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THE LAST FLORAL BLOOMS:
SOMETHING TO SEE, WHILE THEY ARE STILL THERE

by Richard Dickey

THE LEGACY

enturies ago, explorers re-
turned to Europe describ-
ing a brilliant orange fire
along a mysterious shore

called California. Telling stories of
hills and valleys ablaze with the bril-
liant luminescence of gold and or-
ange flowers, they referred to Cali-
fornia as “la tierra del fuego”—the
land of fire—for the vast spreads of
iridescent poppies. Early Spanish

missionaries and European settlers
documented springtime California
blanketed with enormous pastures
of wildflowers from San Francisco
to San Diego. For generations po-
ets, writers, and painters had ro-
manticized California as “an Eden”
for its landscape that boggled the
imagination and stirred the heart.
Late-nineteenth century Southern
Californians honored their wild-
flower heritage, celebrating with
weekend wildflower parties and

parades with flower-covered horses
and buggies.1

A SEA OF ORANGE

Visualize yourself standing
amidst a sea of orange poppies, so
vast they expand miles across a
desert plain reaching into the far
distant foothills. A soft wind stirs
and slowly the air is filled with the
sound of flowers moving in the
breeze. The growing sound of a mil-

C

Western Antelope Valley 2003 flowers, west view on to the Tejon Ranch near the California Aqueduct. The yellow color on the hillsides
is from Bigelow coreopsis (Coreopsis bigelovii). All photographs by the author, copyright 2009.
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lion satin petals surrounds and en-
velopes you. This very soft subtle
sound grows to a loud ruffling and
rustling, making the landscape seem
to vibrate beneath your feet.

Visible ripples of wind move
across the flowered plain like long
sets of waves on an ocean. Scents of
flowers invade your nose, smells like
honeysuckle, grape, mint, lemon-
licorice, and jasmine blend and
morph into an incense of the desert
in spring. One becomes aware of the
palpable sense of “giddy” energy
radiating from the land. Beyond ra-
tional explanation, a feeling of light-
ness and completeness flows from

the desert in full bloom as if Mother
Earth herself were laughing with the
flowers.

Only in California, a land steeped
with myth and lore that has become
an ethos to the world, is one still
able to witness such wonders. Once
home to the most prolific grass and
wildflower prairies of the world, the
Golden State is now experiencing a
hyper transformation in landscape
ecology that threatens its botanical
legacy. Besieged by an exploding
population, this land of the fantastic
is quickly evaporating into history.
California is slowly being “loved to
death.” With only islands of native

habitat remaining, one such region
remains unique and largely un-
spoiled at the western tip of the An-
telope Valley, a place called Gorman
and the adjacent Tejon Ranch.

CALIFORNIA’S FLORAL
BLOOMS

With its distinct mediterranean
climate and varied landscape,
California’s native flora has evolved
a unique concentration of endemic
plants at such a global scale that it is
scientifically recognized and known
as the “California Floristic Province”

Tejon Ranch, December 2008. This view shows the back road to the ranch with Tehachapi Mountains in the distance. In a good year,
the entire foreground and the foothills are covered with wildflowers.

OPPOSITE PAGE, TOP TO BOTTOM: Western Antelope Valley looking north into the Tehachapi foothills and Tejon Ranch in 2006. Goldfields
(Lasthenia californica) are predominant but are starting to dry, while California poppies (Eschscholzia californica) are in full bloom. • The
westernmost edge of the floor of Antelope Valley in March 2005. This view is looking west on to the Tejon Ranch near the hills north
of Quail Lake, and is the center of the proposed Centennial City. The colorful flowers include California poppies (Eschscholzia californica),
Davy gilia (Gilia latiflora ssp. davyi), desert dandelion (Malacothrix glabrata), owl’s clover (Castilleja exserta), and goldfields (Lasthenia
californica) on distant hills. • This is the proposed site of Centennial City, on Tejon Ranch property near Quail Lake in 2005. Gorman
and most of the Tejon Ranch did not produce colorful displays during spring of 2005. Most of the record precipitation stopped in mid-
to late-February. Lower desert and coastal blooms were prolific, but higher elevations dried out before their flowers bloomed. • Tejon
Ranch, 2001. Looking west across “very windswept hills” the flowers appear smaller in height possibly due to the winds. Flowers include:
Bigelow coreopsis (Coreopsis bigelovii) and phacelia (Phacelia sp.). The clouds over the mountains are the result of orographic lift of the
air mass from the San Joaquin Valley.
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flower displays. Evolved in response
to an unforgiving environment with
inconstant seasons, these dense flo-
ral blooms are similar to blooms of
ocean plankton, deploying a strat-
egy of sheer numbers to ensure sur-
vival of the few. Additionally, adapt-
able seeds able to survive boom or
bust seasons with extended droughts
have further refined this genetic pool.
After eons of distillations and local-
ized adaptations, California is blessed
with hills, valleys, and canyons of
wonder; with a brief flash of life so
intense that it defies imagination.

