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Native Plant of the Week  

Each week throughout 2017 the Port is featuring one native plant that can be found along its properties. The Port 
uses these featured native plants along with others as part of its sustainable landscape management program. 

Look for these native plants along the Port's properties: 

WEEK 39 
Common Name:  Snowberry 
Scientific Name: Symphoricarpus alba 

 

 
Snowberry is a bushy rounded shrub 0.5 to 2 meters tall 
with numerous ascending shoots and opposite-branching 
stems. The dull green leaves are opposite and generally 
oval in shape but are often lobed on young shoots. They 
grow to 5 cm long. The flowers are small (5-7 cm) white 
to pink and bell shaped that grow in small clusters that 
are mostly terminal. The 2 seeded fruits are small (1cm) 
white berry-like drupes that are persistent through the 
winter. 
 
Snowberry has excellent soil binding qualities and tends 
to form thickets making it a great plant for erosion 
control. Deer and elk browse the foliage. The flowers 
attract butterflies. The fruits are eaten by many birds 
(though not favored) and may be an important food 
source for wildlife at winterôs end. The berries were not 
eaten and considered poisonous by aboriginal peoples 
but were used medicinally. The Chehalis rub the berries 
on the hair as soap. They bruise the leaves and apply 
them to a cut as a poultice. They boil the bark and roots 
and drink the tea three times a day as a cure for 
venereal disease. The Skagit use the bark as a remedy 
for tuberculosis. The Klallam boil the leaves for a cold 
cure. 
 

FIND IT AT THE PORT: It is commonly found 

throughout our region in open forests, roadsides, 
thickets, river terraces, and along beaches. It can be 
found at the Portôs native garden at the corner of Marine 
Drive and Olympia Avenue, in the OAR building 
landscape, in numerous shrub beds throughout 
Swantown Marina, and at our undeveloped properties in 
Tumwater. 



Native Plant of the Week  Page | 2 

WEEK 38 
Common Name:  Garry Oak 
Scientific Name: Quercus garryana 

 

 
This stately heavy limbed tree can grow to 25 meters tall 
and 20 meters wide but is often small and shrubby. Its light 
gray bark is thick and scaly with furrows and ridges. The 
alternate, oblong leaves are borne on 2.5 cm petioles and 
are deeply round-lobed with 3 to 7 lobes per side. The 
leaves are shiny dark green above and paler and hairy 
below. They turn a dull yellow-brown in the fall. The tiny 
inconspicuous flowers bloom as the leaves appear in the 
spring. The male (staminate) flowers appear in hanging 
catkins while the female (pistillate) flowers bloom singly or 
in few flowered clusters. The fruits are 3 cm long acorns 
with scaly rough-surfaced caps. The acorns are not 
consistently produced every year. 
 
The Nisqually, Chehalis, Cowlitz, and Squaxin used the 
acorns as food. The acorns were stored in baskets and 
buried in the mud of a slough all winter to leach out the 
tannins. They were dug up in the spring and eaten. The 
Klallam ate them with no preparation. The bark is one 
ingredient in the Saanich ñ4 barksò medicine used for 
tuberculosis. The Cowlitz also boiled the bark as a cure for 
tuberculosis. They used the wood for digging sticks, 
combs, and fuel. 

 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: This tree generally occurs in open 

prairie country in our region. The Portôs most conspicuous 
oak is the Davis-Meeker oak at the Olympia Regional 
Airport on Old Highway 99. This amazing tree is on the City 
of Tumwaterôs historical register and is estimated to be 
over 400 years old. There a numerous other small groves 
on the Portôs properties surrounding the airfield. 

WEEK 37 
Common Name:  Ocean Spray 
Scientific Name:  Holodiscus discolor 

 

 
This member of the rose family is an erect deciduous shrub 
with multiple arching stems that grow 4 meters tall. The 
young stems are ridged and the older ones have brown 
peeling bark. The alternate pubescent leaves are obvate, 
coarsely toothed or lobed, and up to 7cm long. The tiny, 
whitish, 5-petaled flowers are borne in dense, drooping, 20 
cm long panicles at the branch tips. The fruits are tiny light 
brown achenes. The old panicles turn brown and often 
hang on the plant through the winter. 
  
This plant, commonly called ironwood, is great wildlife 
habitat for butterflies and birds. The native tribes had many 
uses for the strong hard wood. Heated and polished with 
horsetail to make it stronger, it was used for digging sticks, 
harpoons, salmon barbecuing sticks, bow and arrows. 
Before nails, ocean spray pegs were used in construction. 
The Saanich, Lummi, and Stlôatlôimx steeped a tea from the 
brown fruiting clusters as a cure for diarrhea, especially in 
children. The tea was also used for measles, chicken pox, 
and as a blood tonic. 
  

FIND IT AT THE PORT: Ocean spray is commonly found in 

dry open sites, clearings, coastal bluffs, and open woods. It 
is on the shoreline trail just south of the Swantown 
Boatworks haul-out area. 
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WEEK 36 
Common Name:  Slough Sedge 
Scientific Name:  Carex obnupta 

 

 
This densely tufted perennial grows from long stout 
creeping rhizomes with its coarse stiff stems reaching 60 to 
150 cm tall. The tough, grass-like leaves are flat, 2 to 8 mm 
wide, abruptly pointed, and shorter than the stems. The 
leaves are more or less evergreen during mild winters. The 
leafy bracts of the flowering shoots are often longer than 
the inflorescence. The inflorescence consists of several 
arching cylindrical spikes up to 12 cm long. They are 
sessile (stalk-less) or on short peduncles with the upper 1 
to 3 spikes being male and the lower 2 to 4 spikes being 
female or male. 
 
