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Dear Reader,
This is a very special issue of Flora magazine, conceived and produced by Indigenous
partners and advocates. The California Native Plant Society is deeply grateful to our
guest editors Rose Ramirez, Deborah Small, and designer Tima Lotah Link, who
approached us with the idea for a spring edition dedicated to the complex issues
surrounding white sage (Salvia apiana). Together, they have curated and presented
a unique collection focused on this California native plant with which California
Indigenous communities have had a relationship for thousands of generations. The
stories and images offer a powerful meditation on our society’s relationship to plants,
and we trust the perspectives shared will touch your heart and mind as they have ours.
For too long, the Western scientific and conservation communities disregarded
long-standing traditional ecological knowledge—to our own peril. Today, we have
learned the hard way that we need to recenter Indigenous ways of knowing and rethink
stewardship to help us better connect to the living world and address the colliding
pressures of climate change, an extinction crisis, and systemic land-use injustice.
We can start by listening to and uplifting Indigenous leaders. With that, CNPS is
humbled to host this timely conversation. We hope it opens the door to many more
discussions. The Native Plant Society of California welcomes the Native voices of
the place we call home.

Liv O'Keeffe

Krystle Ramos

Senior Director of Public Affairs

Publications Program Coordinator
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California Native Plant Society
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COVER: Tina Calderan, Tongva/Chumash/Yoeme, gives an offering of
water to white sage (Salvia apiana) using a traditional coil-woven basket
cup made of basket rush (Juncus textilis). To hold water, the interior of the
cup is coated with pine sap from the Jeffrey pine (Pinus jeffreyi). Photo
and basket by Tima Lotah Link.

L E T T E R S F RO M T H E E D I TO R S
This issue of Flora is an urgent call to address what is happening with white sage.
We want to share with you how California Native people and others have been working tirelessly for decades to stop the destruction and cultural appropriation of white
sage. With the exponential growth of an international market for white sage fueled by social
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professor emerita

media, even areas such as the Etiwanda Preserve, where protections are in place, are being
decimated by large-scale theft.
White sage fields are now sacrifice zones for the global commodification of the plant.
Native friends have referred to this reckless exploitation of white sage as rustling, poaching, and
trafficking. Many are finding their traditional gathering grounds destroyed. Barbara Drake
called this “the desecration.”
In recognition of white sage’s profound importance to the spiritual and cultural vitality of
Native people in California and in Baja California, Mexico, as well as to myriad pollinators
and wildlife, we are working with our collaborators and CNPS to explore how to protect
white sage and its critical habitat.
We’re encouraging everyone to purchase white sage only from reputable growers, regenerative farms, and native plant nurseries, and to boycott all products made from wild gathered
(poached) sage. We hope you’ll join us in cultivating white sage and your local native plants
in your gardens and communities to enrich habitat and enhance biodiversity. You’ll be honoring the many Native people who have worked for years to protect white sage. You’ll also be
interrupting the unscrupulous supply chains for this culturally endangered plant and helping
to preserve white sage stands (a growth of uniform species, often from the same plant community) for the future generations of all species.

About 15 years ago, I went with some friends to the Etiwanda Preserve in Rancho
Cucamonga. I had never been there before. The sage was in bloom, white plumes
seemed to go on for miles. I was awestruck. We weren’t there to gather, we were there to

Rose Ramirez
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writer, and California Indian
Basketweaver

visit the sage. I knew people who’d go to Etiwanda for sage; elders from one tribe gathered
for a large event, others gathered for ceremonies and medicine.
Years later, our dear friend Barbara Drake, a Tongva elder (1940–2020), shared her concern about expanding development near Etiwanda with Deborah Small and me. She was
concerned for the sage stand. For Barbara, this was a grandmother plant, a relative—sacred.
Her cousin was Vera Rocha. Vera led the Spirit of the Sage Council to protect white sage; she
helped establish the Preserve through mitigation in the development of the 210 freeway.
Barbara’s concerns were valid. We found articles about not just the expansion of development, but that Etiwanda had a poaching problem. Our internet search took us down a rabbit
hole into the online white sage market with little evidence of growers, but a lot of vendors
selling “wild harvested” sage from the “hills of California.” From the amount of sage confiscated from poachers at the Preserve we knew some of their sage was from Etiwanda. Later,
when we revisited the Preserve, no longer were there beautiful sage blossoms as far as I could
see, but shrunken sage, struggling to survive. So, for the past several years we have been working to uncover the worldwide consumption of white sage that is killing what remains of one
of California Indians’ most sacred plants. This issue of Flora is dedicated to all those who are
trying to save white sage.
www.cnps.org FLORA
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Native bee on golden
currant (Ribes aureum).
Photo by Charlotte
Torgovitsky-Bob and
Mieko Watkins.