Centuries of exploitation and
shortsighted land-use planning have
left California a completely changed
state. The Great Central Valley of
yesteryear is gone, transformed into
a conveyor belt of produce for the
USA. Agriculture, ranching, hous-
ing, road building, and dams—along
with the introduction of nonnative
plants—have drastically altered 75%
of California’s ecology. Introduced
Old World weeds from similar cli-
mates have invaded and flourished,
aggressively taking over native habi-

(CFP). The CFP has been designated
as one of Earth’s biological hotspots
due to its diversity and endangered

CLOCKWISE FROM RIGHT: A lone California
poppy (Eschscholzia californica) grows with
Parry gilia (Gilia parryi) in northwestern
Antelope Valley, 1991. • Two yellow Cali-
fornia poppies (Eschscholzia californica) on
the Tejon Ranch, 1992. Color variants of
California poppies and other annuals are
occasionally seen in this area. • Gorman,
2003. A dreamscape of flowers: Adonis lu-
pines (Lupinus excubitus), Bentham lupines
(Lupinus benthamii), California poppies
(Eschscholzia californica), Bigelow core-
opsis (Coreopsis bigelovii), phacelia (Pha-
celia sp.), globe gilia (Gilia capitata),
Fremont pincushions (Chaenactis fremont-
ii), desert dandelions (Malacothrix glabra-
ta), and more.

status. Of all these plant treasures,
none is more mercurial and fleeting
than California’s springtime wild-
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tats, first in coastal areas and then
spreading into interior regions of
California. Among the most damag-
ing of these invaders is a myriad of
fast-growing brome grasses. This
unprecedented invasion of nonna-

tive plants—combined with an ab-
sence of herbivores that could con-
trol their spread, and exacerbated
by widespread fire suppression prac-
tices—are irrevocably transforming
California’s natural areas. As a re-

“In the Spring, the San Joaquin Valley had a matchless sky overhead and
an expanse of wildflowers that spread over the great valley like a purple
carpet, so vast that a day’s ride on horseback would take one only to the
middle of it.” 

—Arnold Rojas, 1899 –19885

TOP TO BOTTOM: Gorman roadside, 2003. Thick growth of Bentham lupines (Lupinus
benthamii), a few globe gilias (Gilia capitata), scattered California poppies (Eschscholzia
californica), with a few fiddlenecks (Amsinckia sp.) and Bigelow coreopsis (Coreopsis
bigelovii) adorn a steep south facing hillside. • Orange California poppies (Eschscholzia
californica), on the Tejon Ranch, 1992. • A dark spot of color on the upper petal an Adonis
lupine flower indicates that the flower has been pollinated. The younger, not yet pollinated
flowers have a pale yellow spot on their upper petals. Tehachapi foothills just outside
Tejon Ranch, 1998.
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sult, California’s widespread, dense
floral blooms of the past are becom-
ing fewer, smaller, and more iso-
lated. Now, they can only be seen as
patches here and there.2

Although most of California’s
great floral valleys are now gone3,
several pockets of relatively undis-
turbed habitat remain, and contain
significant and viable seed reservoirs.
These “islands” of native California
ecology have survived encroachment
primarily due to isolation, rugged-
ness, climate, and elevation. Possi-
bly the most extraordinary one is an
area of Southern California along
the western rim of the Antelope Val-
ley. Only 60 miles north of Los
Angles lies a vast remnant of wilder-
ness that has remained virtually un-
spoiled since time immemorial.

THE WESTERN ANTELOPE
VALLEY INTERSECTION

When viewing Southern Califor-
nia from space imagery or looking
at relief maps, there are five distinct
geomorphic features that stand out.
Foremost is the diagonal coastline
with its enormous potential reser-
voir of Pacific moisture. Running
parallel to shore and further inland

are the Coast and Transverse Moun-
tain Ranges. Directly north of these
two features is the Great Central
Valley, flanked along its eastern edge
with a skyscraping wall of moun-
tains known as the Sierra Nevada;
the Sierra and the Tehachapi Moun-
tains stand like a dam preventing
the higher Mojave Desert from spill-
ing into the Central Valley.

However, the most intriguing of
all the land features is the large V-
shaped projection of the Mojave
Desert jutting toward the Pacific
Ocean. Here, a massive arrow of the
Mojave Desert points westward,
forming an exquisitely fine point all
within 40 miles of the Pacific Ocean
and framing the western tip of the
Antelope Valley. At this geomorphic
junction of four bioregions—where
high desert meets sea, and valleys
intersect mountains—nature’s forces
have been coalescing for eons, cre-
ating unique and diverse plant com-
munities.