Slough sedge was and still is a popular basket weaving 
material for the Makah and Nuu-chah-nulth tribes. The 
inner leaves are split in two and flattened before being 
dried. Fine baskets are made of this plant often with cedar 
foundations and colored strands woven into patterns. 
 

FIND IT AT THE PORT: It is normally found in shallow 

standing water, soggy ground, swamps, or moist stream 
sides and forest openings. It is found at the Port Plaza and 
in the Olympia Host Lions clubôs sensory garden at 
Swantown. 

WEEK 35 
Common Name:  Red Elderberry 
Scientific Name:  Sambucus racemosa 

 

 
Red elderberry is a shrubby small tree that grows to 10 
meters tall. The dark brown stems are soft and pithy with 
warts. The glabrous subsessile opposite leaves are 
pinnately compound with each 5 to 15 cm leaflet lance 
shaped, pointed, and evenly toothed. The numerous, small, 
creamy white flowers grow in pyramidal clusters. The mid-
summer flowers are followed by bright red berries. 
 
The raw fruits are inedible and reported to be slightly toxic 
to humans. The cooked berries were eaten by more than a 
dozen northwest native tribes. The berries were steamed 
on rocks then stored underground or in cool streams and 
were mostly eaten in the winter. The leaves are pounded 
fresh and put on boils and sores by the Makah. The 
Quinault boil the bark then apply the milky liquid to a 
womanôs breasts after childbirth to bring on the flow of milk. 
This is a great wildlife plant that provides food and perch 
opportunities to butterflies and birds. 
  

FIND IT AT THE PORT: This plant is usually found on 

stream banks, swampy thickets and moist clearings. It is 
found in the Port Plaza growing on both the nurse logs in 
the shrub beds. 
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WEEK 34 
Common Name:  Pearly Everlasting Scientific 
Name:  Anaphalis margaritacea  

 

 
This upright perennial herb that grows form rhizomes has 
un-branched stems that reach up to 1 meter in height. The 
alternate, 3 to 10 cm, lance shaped leaves are green on 
top and white woolly below. The margins of the leaves are 
often rolled under. The small disk flowers are clustered in 
terminal heads. Each flower is surrounded by dry white 
involucral bracts that persist beyond the bloom time. The 
common name comes from these bracts which retain their 
color and shape when dried, often lasting on the plant until 
mid-winter. The fruits are small achenes with white pappus 
hairs. 
 
The Quileute used the whole plant for a steam bath to cure 
rheumatism. The Nlakaôpamux used it as an influenza 
medicine. The Kwakwakaôwakw mixed the dried plant with 
cedar pitch and used it as a poultice. 
 

FIND IT AT THE PORT: Pearly Everlasting is generally found 

on rocky slopes, clearings, and roadsides. It spreads easily 
and is considered weedy by many. It is found all along our 
downtown walking trail on the shore side of the path. 

WEEK 33 
Common Name:  Sitka Mountain Ash 
Scientific Name:  Sorbus sitchensis 

 

 
The Sitka mountain ash is a member of the rose family. It is 
a large shrub or small tree that is usually multi-stemmed 
and grows 1 to 4 meters tall. The alternate leaves are 
pinnately compound into 7 to 11 leaflets. The 5 cm leaflets 
are rounded at the tips and serrated mostly above the 
middle. The tiny white flowers have 5 petals and appear in 
round topped terminal clusters. The fruits are small pomes 
(like tiny apples), orange to red, and have a waxy glaucous 
coating. 
 
This is an excellent shrub for the wildlife garden. The fruits 
are edible but extremely tart and bitter. They are much 
favored by some birds like the waxwings and grosbeaks. 
The berries were generally not eaten by the northwest 
coast peoples, but the Haida did sometimes eat the berries 
raw. The Nuxalk rubbed crushed berries on the scalp to 
combat lice and dandruff. 
  

FIND IT AT THE PORT: The mountain ash is found in open 

forests, stream banks, and meadow margins. There are 
over a dozen plants in a self seeding population along the 
shoreline trail of our downtown properties. 
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WEEK 32 

Common Name:  Pickle Weed 
Scientific Name:  Salicornia pacifica 

 

 
Pickle weed is a fleshy, mat forming, perennial, estuarine 
herb with 5 to 30 cm upright stems growing from shallow 
fibrous roots. The plants have no obvious leaves (tiny 
opposite scales) and look like a chain of segmented scales. 
The new growth is succulent and edible with the older 
stems being woody. In the winter much of the fleshy growth 
is lost leaving a tangle of woody stems. The flowers are 
tiny in groups of three growing from sunken pits in the stem 
joints. The fruits are membranous bladders that contain 
one seed each. 
  
