilac

Evergreen shrubs, many 
species to choose from, 
ground covers to small trees, 
and all share a stunning 
display of early spring blue 
flowers.



February: Digging Deeper
No irrigation needed once 
established (after the first 
summer), has root nodules 
filled with the bacteria 
Frankia which fixes nitrogen 
for the plant to use. This is 
similar to the more widely 
known nitrogen-fixing legumes 
with the Rhizobium.



March Madness
Stone fruit
A shower of blooms appear 
before leaves, yielding to 
summer fruit like apricots, 
almonds, peaches, plums and 
hybrids.
The evanescent show makes it 
all the more spectacular.



MArch: California Native Plum?

Yep, Prunus ilicifolia, or 
Hollyleaf Cherry
Evergreen, profusion of 
flowers, fruit birds love, 
and leaves not as spikey as 
the lethal Holly.
Large shrub to small tree, it 
is considered a keystone tree 
supporting many species of 
insects.  



April Wildflowers
Clear out weeds in October and 
set out wildflower mixed seeds 
or your specific favorites.

Alternatively, create a meadow 
with bunchgrasses and 
wildflowers inbetween.

Poppies, gilia, lupines, Five 
Spot, Phacelia, Chinese houses, 
Baby Blue Eyes, Clarkia, tidy 
tips



April: Turf Grass versus Bunch Grass
Turf: puny roots, no open 
soil surface for wildflowers 
or native bees

Bunch: Bunch better, 300 
species native to CA, roots 
20 feet deep, lives 300 
years, fountain shape with  
open ground between for  
meadow flowers and ground 
nesting bees



May is for Monarchs  (truthfully, May to September)
How did this stunning flower 
ever get the name MilkWEED”? 

17 members of the Asclepias 
genus native to California

Asclepias fascicularis and 
Asclepias speciosa are most 
available (Narrow Leaf 
Milkweed and Showy Milkweed)



MAy: Tasting with Feet sensors
Monarch butterfly assesses 
the plant for egg laying by 
tasting with her feet. Eggs 
attached, caterpillar gorges 
(grow plenty) and acquires 
such a distasteful taste that 
birds avoid the beautiful and 
flashy butterfly, currently 
in dangerous decline. 



May: Caterpillar As Engineer
Milkweed created defenses to slow down caterpillar 
grazing like manufacturing latex that glues shut 
mouth parts and toxic cardenolides. 

Caterpillars can bite through the midrib to stop the 
flow and the leaf bends. “Flagged” leaves are a sign 
of Monarch caterpillar presence. Also, the monarch 
caterpillar has become immune to the cardenolides.

Avoid Tropical (exotic) milkweeds that do not die 
down in winter. They carry a parasite, Ophryocystis 
elecktroscirrha or OE for short, that shortens the life 
and fitness of the Monarch! 

By Forest & Kim Starr, CC BY 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=61
26658



June is for Buckeyes
We’re the Buckeye State 
(according to me). Miwok food 
staple along with acorns 
(after processing), beautiful 
domed trees, studded with 
wonderful smelling flowers in 
June. You can even keep one 
bonzied on your deck. 
Drought deciduous, loses 
leaves end of summer and 
greens up in January. 



Buck-eyes, get it?
Wait till the first storm in 
November and the buckeyes 
will be knocked out of their 
suede capsule, pick up and 
plant! 

Flowers poisonous to European 
honeybees, but safe to native 
bees. UCANR source 



July: enjoy Sunflowers
Indigenous population in the 
Americas first domesticated 
the sunflower, Helianthus 
annuus, 5000 years ago. We 
have been adding cultivars 
ever since. Food, oil, dye, 
beautiful flowers, what is 
not to like? 



July: Fibonacci Spiral
Florets at the edge are ray 
flowers, those in the center 
are disc flowers. Because the 
collection has the appearance 
of a single flower, the whole 
collection is called a 
composite or pseudoanthium 
(fancy schmancy botanical 
term for “false flower”). Buy 
one and you have a bouquet!



July: All Mixed Up
Impulse buying of many types 
of sunflower seeds over the 
years

Favorite: Delta Sunflower

Seed Farmers separate crops 
that can hybridize ¼ of a 
mile apart!



August: Salvia WEAther
So many sages, so little time. Mint 
family characteristics: square stem, 
tubular flower, opposite scented 
leaves, deer avoid. 

Cleveland Sage (Salvia clevelandii), 
Hummingbird Sage (Salvia spathacea), 
White Sage (Salvia apiana)



August:Broaden to other mints (Lamiaceae)
Yerba Buena (Clinopodium 
douglasii)

Coyote Mint (Monardella 
Villosa)

Pitcher Sage (Lepechinia 
fragrans)



August: Add a Buckwheat or two (or twelve)
Eriogonum fasciculatum, California 
Buckwheat

In San Francisco, choose Coast Buckwheat 
(Eriogonum latifolium) and Naked Wild Buckwheat (Eriogonum nudum var. 
nudum)

Calscape.org lists 261 species of 
Eriogonums! 