With an exceptional number of
species even relative to the area,
Gorman and Tejon are ground zero
to overlapping ecoregions (Mojave
Desert, Central Valley, Sierra Ne-
vada, and Southern California) and
plant communities too numerous to
list. When spring conditions are just

right, this morphing of plant com-
munities is vividly displayed on the
hills above Gorman. From here and
stretching 30 miles northeast across
the windswept Tehachapi Moun-
tains of the Tejon Ranch, then spill-
ing onto the northwestern Antelope
Valley floor, is a rare unspoiled area
of exceptional and tempermental
springtime beauty.

On top of the mountain in
Gorman, spread across 2,800 acres
of south facing hillsides along Inter-
state 5, lies what many consider the
crown jewel of California’s wild-
flower locations. Born from a chasm
called the San Andreas, this land is
oddly yet aptly named Peace Valley.
Since the 1800s, the renowned hills
of Gorman have been attracting lo-
cal and international travelers for
their spectacular spring wildflower
displays, which some have compared
to Yosemite for their amazing natu-
ral beauty. The neighboring and
larger Tejon Ranch property is home
to remaining stands of California’s
native bunch grasses, wildflower
prairies, and some of the oldest and
largest oak trees in California. Prong-
horn antelopes and the critically en-
dangered California condors roam
free in this vast remnant of wildness
that has virtually been eliminated in
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California and the West. Amazingly
all of this is within an hour’s drive
from Los Angeles.

MICROCLIMATES AND
OROGRAPHIC LIFT

In this area of Gorman and
Tejon, the complex intersection of
five geological features and four
ecoregional climates has created
nanoclimates within microclimates.
Here one can witness the progres-
sion in plant growth from one can-
yon to the next, from one ridgeline
to another, and across one alluvial
plain, depending on elevations and
climate zones. The spring flower dis-
plays are particularly variable here
due to the overlapping of two domi-

nant climates—the continental cli-
mate of the Mojave Desert and the
mediterranean climate of California.
Where this high desert reaches close
to the Pacific the wildflowers are
exposed to bitter winter cold, high
winds, droughts, drenching rains,
heavy snows, and early spring heat.

At times in winter, frigid polar
air moves unimpeded across the
North American continent and
washes over the Mojave Desert.
These cold dry air masses expose
this region to drying arctic blasts.
Conversely, some of the warmer Pa-
cific winter storms are laden with
subtropical moisture. As these
storms sweep in from the ocean and
slam into this mountainous land-
scape they may release copious
amounts of rain and snow. This land

also lies balanced in between three
enormous oceans of air from the
Mojave, the South Coast, and the
Central Valley. With surrounding
mountain passes acting as funnels,
this lofty balcony is influenced by
the slightest of atmospheric changes
between these enormous air masses,
making this one of the windiest re-
gions in the state, and an ideal habi-
tat for the California condor. The
combination of elevation, climate,
and the prevailing jet stream wind
patterns of a season have a signifi-
cant impact on this region’s habitat
and its reservoir of diverse seeds.

With an elevation range of 3,400
to 4,800 feet, a cooler, windier, or
predominantly cloudy winter usu-
ally produces smaller displays of
flowers on the steep hills and rolling

Gorman, 2003. A magnificent view of the variety and density of flowers on the steep hills: Bentham lupine (Lupinus benthamii), Bigelow
coreopsis (Coreopsis bigelovii), fiddleneck (Amsinckia sp.), globe gilia (Gilia capitata), and California poppy (Eschscholzia californica).

“One shining morning a landscape was revealed that after all my wanderings still appears the most beautiful I have
ever beheld. At my feet lay the Great Valley of California, level and flowery, like a lake of pure sunshine forty or fifty
miles wide, five hundred miles long, one rich furred garden of yellow compositae. And from the eastern boundary of
this vast golden flowerbed rose the mighty Sierra, miles in height, and so gloriously colored and so radiant it seemed
not clothed in light, but wholly composed of it, like the wall of some celestial city.”

—John Muir, 1838–19146
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plains. For reference, winters of av-
erage precipitation, moderate tem-
peratures, and fast moving weather
systems with quickly returning
spring sun, appear to produce the
most notable spring wildflower dis-
plays on these highlands. Often-
times, seasons of above-average rains
accompanied by more cloudy days
with cooler temperatures appear to
inhibit early growth of native plants
while encouraging nonnatives. Due
to this region’s elevation, abundant
late season rains in combination with

the increasing warmth from the
spring sun, encourages the best dis-
plays here.