The scientific name comes from the Latin salsus (salt) and 
cornu (horn) in reference to its habitat and horn-like 
appearance. The plants trap sediment in the lower intertidal 
areas and the root systems stabilize tidal beaches. The 
tender young stalks, sometimes referred to as sea 
asparagus, are a well known green vegetable that can be 
found in local markets and high end restaurants. The 
indigenous tribes have eaten it only in recent times and 
harvest it today as a source of income. It is voraciously 
grazed by waterfowl and other herbivores. Historically it 
was burned and the ash used as a source of carbonate of 
soda for glass making before WW2. 
  

FIND IT AT THE PORT: Pickle weed is common in salt 

marshes throughout the Sound and in coastal estuaries 
that receive regular tidal inundation. It is found along the 
eastern shoreline of our downtown properties. 

WEEK 31 

Common Name:  9ŀǘƻƴΩǎ !ǎǘŜǊ 

Scientific Name:  Aster eatonii 

 

 
This deciduous perennial sends up leafy flowering shoots 
that grow to 1 meter tall. The lance shaped leaves have a 
few teeth on the margins with the larger ones reaching 10 
cm. The 2 cm ray flowers are pink or white and the bracts 
are yellowish at the base. The fruits are small achenes with 
pappus hairs that are sometimes reddish.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Eatonôs aster is fairly common 
west of the Cascades and is usually found near stream 
banks, seashores, or other moist to wet places at low to 
mid elevations. It is in our Prairie garden at Olympia and 
Marine Drive. Its close relative, Douglas aster, is found in 
our xeriscape in front of the boat launch bathroom facility. 
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WEEK 30 

Common Name:  Great Camas 
Scientific Name:  Camassia leichtlinii 

 

 
Great Camas is a perennial herb that grows to 70 cm tall 
from a deep egg-shaped bulb. There are several grass-
shaped basal leaves that are 2 cm wide and 50 cm long. 
The blue flowers bloom on a leafless stalk with 5 or more 
flowers in a terminal raceme. The flowers consist of 6 
tepals evenly spaced and star-like. After flowering the 
tepals twist together around the developing capsules that 
grow to 2.5 cm. 
 
Camas bulbs were an important staple food that was 
widely eaten and traded when available. The bulbs were 
harvested during or soon after blooming so as not to 
confuse them with the similar looking death Camas. The 
island coast Samish actively cultivated them. The Camas 
beds could be owned and inherited. Each season the beds 
were cleared of stones, weeds, and brush. The bulbs were 
dug with pointed sticks and only the large ones were 
harvested leaving the smaller ones for next yearôs crop. 
The bulbs were usually steamed in large pits for 24 hours 
or more. The carbohydrates in the bulbs have long chain 
sugars that need to be broken down to be digestible. The 
cooked bulbs were eaten right away or sun dried for later 
use. Eating too many bulbs causes indigestion and 
flatulence. 
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Camas is one of several lily-family 
plants that are restricted to rain shadow climates in our 
region. Great Camas is found in our prairie garden at the 
Marine Drive and Olympia Avenue intersection. 

 
WEEK 29 

Common Name:  Yarrow  

Scientific Name:  Achillea millefolium   

 

 
This perennial aromatic herb grows from rhizomes to a 
height of 10 to 100 cm. The fernlike leaves are stalked 
below and stalkless above, pinnately dissected, the 
divisions again dissected. The tiny flowers are grouped 
into sunflower-like heads and these are arranged into flat 
topped clusters. The color varies from white to pinkish 
red. The fruits are small one seeded achenes.  
 
Yarrow is taxonomically one of the most variable plants 
in our region. It was used for a wide variety of medicinal 
purposes by the Native Americans. The Haida and 
Songish used it as a poultice for head and body aches. 
The Tsimshian used it for a sore throat gargle. Cowlitz 
soaked the leaves as a hair tonic. The Cowichan made a 
blood purifier. Swinomish made a bath for invalids. The 
Klallam used it for cold medicine. Both the Skagit and the 
Snohomish used it as a diarrhea medicine. The 
Squamish made a preparation to cure measles. The 
Quinault made a general tonic.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Yarrow is found in well drained 
open meadows, rocky slopes, gravel bars and roadsides. 
You can see it at Swantown next to the information kiosk 
that is in front of the boat launch bathroom facility. 
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WEEK 28 

Common Name:  Goat's Beard 
Scientific Name:  Aruncus dioicus 

 

 
A member of the rose family, this robust perennial grows 
1 to 2 meters tall from stout creeping rhizomes. The 
sharply toothed leaves are three times compound, 
pinnate, and divided into ovate leaflets 15 cm long. The 
plants are dioecious (male or female).  The tiny white 
flowers are densely packed in elongated terminal much 
divided clusters. The seeds are light brown follicles about 
3 mm long. 
 
There are many traditional medicinal uses of goatôs 
beard. The Lummi chewed the leaves to cure small pox. 
The Tlingit made a preparation of the roots for diseases 
of the blood. The Nuxalk used a tea for stomach pain, 
gonorrhea, and as a diuretic. Itôs efficacy on sores is 
recognized by several groups. The Skagit burned the 
twigs and mixed the ashes with bear grease to apply to 
swellings and sore throats. 
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Goatôs beard is found in moist 
edge habitats of streams, roads, and forests. There are 
some in the plantings on the south side of the Swantown 
boat launch. 

