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It was the best of times (searching for rare Penstemons in central and northeastern Utah), it was the worst of
times (seeing so many populations impacted by human activities). It was ...

A Tale of Four Rare Utah Penstemons
By Ty Harrison, Emeritus Professor of Biology, Westminster College

The Tushar penstemon. On June 21,
2016 the Utah Native Plant Society Fremont
Chapter hosted the 2016 Penstemon Festival with
a field trip to a local site called Devil’s Dance
Floor. This site is known to have a population of
Tushar penstemon ( Penstemon tusharensis), a
local endemic named by Noel Holmgren in 1979.
A synonym for the Tushar penstemon is Penstemon caespitosus var. suffruticosus. The species
was thought to only occur in the Tushar Mountains (the type locality) and on the Sevier and
Markagunt Plateaus, but appears to be at least
somewhat more widespread than previously
thought.
An easily accessible area to see the plant is 7.8
miles west of Fremont Indian State Park, where
the paved road to Cove Fort crosses the famous
Paiute ATV Trail. Follow the Paiute ATV trail 2.8
miles to arrive at Devil’s Dance Floor. A more accurate GPS location is Lat. 38.616535°, Long. 112.454585° at 7187 ft, elevation. This species
was not known from Sevier County until fairly
recently and occurs here at an elevation some
1,000 ft. lower than previously known in Utah.
The Tushar penstemon only grows to about 6
inches in height and is slightly woody at the stem
base. The short plants have small, pale green,
oval shaped leaves. The plants were all in bud,
but I found one light blue flower growing over a
warm rock. Flower color can range from blue to
blue-violet. The locality is in a flat saddle, very
xeric, and on volcanic bedrock blown free of soil
by winter storms. Twenty four species were in
flower at this time including multi-colored Desert
paintbrush (Castilleja chromosa), Prairie Smoke
or Old Mans beard (Geum triflorum), Bicknell
milkvetch (Astragalus consobrinus), a Utah endemic with tiny, long purple flowers and hairy
pods, Nuttall’s clover or Dwarf clover (Trifolium
gymnocarpon), Yellow milkvetch (Astragalus flavus) and the Nipple cactus (Escobaria vivipara)
with its yellow-pink flowers. The other species in
bloom were the common spring flowers also
found in the Wasatch foothills. But unlike the
Wasatch, there is a noteworthy occurrence of
Blue grama grass (Bouteloua gracilis) in the dry,

Above: Tushar penstemon (P. tusharensis) by Charmaine
Delmatier from the Utah Rare Plant Field Guide
(www.utahrareplants.org).

gravelly soil. It was clearly waiting patiently for
the summer monsoon thundershowers.
During the Penstemon Festival dinner that
evening, I met Drs. Noel and Pat Holmgren who
told me where I could go to see three other, even
rarer species of Utah penstemons on my way
back home to the Wasatch--- my own personal
Penstemon Festival. I took their advice and
spent two more days searching out locations for
the Price penstemon (Penstemon marcusii) which
was named for the famous botanist Marcus
Jones, the Flowers’ penstemon (Penstemon flowersii) named for my favorite University of Utah
botanist Seville Flowers, and finally the
Duchesne penstemon (Penstemon duchesnensis,
syn. P. dolius var. duchesnensis) which grows
only in Duchesne County.
The Price penstemon. Noel Holmgren told me
to visit the type locality for the Price penstemon
or Marcus’s beardtongue at the Price Cemetery.
Here it grows only in the eroding soil of the blue
clay Mancos Shale Formation in Carbon and Emery Counties. I was dismayed to find the locality
east of the old cemetery almost totally destroyed
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Above: The Price penstemon (Penstemon marcusii) growth habit (left) and flower close-up (right). Below: Habitat of
Price penstemon on eroded Mancos Shale at “Jerrys Point” . All photos by Ty Harrison.

