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Beware of common names for flowers—they can be 
unreliable. Sometimes completely different species 
share the same common name. Confusing, yes, but 
at least all species have only one scientific name.

Take time to examine some of the smallest flowers 
along the trail, and you will be amazed at what you 
see (a magnifier will help). Many species of saxifrage 
have especially exotic-looking flowers. Children love 
this activity, so get them their own magnifiers.

As beautiful as they are, many wild plants are 
poisonous, some very much so. Stinging nettle 
and poison oak are obvious examples. The green 
corn lily (it has many common names, but only one 
scientific name: Veratrum viride) is violently toxic. In 
general, if you don’t know for sure, assume every 
plant is poisonous.

As with any hiking, be sure to pack the Ten Essentials 
(wta.org/hiking-info/basics/ten-essentials).

Ballhead Waterleaf
(Hydrophyllum capitatum)
Uncommon. 4-16 inches; short-
stemmed, flowers near ground.
Gorge, east forest; woodlands

Bitterroot
(Lewisia rediviva)
Locally common. 1-3 inches; flowers 
on rocky ground; red, pink, or white.
East forest, central; shrub-steppe

Common Camas
(Camassia quamash)
Common. 6-26 inches; stalk has many 
star-shaped blue to purple flowers.
All regions; meadows

Sagebrush Violet
(Viola trinervata)
Locally common. 2-3 inches; upper 
two petals darker than lower three.
Central; shrub-steppe

Fairyslipper
(Calypso bulbosa)
Uncommon. 3-7 inches; flowers pink, 
occasionally white; shaded forest. 
West & east forest, coast

Checker Lily
(Fritillaria lanceolata)
Locally common. 1-3 feet; prefers cool 
moist conditions.
West & east forest; meadows, coast

Tolmie’s Onion
(Allium tolmiei)
Locally common. 2-6 inches; 10-40 
pink or white petals; clay soils.
East forest; shrub-steppe

Western Trillium
(Trillium ovatum)
Common. 4-18 inches; pure white 
fading to pink or rose red with age. 
West & east forest, coast

Spotted Coralroot
(Corallorhiza maculata)
Locally common. 7-22 inches; sapro-
phytic, no green parts.
West & east forest, coast

Stream Violet
(Viola glabella)
Common. 1-12 inches; heart-shaped 
leaves, widespread early spring.
Forest, meadow, subalpine, alpine

TIP: Start your wildflower hiking in lower elevations.

There’s no disputing it—modern life is hectic 
and getting more so every day. Many of us seek 
respite from the chaos of city living by pulling on 
hiking boots and heading for the hills, hoping to 
find relief in the splendid serenity of nature’s varied 
and magnificent landscapes.

Sometimes, though, it’s difficult to downshift from 
frenzied to sedate. Often, in our haste to reach our 
destination—that lake, that ridge, that peak—we 
neglect the path we’re taking to get there. We 
need to remind ourselves that half of the fun is 
the journey. In doing so, we open ourselves to an 
experience that might otherwise go unnoticed.

By shifting our attention from the end of the trail 
to our immediate surroundings, we begin to see 
a dazzling variety of wild plants that grow along 
the way. At first we notice the large and colorful 
flowers—the purple lupines, scarlet columbines, 
and yellow lilies. Now diverted, our attention 

turns to some of the smaller but equally dazzling 
species—the exquisite Calypso orchid hiding in 
the undergrowth, the intricate details of the tiny 
saxifrage. And the more we look, the more we see. 
In the process, we can re-learn how to see. And see 
we will.

Washington state, with its wide variety of ecozones, 
affords us endless opportunities to get back in touch 
with that inner child. Habitats inviting exploration 
range from coastal lowlands to high alpine tundra, 
and many more in between. And, thanks to WTA 
and other like-minded agencies, there are many 
nicely groomed trails to take us there.

Fortunately, you don’t need to be a botanist to 
appreciate Washington’s wildflowers. All you need 
are your eyes and a healthy curiosity about the 
natural world. And this simple curiosity will quickly 
grow into a larger awareness of the web of life that 
surrounds and connects us all.

by Ray Izumi
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A good guide is a must. Wildflowers of the Pacific 
Northwest by Turner and Gustafson (Timber Press) 
should be your first. Well-organized and packed with 
color photos for helpful identification and detailed 
descriptions, it’ll fit in any backpack. 

Every wildflower hunter should carry a good quality 
magnifying glass. The Hastings Triplet Magnifier 
from Bausch + Lomb has three lenses that lets 
you use one (or combine two or three) to get 
magnifications from 5X to 20X.

Lots of kneeling to look at wildflowers can be 
rough on the knees. Be kind to yourself by bringing 
something soft to kneel on. Strap-on knee pads can 
be convenient for frequent kneeling, or small foam 
pads like those sold at gardening supply stores.

A wide-brimmed hat and sunglasses will protect 
your eyes. Sunglasses with polarized lenses will cut 
down on glare and reflections. Eye protection is 
particularly important at alpine elevations.