WEEK 27 

Common Name:  False Lily of the Valley 
Scientific Name:  Maianthemum Dilatatum 

 

 
This deciduous, shade loving perennial grows from 
slender branched rhizomes that produce upright stems to 
35 cm. Each flowering stem has 2 alternate heart-
shaped leaves with 10 cm blades. The small white 
flowers have 4 petals (unlike the 3 normally found in the 
lily family) and bloom in a terminal raceme 6 cm long. 
The fruits are small (6 mm) round berries. They are 
green and mottled brown at first becoming red. 
  
The berries were eaten, but not greatly relished, by 
several of the northwest coast groups including the 
Squamish, Nuxalk, and Haida. The Quinault pounded the 
roots and soaked them in water which they put on the 
eyes for soreness. The Makah chewed the roots to 
correct sterility. The Cowichan drank a root tea to heal 
internal injuries. 
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Maianthemum is generally 
found in moist shady woods and riverside areas. It 
spreads aggressively and can become the dominant 
groundcover. It is found at Swantown in the bed behind 
the boat launch pay station. 
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WEEK 26 

Common Name:  Red Columbine 
Scientific Name:  Aquilegia Formosa 

 

 
 
This tap rooted perennial grows to 1 meter tall. The 
leaves are twice ternately (divided into 3ôs) compound 
and clustered at the stem base. The bi-colored flowers 
have red sepals and yellow petals that have straight red 
to orange spurs. The fruits are dry follicles that split to 
release black seeds. 
 
Columbine flowers are very attractive to hummingbirds 
and butterflies. This plant is called red rain flower in 
Haida. If you pick the flower it will rain. The Quileute 
pounded the roots to paste and put it on sores. It was 
used by various tribes for a variety of ailments including 
diarrhea, dizziness, and venereal disease. 
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: This common native plant is 
found in moist meadows, open meadows and rocky 
slopes at low to mid elevations west of the Cascades. It 
is in several of the shrub beds at Swantown Marina as 
well as the corner of Marine Drive and Olympia Avenue. 

WEEK 25 

Common Name:  Inside Out Flower 
Scientific Name:  Vancouveri hexandra 

 
 

 
This deciduous shade loving perennial spreads by 
slender rhizomes. Its compound leaves are basal and 10 
to 40 cm tall. Each leaflet has three lobes in the shape of 
a duck foot. There are up to 30 nodding white flowers on 
slender leafless stems. The petals and sepals of the 1 
cm flowers turn backwards so far that the flower looks 
like it is trying to turn itself inside out. The fruits are hairy 
follicles containing black seeds. The seeds are dispersed 
by wasps and ants. This plant was named for the English 
explorer Captain George Vancouver. 
  
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Inside out flower is found in 
shady moist forests at low to medium elevations on the 
west side of the Cascades. It is at the information kiosk 
beds at the Swantown boat launch as well as the BC 
dock entrance. 

WEEK 24 
Common Name:  Wild Strawberry 
Scientific Name:  Frageria virginiana 

 

 
Wild strawberry is a deciduous (to somewhat evergreen) 
low growing perennial with hairy runners. The leaves 
coming from the base of the plant are divided into three 7 
cm leaflets. The leaflets are oval in shape, coarsely 
toothed with the terminal tooth shorter than the others, 
and blue green with a waxy coating. They turn bright red 
in the fall. The 2 cm flowers are white to pink and appear 
in an open inflorescence of 2 to 15 blossoms. The red 
fruit are 1 cm wide. 
  
The berries are eaten by birds, bears and people alike. 
Most local tribes reported eating them. The strawberries 
were only eaten fresh, being too juicy to dry like other 
berries. The Saanich and mainland Comox seeped the 
fresh leaves to make a clear sweet tea. The Skokomish 
used the tea to cure diarrhea. The Quileute chewed the 
leaves and applied them as a poultice to burns. 
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: This plant is naturally found in 
open woods, near stream banks and rocky or sandy 
meadows in our area. They are at Swantown Marina in 
front of the BC and JKL bathroom facilities. 
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WEEK 23 
Common Name:  Oregon Sunshine 
Scientific Name:  Eriophyllum lanatum 

 

 
Oregon Sunshine is a low spreading perennial woolly 
herb with stems growing from the base 25 to 60 cm tall. 
The 1 to 8 cm long leaves vary from alternate to opposite 
and from entire to pinnately lobed. The plants are 
covered with white woolly hairs. The bright yellow daisy-
like flowers have ray corollas 1 to 2 cm long. They 
appear as single heads on stalks. The fruits are achenes 
that sometimes have a pappus of scales. 
 
This attractive plant is a great host for butterflies. The 
Skagit rubbed the leaves on the face to prevent 
chapping. The Chehalis mixed the dry flowers with 
grease and touched a person of the opposite sex with it 
as a love charm. 
  
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Oregon Sunshine is found in 
dry open habitats with well drained soils such as bluffs, 
rocky slopes and prairies. This plant is in the prairie 
demonstration garden at the corner of Olympia Avenue 
and Marine Drive. 