by a new city park and BMX facility. Another important botanical locality bites the dust! Not giving up, I explored the Mancos Shale badlands east
of Price along what is known as Airport Road. I
found a new locality on a high bluff called “Jerry’s
Point,” so named on a welded metal sign lying
along a deer trail leading up the slope. The first
Price penstemon I saw was in full flower near a
bulldozed parking area behind the Price Mine Supply Company building on the south side of Airport
Road. This area is apparently the type locality for
the species first named by Keck for the famous
western botanist Marcus Jones* . The Price penstemon was initially named by Keck as a variety of
the Moffat penstemon (Penstemon moffatii var.
marcusii) another Utah endemic species with a
slightly larger distribution. The Price penstemon
was later recognized as a distinct species by Noel
Holmgren and, according to the NRCS Plants Data
web site, it occurs only in Carbon, Emery, and
more recently, Wayne Counties. It has a closely
related endemic species, the Goodrich penstemon
(Penstemon goodrichii) just to the north in the
Uinta Basin in Duchesne and Uintah Counties.

The flora of the Mancos Shale badlands was especially lush this year due to favorable spring
storms. Interesting species in flower include the
Pretty buckwheat (Eriogonum bicolor), Cisco
woody aster (Xylorhiza venusta) a Colorado Plateau endemic, Castle Valley saltbush (Atriplex
gardneri var. cuneata), and Mat-saltbush (Atriplex
corrugata). Surprisingly, the state flower
(Calochortus nuttallii – or a possible western range
extension of C. ciscoensis?) was in full bloom on
these Mancos Shale badlands. This privately
owned parcel on an elevated bluff in east Price City
needs protection to compensate for the bulldozed
Price Cemetery site. The City of Price should be
proud of an endemic Penstemon named for the
city as well as a famous western botanist.

*The life and works of Marcus Jones were described by William King, William Gray and Walter Fertig in the November
2011 issue of the Sego Lily (volume 34 number 6).
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The “Flowers” penstemon. Noel Holmgren
showed me on a map where he first saw what
would be named Flowers' penstemon, by Utah
botanists Elizabeth Neese and Stan Welsh. The
Holmgren collection of many years ago was still
clear in both Noel and Pat’s mind as being immediately east of the Myton Cemetery, along a road and
across a pasture fence with an access ladder (a
stile). The fence-ladder was especially memorable
to Pat Holmgren and I was directed to watch for it.
According to correspondence between Tony
Frates and Noel Holmgren, Rupert Barneby of the
New York Botanical Garden was accompanying the
Holmgrens on a collecting trip to Utah when they
saw this unique, pink-flowered Penstemon from
the road (it was not however the earliest collection
of the species). Well, I searched up and down the
county road east of the cemetery, and all around
the cemetery itself, and even up a steep dirt road
on top of the isolated river bluff above the cemetery. No luck seeing any pink penstemons.
Not giving up, I spotted a badlands area approximately two miles northwest of Myton. Driving on a county road I found the eroding badlands
of the Uinta Formation surrounding a map feature
called Flattop Butte, with various communication

towers and aerials sprouting out of its top. It was
surrounded by a plethora of haul roads, oil wells,
oil storage tanks and pipes, newly built barbwire
fences, and worst of all, NO TRESPASSING signs.
Undeterred*, I pulled off the road near a cattle
guard and walked up a reddish sandstone ridge
which topped the eroded gray clay badlands below
Flattop Butte. In the warm, waning evening light, I
saw my first Flowers' penstemon, only 50 yards
from my parked RV. It was beautiful! I’ve seen
blue, purple, orange and red penstemons, but
never a pink one. It was nestled in a small ravine
of eroding gray, sandy clay and in full flower. Its
large pink flowers contrasted nicely with the
fleshy, gray leaves clustered around its base. Rainfall had been nice to the Flowers' penstemon this
past year. These badlands only receive an average
of 6 inches. Based on the number of plants flowering, their size, and the number of new seedlings
from prior years, It was clear that 2016, and
probably the year before, had been a banner years
for establishment, growth and flowering. 2016
should be a good year for seed set. I estimated a
population count of approximately 500 plants
growing on the south side of Flattop Butte on both
sides of the new, oil haul road.
No one knows how long this penstemon’s seeds
can lie dormant, waiting for a spring rain storm
event of possibly over ½ inch, sufficient to leach
germination inhibitors out the dormant embryo.
And then additional precipitation was needed to