Gorman and Tejon are also home
to the natural phenomenon called
“orographic lift.” This effect occurs
whenever an air mass is forced or
pushed over rising terrain. As the air
mass gains altitude it expands and
cools, forming clouds that may hover
for days or weeks over the land. With
its elevated location at the geographic
convergence, a season with persis-
tent orographic lifting may inhibit

wildflower growth along the hilltops.
Yet only a few miles away on the
flats of the Antelope Valley, there
may be an abundance of flowers due
to more sunshine and warmth. Some
seasons, lush wildflower displays
flourish on the elevated hills of
Gorman and the Tejon Ranch, while
the adjacent valley plain lies dull
and brown due to spotty late rains or
early intense heat. An important
note: a winter of early heavy rains
followed by a pattern of cold, cloudy
days and drying winds seems to pro-

TOP: Gorman Hills panorama, 2008. • BOTTOM: Gorman Hills panorama, 2003.
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duce scattered or desiccated flowers.
Although the season of 2004-2005
was the second wettest in Southern
California’s history, the rains fell
from October through early Febru-
ary and benefited low desert and
coastal blooms. By April of that sea-
son, the higher, cooler, and cloudy
Gorman-Tejon region had prema-
turely dried out from winds, and the
floral displays were minimal.

WAXING AND WANING
OF THE BLOOMS

With favorable moisture, tem-
perature, and wind, the floral bloom
may last for several weeks, or it may
be shortened dramatically by a sud-
den early heat wave. This region’s
flowers are particularly vulnerable
to wind damage; most visitors ob-
serve it is helpful to arrive earlier
than later in the bloom, before winds
can play havoc with the flowers’ frag-
ile petals.

Even after many years of photo-
graphing wildflowers, I have still not
come up with a way to predict what

TOP TO BOTTOM: Gorman Canyon, 2003. At dusk, the white flowers of evening snow (Linanthus
dichotomus) begin to open. • Gorman Canyon, 2001. The exact same view, two years
earlier. • Gorman Hills, 2003. The line of trees and shrubs marks a water seep or slow
spring (one of around 64 such water features) on the Gorman Hills. • Gorman Hills, 2003.
The top of the hills are covered with spectacular displays of wildflowers.
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will be blooming in any particular
spot. And, I have never observed a
location bloom with exactly the same
wildflowers, colors, combinations,
or densities from year-to-year. In
fact, there are actually specific loca-
tions I have recorded that have flow-
ered only once in my 23 years of
documenting and photographing
these fleeting floral landscapes.

A typical bloom pattern may start
out with coreopsis (Coreopsis bige-
lovii) or goldfields (Lasthenia cali-
fornica) being the first to show col-
ors, perhaps followed a few weeks
later by owl’s clover (Castilleja ex-
serta), gilia (Gilia spp.), phacelia
(Phacelia spp.), and lupines (Lupin-
us spp.), while California poppies
(Eschscholzia californica) may reach
their peak later when the earlier col-
ors are starting to fade. There is al-
ways a unique waxing and waning
of the blooms, which varies tremen-
dously from one season to the next.
During the same season, this bloom-
ing cycle may also vary between ad-
jacent locations within the western
Antelope Valley.

Occasionally though, there are
rare seasons when all the colors of
the flowers crescendo together, pro-
ducing the most amazing symphony
of music for the eyes. Some of the
most notable recent years in the
Tejon Ranch area were the spring
blooms of 1988, 1991, 1992, 1998,
2001, and 2003, along with local-
ized areas of the Ranch in 2005.

In the Gorman Hills, the blooms
of 1981, 1985, 1988, 1992, and 2001
produced some of the best displays.
Observers have described the sea-
son of 2003 as one of the most
memorable in their lifetimes. With
relatively average but later season
rainfall, the 2003 bloom produced
an intensely dense and varied dis-
play with all the hues of the palette
peaking in unison. Most amazing
were vast smears of deep blue across
the slopes from enormous stands of
30-inch tall Bentham lupines (Lu-
pinus benthamii). Some locals com-
mented, “In all my lifetime, I have

TOP: Gorman, 2008. The same view as below, but in early winter, vividly makes the point
that preserving displays of California’s native annual wildflowers requires astute land
management and faith that the seed bank residing in the soil will survive to bloom again
when conditions are right. • BOTTOM: Gorman, 2003. This view shows Gorman Post Road
and the Golden State Freeway (Interstate 5), with motorists exiting from their cars for a
closer look at the flowers. The darkest blue is primarily Bentham lupine (Lupinus benthamii)
with a few royal desert lupines (Lupinus odoratus) mixed in. The lighter blue-lavender is
primarily lacy phacelia (Phacelia tanacetifolia) along with a few globe gilia (Gilia capitata),
other flowers are yellow Bigelow coreopsis (Coreopsis bigelovii) and orange California
poppies (Eschscholzia californica). During 2003, the blooms peaked in mid-April and
lasted for two weeks. That year, the Bigelow coreopsis dried out first.
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never seen the hills with so much
blue.” It has since become known as
the year of the “Big Blue.”