ASSEMBLY BILL
2146 TO PROTECT
POLLINATORS
On February 15, Assemblymember
Rebecca Bauer-Kahan (D-San Ramon)
introduced AB 2146, which aims to
protect pollinators from neonicotinoid
pesticides (neonics) used in non-agricultural settings such as golf courses,
parks, and home gardens. Widespread
neonic contamination in urban areas
indicates these non-agricultural uses are
a serious environmental contaminant,
according to the Natural Resources
Defense Council (NRDC).
Neonics are powerful neurotoxins that persist in the environment
long after application. The California
Department of Pesticide Regulation
has found neonics in 92% of water
samples taken in Southern California’s
urban areas and 58% of Northern
California’s urban samples. They’ve
been linked to reproductive harm in
animals; the amount of neonics used
to treat a single square foot of grass
is potent enough to kill one million
bees.* Those harms are a serious

concern in biodiversity hotspots like
California, home to 1,600 of North
America’s 3,600 bee species and more
types of native plants than any other
state in the United States.
CNPS is one of the bill’s three
co-sponsors, alongside NRDC and
Environment California. “The health
of plants and pollinators is inseparable, especially in California, where we
have globally rare species,” said Andrea
Williams, director of Biodiversity
Initiatives for the California Native
Plant Society. “We thank Asm. BauerKahan for introducing this important bill
to help protect the vital relationships that
sustain our state’s biodiversity.” AB 2146
is co-authored by Assemblymember Ash
Kalra (D-San Jose).
*Calculations based on currently permitted applications by the Environmental Protection Agency.

Take action today to
urge your California
lawmakers to pass
AB 2146 at on.nrdc.
org/3uFhyG2

A Sigh of Relief for
Conglomerate Mesa
In March, California tribes and
conservation advocates celebrated the
news that Canadian mining company
K2 Gold Corp. would indefinitely
suspend its controversial drilling
project on Conglomerate Mesa. K2
Gold announced its decision after
the Bureau of Land Management
required the operation to complete an
Environmental Impact Statement.
Adjacent to Death Valley National
Park, Conglomerate Mesa comprises
22,500 acres and is partially designated
as an Area of Critical Environmental
Concern and as California Desert
National Lands. The lands are home
to the rare Inyo rock daisy, the
Badger Flat threadplant, and Joshua
tree. The area also encompasses the
ancestral lands and traditional territories of the Timbisha Shoshone and
Paiute Shoshone Tribes, native to
Payahuunadü, commonly known as the
Owens Valley. Kathy Bancroft, Tribal
Historic Preservation Officer of the
Lone Pine Paiute Shoshone Tribe, shared,
“Conglomerate Mesa will always be a
sacred space to the Indigenous people
of this area. I hope any future mining
companies who pursue this project
understand that we will always protect
and care for these lands. The first stewards of this land will never allow a gold
mine at Conglomerate Mesa.”
CNPS hopes to see Conglomerate
Mesa permanently protected as part of
state and national goals to protect 30%
of our lands and waters by 2030.
Learn more at
protectconglomeratemesa.com

www.cnps.org FLORA
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Plant Science Summer Workshops

Build your botanical knowledge alongside expert instructors
and beautiful locations at an upcoming CNPS plant science
workshop. The summer workshop schedule is now available
on the CNPS website. Sign up now and secure your spot for
2022 workshops! For more info, email ahuante@cnps.org.

Scholarships now available!

CNPS is committed to reducing barriers and broadening
participation in plant science workshops.