Common Harebell
(Campanula rotundifolia)
Common. 4-20 inches; blue, bell-
shaped flowers common in meadows.
West forest; subalpine

Elegant Cat’s Ear
(Calochortus elegans)
Uncommon. 3-8 inches; hairy petals 
with purple base; rocky soils.
West forest; subalpine, alpine

Large-flowered Collomia
(Collomia grandiflora)
Common. 4-36 inches; salmon-col-
ored flowers with dark blue pollen.
West & east forest; meadows

Marsh Forget-me-not
(Myosotis scorpioides)
Uncommon. 2-28 inches; small blue 
flowers with yellow eye; moist shade.
Gorge, coast; mountains, wetlands

Elephant’s Head
(Pedicularis groenlandica)
Locally common. 8-32 inches; bogs 
and wetlands; pink with “trunk.”
Cascades; meadows, subalpine

Jeffrey’s Shootingstar
(Dodecatheon jeffreyi)
Uncommon. 6-24 inches; bogs and 
wetlands; lance-shaped.
Cascades, coast; meadows, subalpine

Spreading Phlox
(Phlox diffusa)
Locally common. 2-8 inches; grows in 
compact mats at all elevations.
West forest; subalpine, alpine

Tweedy’s Lewisia
(Lewisia tweedyi)
Endemic. 4-8 inches; large salmon-
colored flowers on rocky slopes.  
East forest; shrub-steppe

Naked Broomrape
(Orobanche uniflora)
Locally common. 0.5-3 inches; purple 
to yellow; parasitic, lacks chlorophyll.
All region; meadows, streambanks

Pacific Bleeding Heart
(Dicentra formosa)
Locally common. 6-20 inches; fern-
like leaves, in damp shady environs.
West forest; coast, meadows

TIP: Wildflower exploration is more fun with companions. 
You can find like-minded explorers through organizations 
like the Washington Native Plant Society (www.wnps.org).

 

Idaho Blue-eyed-grass
(Sisyrinchium idahoense)
Locally common. 4-16 inches; petals 
with long sharp point at tip.
All regions; meadows, subalpine

Brook Saxifrage
(Saxifraga nelsoniana ssp. cascadensis)
Uncommon. 5-7 inches; large clumps 
in wet meadows; along streams, lakes.
Cascades; subalpine, alpine

Lewis’s Monkey-flower
(Mimulus lewisii)
Locally common. 12-48 inches; hairy, 
bright pink with yellow throat.
West & east forest; streambanks

Monkshood
(Aconitum columbianum)
Locally common. 3-7 feet; grows in 
bushes; extremely poisonous.
Cascades; meadows, subalpine

Fragrant Fringecup
(Tellima grandiflora)
Locally common. 15-34 inches; exotic 
but tiny flowers; tinted green or red.
West forest; streambanks

Hooded Ladies’ Tresses
(Spiranthes romanzoffiana)
Uncommon. 8-24 inches; dense stalk 
of white flowers spiraling upward.
West forest; meadows, subalpine

Columbia (Tiger) Lily
(Lilium columbianum)
Locally common. 1-4 feet; orange 
with brown spots, facing downward.
West forest; meadows, subalpine

White Bog-orchid
(Platanthera dilatata)
Locally common. 12-45 inches; fra-
grant flowers, found near water.
West & east forest; wetlands

Red Columbine
(Aquilegia formosa)
Common. 8-48 inches. A favorite of 
hummingbirds and butterflies.
All regions; forest, subalpine, alpine

Siberian Miner’s-lettuce
(Claytonia sibirica)
Common. 6-14 inches; also called 
candy flower; edible leaves.
All regions; forest, coastal

TIP: Take advantage of guided wildflower walks given by the 
National Park Service and U.S. Forest Service. They’re free! 
Check parks’ and districts’ websites for scheduling.
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Alpine Speedwell
(Veronica wormskjoldii)
Uncommon. 2-12 inches; small blue 
flowers, along streams and lakes.
Cascades, coast; subalpine, alpine

Fan-leaved Cinquefoil
(Potentilla flabellifolia)
Locally common. 6-12 inches; bright 
yellow cups; moist meadows.
Cascades, coast; subalpine, alpine

Magenta Paintbrush
(Castilleja parviflora)
Uncommon. 6-15 inches; bright 
pinkish-red, similar to other species.
Mt. Rainier, Olympic; subalpine, alpine

Mountain Bog Gentian
(Gentiana calycosa)
Locally common. 8-20 inches; large 
trumpet-shaped dark blue flowers.
Cascades, coast; meadows, wetlands

Gnome-plant
(Hemitomes congestum)
Rare. 1-2 inches; fleshy pink to cream 
with berry inside; musky odor.
West & east forest; moist shade

Great Hedge Nettle
(Stachys chamisonis)
Locally common. 25-60 inches; tall, 
with red to purple 2-lipped flowers.
West forest, coast; meadows, bogs