Blended into the display were
the varied colors of royal desert lu-
pines (Lupinus odoratus), pygmy lu-
pines (Lupinus bicolor), Adonis lu-
pines (Lupinus excubitus), globe gilias
(Gilia capitata), lacy phacelias
(Phacelia tanacetifolia), coreopsis,
goldfields, popcorn flowers (Cryp-
tantha spp.), desert chicory (Ra-
finesquia neomexicana), white layia
(Layia glandulosa), evening snow
(Linanthus dichotomus), and Califor-
nia poppies. The hills of Gorman
were so mesmerizing and stunning
that hundreds of motorists speeding
by on the nearby Interstate 5 slowed
to gawk, while semitrailer drivers
exuberantly sounded their air horns
with what can only be described as
“happy toots.” Many motorists even
chose to exit the freeway for a closer
view.

THE SECRET GARDEN

The wildflowers of Gorman and
Tejon are undeniably a remarkable
and mysterious natural phenom-
enon. After eons of isolation, adap-
tation, and specialization, these deli-
cate little flowers live in the world-
class CFP that has evolved on a time
frame beyond human comprehen-
sion. Here is a land where extremes
of geological features and unique
microclimates have created the
world’s heaviest, tallest, and oldest
living plants. These wildflowers,
little DNA ingredients of life, have
discovered the secrets to surviving
for years and decades with little or
no water. They are clever survivors
that appear as fleeting visions, at
best for a few weeks but sometimes
only for a few days. Once thought
by many to be a regular seasonal
event, these wildflower blooms are
now acknowledged to be rare, pre-
cious, and uncertain things.

For years on end, the highlands
of Gorman and Tejon may look un-
assuming and covered in their warm

sandy browns, occasionally teasing
us when seasons are marginal. But
this is a patient land, waiting as a
wise Methuselah for just the right
conditions, as if the moon, planets,
and stars need to be in alignment in
order for the magic to happen. When
the cycles of rain, sunshine, and tem-
perature are perfect, this landscape
transforms itself into a vision of
Eden. It is a moment in time, when
millions of flowers in the wilderness
become the landscape, when the ag-
gregate of tiny, delicate details over-
whelms and becomes the bigger pic-
ture. This land represents the
epitome of the “Secret Garden” that
writers have romanticized and writ-
ten about for centuries, as one could
live a lifetime on this land and never
see the same scene ever again.

GORMAN AND TEJON
PAST

For hundreds of years Gorman
and Tejon have remained remote
and on the sidelines, fortuitously
escaping Southern California’s ex-
plosive growth. The private prop-
erty owners of the past had, for the
most part, been commendable stew-
ards of the land. Their self-sustain-
ing operations impacted the envi-
ronment relatively little. For ex-
ample, the Ralphs family (of Ralphs
Grocery Company) originally owned
and leased the largest holding of
Gorman’s 2,800 acres since the early
1900s. They grazed small numbers
of cattle and moved them regular-
ly to prevent overgrazing. Using a
ratio of one cow per 25 acres, they
tailored this operation to climate and
soil conditions. During seasons of
drought the hills were not grazed,
allowing the land to recuperate. Most
importantly, the Ralphs family dis-
allowed any grazing during the wet
season, from mid-November to late-
April, which permitted the native
flora to regenerate. Their dedication
and sensitivity to the land gave gen-
erations of Californians the oppor-

tunity to experience one of the nat-
ural wonders of California, and of
the world—spectacular wildflower
blooms.

Similarly, the owners of Tejon
Ranch have, for the most part, also
been careful not to overgraze their
land and are mindful about allow-
ing the land to recover. Tejon Ranch
has also protected sensitive areas by
sectioning them off from grazing.

Although there are varying opin-
ions regarding the impact of grazing
on the environment, there is a grow-
ing amount of evidence that shows
that when grazing is conducted re-
sponsibly, it may function as a bio-
logical control to clear lands of ag-
gressive weeds, and is therefore ben-
eficial. While Gorman and Tejon
have survived relatively intact due
to decades of good stewardship, both
now stand at a crossroads.

VOICES FOR
CONSERVATION

GORMAN

In the mid-1990s, the status of
Gorman shifted dramatically when

Geomorphic features of Southern Califor-
nia graphically demonstrate the unique
position of the Gorman-Antelope Valley
area. Image courtesy of the Space Shuttle
Endeavour—Mission SRTM (Shuttle Radar
Topography Mission) C-Band, Interferomic
Radar, STS 99—February 2000.
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new owners took over the property.
Soon after 2000, plans were pro-
posed for a water extraction plant
requiring extensive grading into the
hills and storage tanks for produc-
ing bottled water. Other developers
have expressed interest in building
homes on the hills. In the fall of
2005, students of UCLA’s Extension
Landscape Architecture Program,
under the guidance of their instruc-

tor Michael O’Brien, conducted an
intensive ten-week-long environ-
mental survey. In it they docu-
mented the need for, and feasibility
of, preserving 2,800 acres as a pro-
tected wildflower park and habitat
sanctuary.