WEEK 22 
Common Name:  Cascara 
Scientific Name:  Rhamnus purshiana 

 

 
This small deciduous tree rarely grows to 10 meters tall. 
It has smooth thin gray bark. The alternate leaves are 
dark glossy-green and oblong, with finely toothed edges. 
They are distinctive in their prominent parallel veins that 
give them a wash board appearance. The tiny green 
flowers are borne in umbels growing from the axils of the 
leaves. The fruit are purple berries 7 to 9 mm wide. 
 
This useful tree has good soil binding qualities and 
grows well in disturbed areas. The berries are edible to 
humans but not very tasty. It is one of the best berry 
producing trees for birds, as well as raccoons and other 
small mammals. It is pollinated by yellow jackets. The 
bark is universally used as a laxative. It contains 
hydroxymethyl-anthraquinones that cause peristalsis of 
the large intestine with little or no effect on the small 
intestine. It can be toxic in high doses. The Squaxin also 
used it on sores and swellings. It was used as a remedy 
for dysentery and many other diseases by many various 
tribes.    
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Cascara is found in forest 
openings and prefers southern exposure. Large trees are 
rare due to the harvesting for laxatives. The Port 
introduced this tree to its downtown properties in 2012, 
planting 5 trees along the shoreline path from Olympia 
Avenue to Northpoint. It can also be found on many of 
our forested Tumwater properties. 
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WEEK 21 
Common Name:  Sea Thrift 
Scientific Name:  Armeria maritima 

 

 
Thrift is an evergreen perennial that grows in a dense 
rounded mat that spreads to 30 cm. The basal linear 
leaves are needle-like, 1 ribbed, and about 10 cm long 
and 4 mm wide. The small flowers are usually pink and 
crowded into head-like clusters on 10-30 cm leafless 
scapes. Thrift blooms mostly in the spring but may 
continue to produce flowers throughout the summer. The 
fruits are a small nut-like bladder with one seed. 
  
FIND IT AT THE PORT: This native is not very common 
in our area. It is very tolerant of infertile soil and salt 
spray and is found on coastal beaches, bluffs, spits, and 
sometimes inland in grassy meadows or river banks. We 
have this species planted at the NorthPoint Trail, the 
boat launch beds, and in our native prairie garden at the 
corner of Olympia Avenue and Marine Drive. 

WEEK 20 
Common Name:  Harsh Paintbrush 
Scientific Name:  Castilleja hispida 

 

 
This paintbrush is a perennial herb with clustered, un-
branched, stiffly hairy stems ascending 20 ï 60cm tall. 
The alternate lance shaped leaves are also hairy. The 
upper leaves have 1 to 2 pairs of lateral lobes. Showy 
bright scarlet to yellow bracts appear in a short 
inflorescence that cover the small greenish flowers. The 
fruits are 2 chambered capsules containing numerous 
seeds.  
 
The Quileute use an infusion tea of the whole plant to 
bring about regular menstruation. It is a good addition to 
a butterfly garden. 
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Harsh paintbrush is generally 
found in dry forest openings, dry meadows and grassy 
slopes. At the Port it is found in our prairie garden on the 
corner of Olympia Avenue and Marine Drive. 

WEEK 19 
Common Name:  Bleeding Heart 
Scientific Name:  Dicentra Formosa 

 

 
Bleeding heart is an herbaceous perennial growing from 
slender, brittle rhizomes. The glaucous leaves are all 
basal and grow to 30cm. The leaves are deeply and 
finely divided into narrow segments and have a fern-like 
appearance. The drooping heart shaped flowers grow in 
clusters on leafless scapes to 40cm. The flowers have 2 
deep sac-like spurs that give it the heart shape. They are 
pale to deep pink and about 2cm long. The fruits are 
slender capsules 5 cm long that contain several shiny 
black seeds.  
 
Bleeding heart acts as a host for butterfly and 
caterpillars. The flowers attract butterflies. The upper 
Skagit tribes used it as worm medicine and chewed the 
roots to cure toothaches. It was also crushed and put on 
hair to make it grow.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: This common plant likes moist 
humus rich soils and is usually found in shaded forests 
and along stream banks. It can be found at Swantown at 
the boat launch information kiosk and in the beds next to 
the BC docks. 
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WEEK 18 
Common Name:  Redwood Sorrel 
Scientific Name:  Oxalis oregano 

  

 
Sorrel is a perennial that produces basal leaves and 
leafless flowering stems from scaly rhizomes. The leaves 
are trifoliate each with three notched heart-shaped 
leaflets up to 4 cm across on petioles 210 cm long. 
Sorrel holds its leaves horizontally to maximize 
interception of light in the dim forest understory. In direct 
sunlight it folds its leaflets sharply downward. This may 
be an adaption to conserve moisture but leaflets also fold 
in the rain, perhaps to reduce the impacts of raindrops. 
The flower scapes grow 15 cm tall each bearing a single 
white / pinkish veined flower with five petals 1.5 cm long. 
The fruit are 5 pointed capsules. 
  
The Cowlitz, Quileute, and Quinault eat the leaves. The 
plants contain oxalic acid which give them a sour taste 
and is potentially harmful. The Cowlitz and Quinault 
squeezed fresh juice from the plant and applied it to sore 
eyes. 
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Sorrel is generally found in 
moist forests at low to mid elevations west of the 
Cascades. At Swantown Marina, it can be found under 
the trees next to the entrance to the BC docks. 