A 2018 vernal pool workshop. Photo by Becky Reilly.

Power In Nature

Get involved in California’s 30x30
campaign, #PowerinNature, a community-driven effort to support the
protection of 30% of California’s
land and coastal waters by 2030.
CNPS is a proud participant in the
campaign, which recently launched a
new #PowerInNature website. Visitors
to the site can learn about featured
projects, local advocates, and ways to
take action. Power in Nature is part
of an international 30x30 movement,
informed and driven by local community-based organizations, Indigenous
nations, coalitions, and scientists.
Take action and
show support for the
movement by visiting
powerinnature.org
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Fire Followers

This spring, CNPS announced the
100,000th observation in the 2020 Fire
Followers project! Thousands of people
have participated in documenting and
identifying the response and recovery
of areas burned in the historic 2020 fire
season. Whispering bells (Emmenanthe
penduliflora), a well-known fire-following
plant, was one of the most-seen species,
as were a diversity of geophytes–plants
that grow from underground bulbs,
tubers, or similar storage organs. Fire
Followers is funded by The Seaver Institute.
Above: Mt. Hamilton coreopsis (Leptosyne
hamiltonii). Photo by Amy Patten.

Watch for another

Conference Early-Bird
Registration Discounts
Love native plants? Join CNPS for the
largest conference in California devoted
to them. The CNPS Conference is a
celebration of the diverse disciplines,
perspectives, and people defining today’s
native plant community.
The lineup for this year’s plenary speakers includes Alexii Sigona, member
of the Amah Mutsun Tribal Band and
alumni of the Native Stewardship
Corps; Dr. Jennifer Norris, California
deputy secretary for biodiversity and
habitat; Jennifer Jewell, host of the
Cultivating Place podcast and author
of The Earth in Her Hands; and José
González, founder of Latino Outdoors.
Save the Date:
October 20-22, 2022
(Workshops & field trips October
18-19)
Location
DoubleTree by Hilton, San Jose

popular Geophyte

Early-bird

Club challenge this

registration opens

June and visit cnps.
org/fire-followers

June 2022.
conference.cnps.org
2022 CONFERENCE
ROOTING TOGETHER
Restoring Connections to Plants, Place & People
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CHAPTER HIGHLIGHTS

SLO CONTRIBUTING TO THE
MANUAL OF CA VEGETATION
California’s rare plant communities
are unique combinations of plants
and environmental factors, and
the more people understand them,
the better the chances of conserving them. That’s why CNPS
volunteers, staff, and partners
are working together across the
state to monitor and document
California’s native plant species
and plant communities. Recently,
volunteers from the CNPS San Luis
Obispo Chapter (SLO) sampled field
data at Johnson Ranch. Trained
volunteers documented plant cover
by species and physical factors,
such as soil type, topography, and
disturbances using the detailed
Rapid Assessment and Relevé
protocols developed by CNPS and
the California Department of Fish
and Wildlife. The chapter submitted
their data sheets and photographs
to CNPS Vegetation Program staff
for analysis and updates to California’s
seminal plant community resource,
the CNPS California Manual of
Vegetation. Photo courtesy of
Melissa Mooney.

Interested in helping in
your area? Get started at
bit.ly/caveg

TOURING STEVE ROSENTHAL’S
RESTORATION SITE AT ALUM
ROCK

PARTNERING WITH THE
CALIFORNIA CONSERVATION
CORPS

The CNPS Santa Clara Valley (SCV)
Chapter board recently toured the
habitat restoration under way at
Alum Rock Park in San Jose. For
15 years, former Chapter President
Steve Rosenthal, CNPS volunteers,
park staff, and community groups
have weeded, cut down invasive
trees, collected seed, propagated,
planted, and watched native plants
flourish and grow! Steve’s everexpanding list of restoration sites
in Alum Rock and neighboring
preserves covers many acres, with
new discoveries and successes all
the time. Photo courtesy of Chris
Beresford.

With the assistance of corpsmembers
from the Fortuna Center California
Conservation Corps (CCC), the
CNPS North Coast Chapter recently
updated its outdoor nursery area.
Volunteers moved and spread 40
yards of gravel, filling low spots and
discouraging the aggressive liverwort growing on their fabric cloth.
Photo courtesy of Vivian Neou.