“For generations, this spring dis-
play has drawn lovers of wildflow-
ers, particularly devotees of the state
flower—the California poppy,” the

students’ report states. “Conven-
tional wisdom holds that man’s hand
has weighed so heavily on the land
that little remains of California’s
original state. Yet . . . Gorman Post
Road is considered one of the best
wildflower sites in Southern Cali-
fornia.” The Gorman water extrac-
tion facility was eventually denied
due to a CEQA lawsuit filed by the
Sierra Club’s Condor Group Chap-

Gorman, 1992. This incredible hillside full of wildflowers gives one the feeling of being in a Monet painting.
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ter, and prevailed primarily because
studies showing impacts to the local
water supplies were inadequate.

In August 2006, a suspicious fire
with five ignition points burned
4,864 acres of Gorman and parts of
adjacent Tejon Ranch.4 Many can-
yons of the Gorman Hills, as well as
areas with converging hills, experi-
enced high burn temperatures and
were left severely charred. To add

insult to injury, the current owners
have permitted (some local residents
suggest they have encouraged) ex-
tensive overgrazing with 1,000
sheep, followed by 300 cattle, from
November 2006 to at least the publi-
cation date of this article (July 2009).
This is the first time in recent
memory that grazing has been al-
lowed on Gorman during three con-
secutive wet seasons. As a result of
this poor stewardship, the hills are
in a very distressed state; many of
the burned spots, along with con-
tinuous winter grazing, are resulting
in large areas of barren, loose soil.
The Gorman Hills were designated a
Sensitive Ecological Area by the Los
Angeles County Department of Re-
gional Planning (in 1976), but local
residents express frustration with the
County’s inability to protect the land.
(As of the writing of this article, cattle
are still on the hills.)

TEJON RANCH

Adjacent to Gorman is the
270,000-acre Tejon Ranch, which is

the largest contiguous, private land-
holding in California. Situated 35
miles south of Bakersfield, 67 miles
north of Los Angeles, and straddling
the Tehachapi Mountains, this enor-
mous ranch of wild canyons, moun-
tains, and alluvial plains is now
threatened with ambitious develop-
ment under the new management.
In 2000, landholder Tejon Ranch
Company (TRC) announced plans
for three unprecedented proposals:
a luxury resort community called
Tejon Mountain Village, expansion
of Tejon’s Industrial Complex, and
building a new city (to be named
Centennial City) on the desert with
over 70,000 residents.

The Center for Biological Diver-
sity, Sierra Club, Natural Resources
Defense Council, Audubon Califor-
nia, Environment Now, Endangered
Habitat League, and Planning and
Conservation League originally
voiced concerns and entered into
talks with TRC with the expressed
goal of preserving this rare remnant
of pristine land.

The TRC, with a well-funded

Gorman, 1992. Highway weary travelers, getting out of their cars on Gorman Post Road,
seem to lighten up and smile, recognizing they were witness to something very special and
rare in nature, a remnant of the great floral blooms of California’s past.
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TEJON RANCH—A CONSERVATION PRIORITY

(Layia leucopappa), calico monkeyflower (Mimulus
pictus), and the Piute Mountains navarretia (Navarretia
setiloba).

Tejon is perhaps best known for its beloved wild-
flower fields, which make up in unparalleled intensity
and scale what they might lack in listed species. The
overwhelming seasonal floral show, painting the vast
landscape of hills and gullies with ephemeral color, is
world-renowned and is an irreplaceable piece of our
California natural heritage. All of these natural trea-
sures are threatened with destruction from private land
development.

The Tejon Ranch Company has recently proposed a
series of urban sprawl developments that jeopardize the
integrity of the wildflower fields of Tejon Ranch. Tejon
Mountain Village is a massive development proposed
for the western side of Tejon Ranch near Lebec. This
development would compromise 28,500 acres of oak-
studded mesas and canyons that are vividly striped with
coreopsis and poppies in years of well-timed rains.

T

ABOVE: This unusual color form of California poppy (Eschscholzia californica) was observed in the western Antelope Valley in 2009.
• OPPOSITE TOP: Tejon Ranch, 1992. This view is a perfect example of the extreme richness of western Antelope Valley’s wildflowers.
Bigelow coreopsis (Coreopsis bigelovii), Adonis lupines (Lupinus excubitus), and California poppies (Eschscholzia californica) dominate
the view. The photographer estimates that there are 700,000 to 1,000,000 individual flowers in this image. This area only bloomed
for two consecutive years with Bigelow coreopsis and California poppies, but the Adonis lupines have bloomed every year with varied
vigor and height. • BELOW: Antelope Valley, 1991. This view is looking northward to the Tejon Ranch and the Tehachapi Mountains.
This specific location has grown in with perennials and subshrubs since this photograph was taken, and has never bloomed like this
again. California poppies (Eschscholzia californica), Davy gilia (Gilia latiflora ssp. davyi).