WEEK 17 
Common Name:  Bitter Cherry 
Scientific Name:  Prunus emarginata 

 

  
Bitter cherry is a small tree growing from 2 to 15 meters 
tall. It has classic cherry family bark that is shiny reddish 
gray with horizontal rows of raised pores. The alternate 
leaves are 8 cm long on 1 cm petioles. They are oblong, 
have finely toothed margins and are rounded at the tip. 
They turn bright yellow in the fall. The 1.5 cm white 
flowers bloom in clusters along the branches. The small 
(1 cm) drupes are red to almost black when ripe.  
 
The tough stringy bark was peeled off in strips and used 
in decorative overlays or for wrapping implements such 
as harpoons, arrows fire drills, and shafts of bows. The 
joints were covered with pitch to make them waterproof 
and strong. Lummi chew the bark to facilitate childbirth. 
Similarly the Quinault boiled the bark for a laxative tea. 
The cherries of this species are so bitter that they are 
inedible to humans. The fruits however, are an important 
food source for birds and small mammals (especially in 
early winter). Deer and elk feed on the leaves. It provides 
nesting sites for cavity dwelling birds, mammals and 
bees.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: It is typically found in open 
forest settings in full to part sun. It is intolerant of full 
shade. It is often found as a pioneer species in logged 
areas. Here it grows on the forested strip that separates 
the Marina from the Marine Terminal.  
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WEEK 16 
Common Name:  Serviceberry 
Scientific Name:  Amelanchier alnifolia 

 

 
This large shrub or small tree (up to 5 meters) has 
smooth grey ï red bark. It has deciduous alternate oval 
to round leaves. They are unique in that the lower half of 
the leaves have smooth edges while the upper half is 
sharply serrated. The showy white 2 cm flowers have 5 
petals and grow in clusters among the emerging leaves. 
The sweet small fruits are dull red becoming purple and 
shaped like miniature apples. 
  
The Chehalis and Swinomish eat the fruit fresh and dry it 
for winter. The Samish and Swinomish exploit the 
toughness of the wood using it as a spreader in the 
rigging of a halibut line. Even a large halibut could not 
break this.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Serviceberry is found usually in 
open conifer forests. It often spreads by rhizomes and 
rooted stems to form dense colonies. It is good wildlife 
cover and food for birds and mammals. The foliage and 
new twigs are prized by deer and elk. You'll find these 
plants in our native garden at Olympia and Marine Dr., 
along the shoreline at Swantown as well as a large grove 
of them in front of the Marina office.  

WEEK 15 
Common Name:  Indian Plum 
Scientific Name:  Oemleria cerasiformis 

 

  
This harbinger of spring is one of the first deciduous 
plants to leaf out and bloom in late February or early 
March. It is a shrub or small tree that grows up to 5 
meters tall. The alternate leaves have short petioles, 
smooth edges, are lanceolate in shape, and grow to 10 
cm. Crushed leaves smell like cucumbers. 
 
The greenish white flowers are about 1 cm across and 
bloom in draping racemes as the leaves are expanding. 
Unlike the majority of the rose family, it is dioecious with 
male and female on separate plants. The female plants 
produce the plums (drupes). The fruit are about 1 cm 
long, orange or red when young ripening to blue/black. 
 
The flowers are an early nectar source for bees and 
other insects. The fruit are much loved and eaten quickly 
by birds and other animals. The Samish, Swinomish, 
Quinault, and many other NW tribes ate the plums fresh. 
The Cowlitz dried the plums for winter as well. The twigs 
were chewed and applied to sore places. They were 
sometimes burned and mixed with fish oil before 
application.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Indian Plum is mostly found in 
dry to moist open woods, stream banks and roadsides. It 
is tempting to bring in a branch for a floral display but the 
blossoms emit an odor reminiscent of cat spray. At the 
port it can be found on most of our forested property in 
Tumwater.  
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WEEK 14 
Common Name:  Red Flowering Currant 
Scientific Name:  Ribes sanguineum 

 

 
Red flowering currant is an erect deciduous shrub with 
reddish brown bark that grows 1-4 meters tall. The 
leaves are alternate on the stem, 3-5 cm wide, rounded 
with 5 lobes, and have serrated edges. They are smooth 
and green on top and lighter in color and hairy on the 
undersides. The early spring flowers are tubular, light 
pink to red and hang in clusters of 10 to 20. The 7-9 mm 
fruits are dark blue, round, and hairy with a white waxy 
bloom.  
 
The berries are edible but taste bad. They were eaten 
fresh by some of the Coast Salish groups. The flowers 
attract hummingbirds and butterflies. The berries are 
persistent and do not ripen all at once providing a longer 
term food source for numerous birds, small mammals, 
deer, and elk.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Red currant is usually found in 
dry open woods, rocky slopes, or disturbed areas like 
roadsides or clearings. Here it can be found in the 
Swantown Marina DEF dock parking lot beds and behind 
the pay station at the public boat launch. 