CALL FOR PROPOSALS!
Interested in writing for CNPS’
scientific journal Artemisia?
We are accepting proposals and brief summaries
for upcoming issues of Artemisia. Proposals should
contain a topic, theme, and be relevant to the CNPS
mission. This is a great opportunity for new and
seasoned writers, and those looking to get their
work published in a scientific journal.

Submit proposals to kramos@cnps.org
www.cnps.org FLORA
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M E E T T H E AU T H O R S

CNPS IS THRILLED TO FEATURE THE VOICES OF INDIGENOUS PARTNERS AND
NATIVE PLANT ADVOCATES. Together, they present a unique collection of stories
focused on white sage (Salvia apiana), a California native plant with which California
Indigenous communities have had a relationship for thousands of generations.

Rose Ramirez (Chumash/Yaqui)
Rose is an artist, photographer, filmmaker, writer, California Indian Basketweaver,
and co-author of Ethnobotany Project: Contemporary Uses of Native Plants of Southern
California and Northern Baja California Indians. She documents and writes about native
foods, plants, people, basketry, and artists. www.roseramirez.wordpress.com
Guest Editor

Deborah Small
Deborah is an artist, photographer, writer, and professor emerita in the School of Arts
at California State University San Marcos. She is a co-writer of Ethnobotany Project with
Rose Ramirez and Cooking the Native Way with the Chia Cafe Collective. Currently she
is collaborating on the Saging the World documentary project.
www.deborahsmall.wordpress.com
Guest Editor

Joely Proudfit (Luiseño/Payómkawichum)
Joely is chair and professor of American Indian Studies and director of the California Indian
Culture and Sovereignty Center at California State University San Marcos. She also consults,
and produces, on media projects with Native subject matter to ensure an authentic Native
voice. www.nativemediastrategies.com/about-dr-proudfit
Sage Sells, p. 8

Deborah A. Miranda (Ohlone/Costanoan Esselen Nation/Santa Ynez Chumash ancestry)
Deborah is a poet, memoirist, essayist, and scholar with a Ph.D. in English Literature from
the University of Washington, Seattle. Author of Bad Indians: A Tribal Memoir and four
poetry collections, she holds numberous literary awards. www.deborahmiranda.com
Teachings, p. 12
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Tima Lotah Link (Šmuwič Chumash)
Tima lectures and teaches on topics of California Native Traditional Ecological Knowledge.
She is also a creative director who specializes in designing for California cultural and
nature publications, exhibits, public spaces, and magazines.
A Family Portrait, p. 18

Michael Wilken-Robertson
Anthropologist Michael Wilken-Robertson’s research and advocacy work with Native
Baja Californians has explored ethnobotany and cultural landscapes of the Northern Baja
California region. His book, Kumeyaay Ethnobotany: Shared Heritage of the Californias,
explores the many ways that humans have interacted with their environments, from the
ancient past into the present.
In Baja California, Seeking Solutions for Sage Poaching, p. 24

Susan Leopold (Patawomeck Indian Tribe of Virginia)
Susan is an ethnobotanist and the executive director of United Plant Savers.
She currently serves on the Board of Directors for Botanical Dimensions, the Center
for Sustainable Economy, and the American Herbal Products Association Herb
Research Foundation.
United Plant Savers, p. 30

Siobhán Eagen (Acjachemem Nation/Irish)
Siobhán is a storyteller and recent graduate of San Francisco State University’s journalism
and recreation programs. Before pivoting to nonfiction, Siobhán was a competitive spoken
word poet and creative writer with a passion for accurate, fact-based, and inspiring
science communications.
Bringing Balance Through Rematriation, p. 32

Rico Ramirez (Shoshone-Gabrieliño)
Rico is proud to say his family has been protecting white sage even before he was born.
He is a biologist, botanist, and arborist with a B.S. in biology from California State University
San Bernardino, who is passionate about protecting natural and cultural resources in California. “Thanks to my botanical mentors Naomi Fraga, Antonio Sanchez, and Evan Meyer.”
Spirit of the Sage Needs Protection, p. 36

Weshoyot Alvitre (Tongva/Scottish)
Weshoyot is an illustrator and a comic book artist. Her art conveys her unique viewpoint
and continues a strong dialogue on issues that are important to her as a Native woman.
www.weshoyot.com
Sage Advice, p. 40
www.cnps.org FLORA
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How White Sage Went from an Indigenous Ceremonial Practice
to Pop Culture’s Spiritual Cleansing Prop
by JOELY PROUDFIT

Visit cnps.org/publications/flora for videos of misuse of white sage in Hollywood.