Scarlet Gillia
(Ipomopsis aggregata)
Common. 1-4 feet; brilliant red flow-
ers; also known as skyrocket.
East forest; shrub-steppe

Subalpine Daisy
(Erigeron peregrinus)
Uncommon. 4-18 inches; resembles 
many asters, but with purplish petals. 
West & east forest; wetland, subalpine

Pinedrops
(Pterospora andromedea)
Common. 12-38 inches; red, aspara-
gus-like flower spike; saprophyte.
West & east forest; all elevations

Pink Mountain-heather
(Phyllodoce empetriformis)
Common. 4-15 inches; matted shrub 
with pink to rose bell-shaped flowers.
West forest; meadows, alpine

TIP: Be patient. Plants don’t bloom according to our 
calendars. Weather and temperature are huge factors. You 
might need to revisit a hike several times during the season 
for the best bloom periods.

   Cady Ridge, Okanogan-Wenatchee Nat’l Forest
13-mile (rt) ridge hike to big wildflower meadows 
and views of the Cascade Crest and Glacier Peak.  
Best time: July & August.   Photo by Ashley Stover 

   Dog Mountain, Columbia River Gorge
7.5-mile loop through slopeside meadows of 
balsamroot, paintbrush and a myriad of others.  
Best time: April & May.   Photo by Cheryl Hill

   Cowiche Canyon, Oak Creek Wildlife Area
Bursting with early-season color, wander along 
Cowiche Creek through a basalt canyon.  
Best time: April & May.   Photo by David Hagen

   Coldwater Lake, Mount St. Helens NVM
Stroll along the North Shore Trail as far as you like, 
where daisies, aster and penstemon abound.  
Best time: May & June.   Photo by Eli Boschetto

   Skyline Divide, Mount Baker Wilderness
9-mile round-trip with more wildflowers, glaciers 
and alpine views than your eyes can compute.  
Best time: July & August.   Photo by Buff Black

   Mazama Ridge, Mount Rainier National Park
From Paradise, climb 900 feet to a ridge walk with 
expansive views and bursting with summer color.  
Best time: July & August.   Photo by Brett Baunton

   Snowgrass Flat, Goat Rocks Wilderness
Explore wide, slopeside meadows off the PCT, 
brimming with lupine and views of Old Snowy. 
Best time: July & August.   Photo by Charles Manry

Aside from the environmental damage caused by 
picking flowers and digging up specimens, such 
practices are also forbidden in national forests and 
state and national parks. Rangers generally have 
law enforcement powers and can ticket or arrest 
violators. Penalties for damaging endangered or 
protected species are particularly harsh.

Besides being illegal, collecting is usually a futile 
effort. Many wildflowers will grow only in very 
special environments like breezy alpine meadows 
and will die when transplanted to your front yard. 
Often they die simply from being dug up.

Orchids in particular are almost impossible to 
transplant because they have special relationships 
with the plants and fungi in their habitat and will die 
without their symbiotic buddies. Even professional 
horticulturists rarely attempt this. Digging orchids 
up will almost certainly kill them.

And don’t forget the Hiker’s Motto: Take only 
pictures, steal only time, leave only footprints!

During early spring, start hiking in the lowlands at places like Anacortes’s 
Whistle Lake, where lilies emerge in April. Eastern Washington and the 
Columbia River Gorge tend to have wildflower blooms in April and May, 
when alpine meadows are still buried under feet of snow. Watch for early 
bloomers like trillium, violets, lilies and skunk cabbage.

During the high months of June through August it’s hard to go wrong, as 
wildflowers are in riotous bloom pretty much everywhere, so this is a time to 
do your favorite hikes. Our three national parks are obvious choices, where 
you can see mountain vistas as well as wildflowers.

The shoulder months of September through November are the most 
challenging for flower hunters, but still there are spots where wildflowers 
are in bloom. Many species like the aster and gentian families bloom in late 
summer and may be found in high meadows right up until first snowfall.

Being “topographically aware” can also help you locate likely bloom areas, 
i.e., knowing the side of the mountain you’re on. The south face may feature 
colorful flower displays while the north face is still under snow. Look for 
microclimates, like the shady sides of boulders and brooksides.

To assist you on your wildflower hunt, pick up a guidebook that specialize 
in wildflower hikes. A couple of the better books are Best Wildflower Hikes: 
Washington by Art Kruckeberg (The Mountaineers Books) and Washington’s 
Best Wildflower Hikes by Charles Gurche (Westcliffe Publishers).

Note: The wildflowers in this guide indicate the typical bloom period and viewing 
times for these species. Many factors determine when flowers actually bloom: 
weather, temperature, elevation and region. Actual bloom times may vary.

Specimen photos by Ray Izumi, except magenta paintbrush, by Tami Asars; 
ballhead waterleaf and pink mountain-heather by Joshua McCullough; 
bitterroot by Holly Weiler.

Ray Izumi, a long-time photographer who started with a Kodak Brownie camera 
at the end of the Stone Age, has been hiking in the mountains almost as long.
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