WEEK 13 
Common Name:  Western Coltsfoot 
Scientific Name:  Petasites frigidus var. palmatus 

 

  
Coltsfoot is a perennial plant with numerous stems 10-50 
cm tall arising from slender creeping rhizomes. It is 
mostly dioecious with male and female flowers on 
separate plants. Coltsfoot is unusual in that the flowering 
stems come up before the leaves. The flowers are 
creamy white or pinkish heads 6-12 mm high arranged in 
elongated flat topped clusters held by glandular white 
woolly stalks. The basal leaves are generally heart 
shaped and deeply divided into 5-7 lobes. They are 
green and hairless above and white woolly below.  
 
The Muckleshoot eat the stem boiled. The Quileute use 
the root boiled as tea or eaten raw as cough medicine, a 
cure for tuberculosis, ulcers or other chest problems. The 
Quinault use the leaves to cover berries when cooking 
them in a pit. The Skagit warm the leaves and lay them 
on parts afflicted with rheumatism.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Coltsfoot is generally found 
near streams, in moist meadows or other boggy places. 
Here it can be found in the plantings next to the BC dock 
gate at Swantown Marina.  
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WEEK 12 
Common Name:  Pacific Wax Myrtle 
Scientific Name:  Myrica californica 

 

  
Wax Myrtle is a large evergreen shrub or small multi-
stemmed tree that grows 2-10 meters tall. It has sturdy 
green leaves 4-13 cm long that give off a spicy scent on 
warm days. It has greenish flowers born on a spike about 
3 cm long. The fruits are small wrinkled purple berries 4-
6 mm wide. The fruit have a waxy coating hence the 
common name Wax Myrtle. 
 
Birds eat the fruit. The wax extracted from the fruit can 
be used for candles or soap, but the Pacific Wax Myrtle 
produces less wax than other bayberries so it was rarely 
used for this purpose. This plant is called ñmonkey bushò 
in Stlôatlôimx probably because it was used for some 
purpose by sasquatches.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Wax myrtle is an important 
nitrogen fixing species. It is generally found in wetlands 
or boggy swampy areas at low elevations. Here it can be 
found in front of the JKL dock bathroom facility at 
Swantown Marina. 

WEEK 11 
Common Name:  Pacific Ninebark 
Scientific Name:  Physocarpus capitatus 

 

 
Ninebark is a multi-stemmed deciduous shrub that grows 
to 4 meters tall with brownish bark that peels and shreds 
on the older stems. The shiny green leaves are 
alternately arranged, 3-5 lobed, sharply toothed, and 
deeply veined. The flowers are small and white with 5 
petals, and are borne in dense round pom-pom clusters. 
The fruit are inconspicuous 1 cm reddish berries. 
 
The Nun-chuh-nulth used the wood for childrenôs bows 
and other small items. The Cowichan made knitting 
needles from it. It was generally considered poisonous 
and a tea from the bark was used as an emetic or 
purgative. It provides cover, nesting sites and food for 
birds and small mammals. Deer and elk browse the 
foliage and bears eat the berries.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT:  Ninebark likes moist to wet 
sites and is frequently found next to water. It has 
excellent soil binding qualities. At the Port it is found 
along the shoreline at Swantown Marina between the BC 
and DEF dock areas and behind the boat launch pay 
station.  
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WEEK 10 
Common Name:  Roemerôs fescue 
Scientific Name:  Festuca idahoensis ssp. 
roemeri 

 
 

 
Roemerôs fescue is a short, fine textured, native, cool 
season, perennial bunchgrass. The fine textured leaves 
are about 10 cm long and come in a wide spectrum of 
greens and blues. The seed heads are open and found 
on a stiff stem 35 to 100 cm long. The stem color varies 
from light green to purple and reds.  
 
Roermeri is a sub-species of Idaho fescue that is native 
exclusively to the west of the Cascades from Vancouver 
Island to northern California. It prefers full sun and well-
drained soil. It is a good forage plant. It is an important 
native grass for upland prairie restoration in Western 
Washington. Bundles of rye grass roots are used by the 
Makah to rub the body after bathing. The Quinault layer 
the leaves under Salal berries while they are drying.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Roemerôs Fescue can be found 
in the Portôs native prairie garden at the corner of 
Olympia Ave and Marine Dr.  

WEEK 9 
Common Name:  Douglas Fir 
Scientific Name:  Pseudotsuga menziesii ssp. 
menziesii 

 

 
Douglas fir is a large pyramidal evergreen conifer with a 
stiffly erect leader and long spreading to drooping 
branches. Its dark brown bark is thick and corky and 
becomes deeply furrowed in older trees. The yellowish 
green needles are 2 to 3 cm long and have 2 white bands 
of stomata on their under side. They are spirally arranged 
around the branches. Its distinctive cones are 8 to 12 cm 
long with brown scales and are easily recognized by their 
protruding, papery, three pointed seed bracts.  
 