ejon Ranch is a hotspot for biological diversity
and is a haven for rare and endemic species,

ancient oak trees, condors, rare native plant com-
munities, intact watersheds and streams, wildflower
fields, and the largest extent of native grasslands left
in California. The ranch is surrounded by protected
public and private lands and is a vital linkage corri-
dor connecting the southern Sierra Nevada to the
Transverse Ranges of the coastal mountains. The
federally listed endangered Bakersfield cactus (Opun-

tia basilaris var. treleasei)
grows on Tejon along with
numerous other CNPS 1B
plants, including striped
adobe lily (Fritillaria stri-
ata), Tejon poppy (Esch-
scholzia lemmonii ssp.
kernensis), delicate blue-
cup (Githopsis tenella),
Comanche Point layia
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These wildlands are essential to the survival and recov-
ery of the endangered California condor, too, but are
proposed as a sprawling upscale resort of vacation homes,
hotels, golf courses and commercial space around a
small lake.

As if this wasn’t enough, the Tejon Ranch Company
also wants to build a new city on the best wildflower
fields and native grasslands left in California. The Cen-
tennial Development is proposed to cover 11,600 acres
with 23,000 homes, one of the largest single develop-
ment projects ever considered in California.

Additionally, the 1,100 acre Tejon Industrial Com-
plex East will cut off a linkage corridor for the state and
federally protected San Joaquin kit fox around the south
end of the San Joaquin Valley, so that diesel trucks can
bring overseas cargo to warehouses to be built on pro-
ductive valley farmland and adjacent wildflower fields.

While several large conservation organizations have
agreed to the destruction of over 41,000 acres in hopes
that the remaining 235,000 acres will be conserved at
some point in the future, other organizations, including
the Center for Biological Diversity, remain opposed to
the location of the developments because of the unique
plant communities and habitats that they will impact—
areas like the outstanding wildflower fields and the
largest native grasslands left in the state. Condor critical
habitat needs to be fully protected if these magnificent
birds are to rebound from near extinction. To learn
more about what you can do to protect Tejon Ranch and

its botanical bounty from destruction by poor plan-
ning, please go to www.savetejonranch.org.

Ileene Anderson

Ileene Anderson, 2733 Cardwell Pl., Los Angeles, CA 90046.
ieanderson@roadrunner.net

To view the map of the proposed plan for Centennial City,
look to these two websites: http://www.flickr.com/photos/
exuberance/3570250661/ (note that you can toggle be-
tween the aerial photo of the site and the developer’s plan
on this website) and also at http://www.tejonranch.com/
centennial/index.asp# (from there, click on “Site Plan”).
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public relations campaign, skillfully
maneuvered through two years of
protracted negotiations. The out-
come was a conservation agreement
with little or no public input. This
pact, finalized in May 2008, was an-
nounced with a high-profile media
conference showcasing Governor
Arnold Schwarzenegger shaking
hands with senior representatives
from the Tejon Ranch and all na-
tional environmental groups that
had been involved in the negotia-
tions, except the Center for Biologi-
cal Diversity. Presidents, CEOs, law-
yers, directors, real estate agents,
consultants, and representatives ex-
changed self-congratulations and ci-
gars for their accomplishment, hail-
ing it as “good for California and
good for Tejon’s shareholders.”

The much-touted settlement
calls for creating a conservancy of
178,000 acres, to be owned and man-
aged by TRC and funded by the fu-
ture sale of houses. Approximately
140,000 acres of this conservation
easement covers property that is too
deep, steep, and rugged for com-
mercial use, and which therefore
would never have been developed
anyway. The pact also prohibits con-
servation groups who are partners
to the agreement from raising future

opposition to Tejon’s projects, re-
gardless of their environmental im-
pact. If real estate sales fall short
and the conservancy becomes de-
funct, thousands of acres of irre-
placeable habitat will have been bull-
dozed and graded with no guaran-
tees of preservation.

In 2007, the Center for Biologi-
cal Diversity withdrew from these
negotiations based on concerns
about the impacts that uncontested
development might have on this sen-
sitive landscape. “Tejon Ranch is a
true gem of California and can never
be replaced,” said Ileene Anderson,
staff biologist at the Center. “Once
these sprawl cities are built, they
will further fragment Southern Cali-
fornia from the rest of the state.
Coupled with the hit that the Cali-
fornia condor will take, this agree-
ment deals away one of the greatest
environmental opportunities that
California has ever seen. And it will
be lost forever.”

THE LAST OF AN AMAZING
LEGACY

I encourage anyone who has not
had the opportunity to take a drive
any time of the year along Gorman

Post Road onto Highway 138. Con-
tinue east past Quail Lake and watch
the massive Mojave “V” suddenly
open before you. You will see two
diverging mountain ranges, one to
the northeast and one to the south-
east spreading out across the hori-
zon and disappearing beyond the
Earth’s curve. Pull over, park your
car and step out, take in the view,
and make a mental note. You are
standing at the very finite point of
an extremely large and unique land
feature in California. Here is a land-
scape that is captivating no matter
the season; this is a vast, wild, open
space, an American savannah filled
with grasslands, wildflowers, ante-
lopes, condors, desert, and sur-
rounded by mountains with an infi-
nite horizon to the east.