Seeds are a food source for people 
and animals

Sheds leaves and flowers at the end 
of the growing season creating a 
natural mulch

Long flowering season, keystone 
species



September is for Epilobium/Zauschneria/whatevere-eria
California Fuchsia

Epilobium canum

Lesson learned: letting the 
plant decide where it wants 
to grow

Prune down to just a few 
inches in December once all 
the flowers are gone for a 
stunning plant next year. 



October is (sort of) for Pumpkins
Monoecious: One plant with 
separate male and female 
flowers, guarantees cross 
pollination

Pick most of the male flowers in 
the summer for stuffed squash 
blossoms and still have pumpkins 
or winter squash all winter 

Native gourd? Meet Cucurbita 
foetidissima. 



Take a Hike
Wild Cucumber, Marah fabacea

Manroot, root can weigh 200 pounds

Seeds buried by squirrels deep underground; 
seedlings have to navigate a distance before 
being able to photosynthesize. Adapted to have 
the tuber well buried. Most of its life cycle is 
underground, called a goephyte.

Darwin studied the tendrils which twist in 
opposite directions, changing in the middle. 

Doubt anyone would grow in the garden, but you 
could see it on hikes and be amazed at what you 
can’t see, and recognize its extraordinary 
mechanism to withstand drought. 



November - Coyote Brush
Baccharis pilularis

Dioecious - staminate flowers (male) and 
pistillate flowers (female) occur on separate 
plants, guaranteeing cross pollination

Male plants have tidy pollen 
producing-flowers in the late fall and 
winter.

Female plants create seeds with appendages to 
allow them to float off like a dandelion, 
giving the common name Coyote with its shaggy 
coat. 

Extremely important insect and bird winter 
food source

Survives in areas with precipitation of               
3 inches of rain per year



December - Coast Silktassel
Garrya elliptica, small tree

Dioecious plants, the “male” trees create 
15” long tassels releasing pollen to 
another “female” tree.

Very drought resistant and tolerates wind

Wildlife benefits

● Attracts Beneficial Insects
● Supports Bees
● Bird Habitat
● Seed and Fruit for Birds



Oak Trees: keystone species
Provides habitat for HUNDREDS 
of species of insects.
Caterpillars munch leaves 
then drop to the ground and 
crawl away to pupate.
LEAVE THE LEAVES. Understory 
planting of coffeeberry, 
Douglas iris, Western Sword 
Fern, Festuca californica, 
ribes, Snowberry



Understory Options - Heuchera Anyone?
Coral Bells, Alumroot
Rosette of leaves, airy display 
of flowers, snails avoid 
Grows in dry shade
Hybrids are a great choice of 
foliage colors - burgundy to 
chartreuse!
Heuchera maxima hybrids at 
Rancho Santa Anna Botanical 
Garden, now called the 
California Botanic Garden
Local native: Heuchera micrantha



What’s Under your Oak?
Douglas Iris, Iris douglasiana

Expands by underground rhizomes into large 
patch

Low water requirement

Signal patches guide pollinators, who wiggle 
underneath style crest transferring pollen to 
stigma

Other understory plant options from Las 
Pilitas Nursery

https://www.laspilitas.com/groups/oaks/Plantin
g_under_oak_tree.html



It’s a Wrap
Time to explore the 4 areas 
of your garden (north, south, 
east, west of the house with 
shade, sun, morning and 
afternoon light)

Try several plants of one 
species in appropriate areas 
and see where they thrive. 
Plant more. Then try 
different species, repeat!

a genus species variety cultivar

Achillea millefolium steensii

Aesculus californica

Agave gentryi Jaws'

Allium unifolium

Anaphalis margaritaceae

Apocynum cannabinum

Arctostaphylos densiflora James West

Arctostaphylos edmundsii Carmel Sur

Arctostaphylos
A. hookeri x A. 
pajaroensis Sunset'

Arctostaphylos manzanita Dr Hurd

Arctostaphylos Lester Rountree

Arctostaphylos manzanita Hood Mountain

Arctostaphylos manzanita Monica

Arctostaphylos manzanita Rockpile Road

Arctostaphylos manzanita Warm Springs

Arctostaphylos pajaroensis Paradise

Arctostaphylos uva-ursi Point Reyes

Asclepias fascicularis

Asclepias speciosa



Flowers year round
Winter: Arctostaphylos, Ceanothus, Garrya

Spring: fruit trees, annual wildflowers

Summer: Salvia and other mints, Buckwheats (Eriogonum species) 

Fall: California fuschia (Epilobium canum), Coyote brush, native asters

Year round support: keystone species include native oaks, native 
willows, Prunus ilicifolia

Specialist Support: Support insects with restricted diets like Monarchs 
and Swallowtails and others. 



Resources
Nature’s Best Hope by Douglas W Tallamy, the why’s of native landscaping

The California Native Landscape by Greg Rubin and Lucy Warren, the how’s

Sloat website

California Native Plant Society, https://www.cnps.org/

Calscape.org

Calfora.org

University of California Agriculture and Natural Resources https://ucanr.edu/

iNaturalist.org

Picture This app ($19.99)

Sunset Western Garden Book