Douglas fir is the state tree of Oregon. First described by 
Dr. Menzies, it was named for explorer-botanist David 
Douglas. The native populations used the plant for 
various things besides fuel. It was made into spear 
handles, harpoon shafts, dip-net poles, fish hooks, 
salmon weirs, and utensils. The pitch was used as a 
medicinal salve for wounds and skin problems. The pitch 
was also used as caulk for boats and buckets and as fuel 
for torches. The cones were thought to have magic 
powers and were warmed by the fire by the Chehalis and 
Cowlitz to stop the rain.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Douglas fir is found throughout 
the northwest except in the wettest or driest places. It 
grows best in deep sandy loam soils and full sun. It is a 
very important timber tree and is often grown as a 
Christmas tree. It can be found on almost all the Port 
properties in Lacey, Tumwater and Olympia.  
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WEEK 8 
Common Name:  Oregon Stonecrop 
Scientific Name:  Sedum oreganum 

 

 
Stonecrop is a sprawling succulent perennial growing 
from rhizomes with fleshy, egg to spoon shaped leaves. 
The leaves are 2.5 cm long and are green becoming 
bronze in the fall and winter. The yellow flowers have 5 
lance shaped petals that are up to 12 mm long and are 
united basally.  
 
This plant is known to the Makah as water plant because 
of its succulent nature. It was eaten on journeys if there 
was any doubt about the safety of the water in the area. 
The Makah women ingested the leaves to promote 
menstruation.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT:  It is typically found on dry rocky 
open slopes from low to subalpine elevations throughout 
the Cascades. Here at the Port it can be found in the 
perennial beds around the Boat launch information kiosk.  

WEEK 7 
Common Name:  Kinnikinnick 
Scientific Name:  Arctostaphylos uva-ursi 

 

 
Kinnikinnick is a trailing evergreen groundcover that 
grows up to 3 meters long staying under 20 cm tall. The 
leaves are small alternate dark green ovals about 3 cm 
long. The flowers are small pink-white bells. The 8 mm 
fruit are bright red and persist into the winter.  
 
The leaves of the Kinnikinnick were historically used as 
the principle smoking mixture of the Northwest. It was 
said to impart an intoxicating drunken feeling. Some 
tribes ate the berries fresh or dried and mixed with oil or 
fish eggs.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Kinnikinnick is fairly common 
and widespread in Western Washington. It likes sandy 
and rocky well drained soil and is drought tolerant in the 
summer. It hosts butterfly caterpillars. The fruits are 
eaten by birds, small mammals, deer, elk, and bears. 
They can be found at the Port on the uplands associated 
with the BC and DEF docks at Swantown Marina.  

WEEK 6 
Common Name:  Madrona 
Scientific Name:  Arbutus menziesii 

 

 
The Madrona (strawberry tree in Spanish) is a 
magnificent small to medium, spreading evergreen tree 
with heavy branches. It has alternate oval shiny green 
leaves up to 15 cm long. White flowers in the spring are 
followed by orange/red fruit in the fall. Its attractive 
reddish bark peels off in strips revealing the younger 
green bark beneath.  
 
The Salish cooked the reddish bark with camas bulbs to 
color them pink. Various other tribes used teas made 
from the bark and roots medicinally for colds and 
stomach problems.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: Madronas like growing in well 
drained rocky soils in full sun. They are drought and salt-
spray tolerant and often found at or near sea level. They 
provide habitat for caterpillars and birds. Flowers are a 
nectar source for bees and butterflies and the fruit is 
eaten by birds and small mammals. There is a significant 
self seeding population found along the shoreline at 
Swantown Marina downtown Olympia.  



Native Plant of the Week  Page | 17 

WEEK 5 
Common Name:  Evergreen Huckleberry 
Scientific Name:  Vaccinium ovatum 

 

 
Evergreen huckleberry is an attractive bushy evergreen 
shrub growing 1 to 2 meters in sun and up to 5 meters in 
deep shade. It is easily recognized by its shiny green 
alternate sharp toothed 4 to 7 mm leaves. The leaves are 
distinctly 2 ranked and horizontally disposed. In spring 
there are 8 mm clusters of pink bell shaped flowers 
followed by small deep purple berries. The edible fruit are 
sweet with a somewhat musky taste. 
 
The berries were eaten by many of the coastal tribes. 
They were eaten fresh, or sun and smoke dried, mashed, 
pressed into cakes, and wrapped into leaves or bark. 
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: It is found in low elevation 
coniferous forests especially at edges and in openings. It 
is often found at the beach fringe in the salt spray zone. 
At the Port you can find it by the Swantown Marina boat 
launch, the gates to BC docks and various spots around.  

WEEK 4 
Common Name:  Vine Maple 
Scientific Name:  Acer circinatum 

 

  
Vine maple is a large shrub or small deciduous tree 
growing to 8 meters. They are often multi-stemmed with 
slender branches. The leaves are 5 to 10 cm in diameter, 
opposite, round in form with 5 to 9 (usually 7) finely 
toothed lobes.  
 
They are known for their striking red and yellow fall 
colors. The flowers are attractive with red sepals and 
white petals. The wings of their classic maple double 
seeds are spread wide, almost in a straight line.  
 
Vine maples have very dense, hard wood that is flexible 
when fresh and tough when dry. As such, it was used to 
make baskets, snowshoes, drum hoops, and fish traps. It 
was also used to make a variety of small implements like 
spoons, salmon tongs, and bowls. It was used as 
firewood and the charcoal was mixed with oil to make 
black paint.  
 
FIND IT AT THE PORT: It is a common understory plant 
in coniferous forests, clear cuts, and burnt areas in the 
PNW. It provides good roosting habitat and food for birds. 
There are a dozen or more vine maples along the 
shoreline trail downtown as well as many more on our 
undeveloped areas in Tumwater.  

  