Then take a look to the north,
just over the hills near Quail Lake
and visualize a city of 70,000 resi-
dents sprawling 3.5 miles across the
desert, replacing the sea of orange
poppies. Envision roads and utili-
ties expanding outward from this
center. Could such a development
really be “light on the land” and
sustainable, as the developers claim?
The enormous disruption of soil and
the steady vehicle traffic would cer-
tainly hasten the invasion of exotics

View from the top of Gorman Hills, 2001. Peace Valley and the San Andreas Fault are below at the bottom of the hill. Bigelow coreopsis
(Coreopsis bigelovii) and California poppies (Eschscholzia californica) dominate the view.
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into an otherwise pristine and pre-
served wilderness. The energy, trans-
portation, and water needs of this
new city would likely take far more
resources than the tax base will sup-
port. Gorman and Tejon are inter-
twined. If Tejon’s proposed projects
are built, the roads and utilities
would then be in place and available
for use by Gorman’s housing devel-
opers, who have admitted their
projects are not feasible unless the
infrastructure is already built. If
these projects proceed, how will we
explain to future generations why
we allowed the bulldozing of such
an irreplaceable natural resource?

I have traveled thousands of
miles across our state, over decades
of time, and have witnessed the most
amazing floral blooms; but no place
in California can compare to the
stunning wildflower displays that
occur at the western Antelope Val-
ley junction, when for its brief mo-
ment in time, it transforms itself
into the most beautiful place on
Earth. It is truly the secret garden,
incomparable to any other, and de-
serves protection.

Here in the hills of Gorman and
the Tejon Ranch is the symbolic and
physical intersection of our past and
future environmental directions.

Here, we have the opportunity to
preserve a place that is truly rare
and unique, not only to California
but to the world. As concerned citi-
zens, we need to be proactive and
make our voices heard. We need to
influence our policymakers to do
the right thing and conserve these
two sensitive areas so that they will
still be around for future genera-
tions to enjoy.

FOOTNOTES
1 Hedrickson J. 1989. Tournament of

Roses; The First 100 Years. Knapp
Press, Los Angeles, CA.

Tejon Ranch, 1988. California poppies (Eschscholzia californica) curiously flower in large depressions. This phenomena may be due to
protection from the wind, increased warmth, and/or possible access to more moisture. Or possibly, the winds blew the seeds across the
landscape and they collected in these depressions.
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versity of California Press. Inference,
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book.

3 Wood, John Windell. 1917. Pasadena,
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ros, Vaqueros and Buckeroos, and Lore
of the California Vaquero are among a
few of his stories that provide invalu-
able information from when “Califor-
nia was still young,” as he liked to say.

6 Muir, John. 1992. John Muir: The Eight
Wilderness Discovery Books. Moun-
taineers Books, Seattle WA. (Quote is
from page 613.) http:/books.google.
com/books?id=9QjeR4qHG10C&
pg=PA613&dq=john+muir+golden+
flowerbed#PPA614,M1.

Richard Dickey, 955 N. Croft Avenue #2,
Los Angeles, CA 90069. rdickey@feral
flowers.com

All images and textual content are copy-
right 2009 Richard Dickey; none of the
images or text may be copied, distributed,
or printed without written consent.

Self-published, Pasadena, CA. Digi-
talized in July 2008: http://books.
google.com/books?id=YxQpAAAAY
AAJ&printsec=to c&source=gbs_v2_
summary_r&cad=0. Pages 139–140
describe wildflower areas that no
longer exist.

4 Quail Fire, Los Angeles County, 2006.
http://dpw.lacounty.gov/wrd/Fire/file/
2006_fire/Quail.pdf

5 Rojas, Arnold R. 1964. The Vaquero.
McNally and Loftin, Santa Barbara,
CA. (Quote is from page 58.) Digi-
talized May 2008: http://books.google.
com/books?id=5d1kAAAAMAAJ&dq=
the+vaquero&q=purple+carpet&pgis
=1#search_anchor. Rojas wrote a col-
lection of stories documenting, re-
counting, and romanticizing the Cali-
fornia vaquero. Several books were
later pieced together from his col-
lected stories: These Were the Vaque-

ABOVE: Western Antelope Valley, 1988. Joshua trees (Yucca brevifolia) are near their
westernmost occurrence, and goldfields (Lasthenia californica) bloom in early spring. The
view in the distance is looking north-northeast on to the Tejon Ranch and the Tehachapi
Mountains. • LEFT: Photographer Richard Dickey on the hills of Gorman in April 2009.
Photograph by Rose Bryan.