Below: Flowers’ penstemon east of Flattop Butte, 2 miles NW of
Myton, UT. Photos by Ty Harrison.
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get the seedling established. This is well understood for the warm season and cool season desert
annuals of the Mojave and Sonoran Deserts, but
we understand very little about what controls episodic germination events for isolated populations
of these edaphically restricted perennial penstemons. We need a great deal of research to truly
understand the evolution and ecology of this species named for my undergraduate mentor.
The Duchesne Penstemon. The next day I traveled north from Price and down Indian Canyon
toward Duchesne to see the narrow endemic
Duchesne penstemon where Noel Holmgren told
me it could be found at the east end of town where
a road crosses the Duchesne River. I found that
the place he indicated on my map was on the edge
of a high gravelly bluff, overlooking the city and
river and was a veritable cactus garden among the
erosion-rounded, cobble-size stones of the
Duchesne River Formation. In flower were the
Claret cup (Echinocereus mojavensis), and the
common Whipple’s fishhook cactus (Sclerocactus
parviflorus, syn. S. whipplei var. roseus). The
Prickly pear (Opuntia sp. dry-fruited hybrids) and
Harriman's yucca (Yucca harrimaniae) were not
yet flowering. But no Duchesne penstemon! The
flat behind the bluff's edge had ominous stakes,
survey markers and bulldozer tracks. It will soon
be home sites with “view lots”. Another Holmgren
penstemon locality bites the bulldozer’s dust. Not
giving up, I searched the mesa-like bluff line leading north out of town, looking for pinyon and junipers which seem to be associated with the boulder
and gravel-loving Duchesne penstemon. Less than
a mile away to the northwest I found this elusive,
small penstemon growing happily among the
rocks and P/J, together with the dark pinkflowered Whipples fishhook cactus at lat.
40.173476°, long. -110.421317°. Success!!! This
diminutive penstemon, not over 3 inches tall, had
beautiful bright blue flowers with a lavender tinge,
over an inch long, disproportionate for the size of
the plants, much like some alpine tundra flowers.
And to top it all off, I saw a bumble bee emerge
from one of the large flowers. He moved too fast
to get a count of the orange abdominal stripes
which can be used to identify Utah’s bumble bee
species. See this web site How To Identify Bumble
Bees of Northern Utah for and excellent bumble
bee identification chart (www.ars.usda.gov/
Research/docs.htm?docid=10749). In the distance
to the west, across the Duchesne River I could see
more P/J terrace-bluff penstemon habitat crying

Above: Duchesne penstemon by Ty Harrison

for exploration and documentation. But It was
getting late in the day, and I needed to be home by
evening, More Penstemon hunting will have to
wait for next year.
Standing on the Duchesne River bluffs with the
tiny Duchesne penstemon at my feet, I marveled at
the big-picture story of these four rare and endemic Utah penstemons. How did they come to be
here? What are their evolutionary stories? What
are their co-evolved pollinators? How do they tolerate the extreme conditions of dryness, salty gypsum soils or wind-blasted winter exposure? There
are PhD dissertations waiting to be done here.
The big question is whether we can protect the
isolated populations of these rare flowers, growing
mostly on private lands and facing the threats of
future oil and gas development as well as off-road
recreation vehicles. Once back home, I immediately contacted Tony Frates, who is our UNPS “goto” person for Utah’s rare species. He reminded
me that he had summarized information both Penstemon flowersii and P. duchesnensis at the March
9, 2010 UNPS co-sponsored Utah Rare Plant Conference in Salt Lake City, which I had missed. He
sent me the document as well as a new monitoring
study which The Nature Conservancy has funded
for Penstemon flowersii, named in honor of my old
University of Utah professor. I read both documents immediately, and felt better that our organization and TNC were playing an important role in
protecting and understanding some of these rare
Utah Penstemons. But I think more can be done.
What of the poor Price Penstemon? Who is studying it? Hopefully, not all of its Mancos Shale badlands habitat will be destroyed by energy development and recreation vehicles like I saw happening
around Price. Does it need protection together
with its interesting Mancos Shale partners?
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