L I F E W I T H N AT I V E PL A N T S

Salvia apiana, aka white
sage, is suffering a popularity problem. White

sage is one of the most important
plants used by American Indians and
is particularly sacred to California
Indians; its natural habitat is predominantly in the southwestern coastal
Southern California and Northern Baja
California region. It grows nowhere
else in the world. White sage is used
for a variety of purposes, especially
ceremonially for prayer. But with the
rise of the new age movement and its
propensity toward cultural appropriation, the ever-increasing commercial
wildcrafting of white sage is putting it
at increased risk of endangerment.
And the film industry is complicit.
The commercialization of sage
smudging appears to be at an alltime high. We need look no further
than television shows or movies that
flippantly incorporate images and
storylines that include the “room
cleansing scene” or some other superficial spiritualism. The examples are
countless from ghost- or witch-centered shows like Charmed to Netflix’s
Dead to Me.
A recent and surprising example is
on Netflix’s Grace and Frankie, featuring Jane Fonda, a longtime advocate
of Indigenous causes. One episode featured a “comedic” scene about peyote
use that was upsetting to Indigenous
people both because of the content of
the scene, and also because many of us
feel that Ms. Fonda, as the show’s executive producer, should know better.
Reality shows also join in the
fun of cultural appropriation; there
are numerous examples from the

Real Housewives franchise frivolously
“smudging.” This mass visual consumption of cultural misappropriation can
attempt to repair romances, cast love
spells, design a home, gain wealth, or connect with the spirit world, and implicitly
encourages viewers to follow suit.
Media-fueled cultural appropriation
contributes to the devastating ecological impacts on our plant relatives. The
impulse to extract Indigenous spiritual
and material resources to experience
“good vibes” or other benefits is part
of a long history of colonial violence
toward Native peoples and lands. It
is part of what drove the violence
of settler colonialism that led to the
near complete genocide of American
Indians—especially in California. The
idea that people, land, and ecological
resources are simply there for the taking contributes to the mindset that is
presently placing human consumption
over ecological stewardship.
The desperation for an abstract spiritual connection should remind us that
colonial policies have long prevented
Native Americans from participating in
our own legitimate spiritual practices.
American Indians are the only people
in the United States to have had their
religions banned, a policy not officially overturned until 1978. Today,
many Native Americans are prevented
from accessing lands, waters, and plant
medicines used to practice traditional
ceremonies. Pesticides and other forms
of ecological and cultural violence
contribute to the problem. The commodification and appropriation of sage
in the name of beauty, wellness, and
entertainment is leading us into new
forms of cultural erosion due to the
hijacking of our spiritual practices.

For Native Americans, being in
good relations is a central cultural
value, and includes all living things:
plants, animals, people, and water.
Finding ethically sourced sage is necessary to maintain these relations, but it
is most important for Native Americans
to be able to harvest their own plant
medicines, which is becoming increasingly difficult due to over-harvesting.
Salvia apiana is not yet classified
as threatened, but the threats from
habitat loss and climate change add to
its impending endangerment. Commercial harvesting is something we
can mitigate. So, Hollywood, stop
exploiting Indigenous peoples, lands,
and traditions. As Hollywood begins
to reckon with its long history of
racial exclusion and bias, let it also be
mindful of the role it is playing today
in the commercialization and frivolous
displaying of inappropriate sage use.
Let us refrain from trend smudging,
even when white sage is purchased
from trusted vendors. Let’s do away
with scenes featuring home cleansing rituals, or wellness smudges,
spell casting, and the selling of sage.
The inclusion of these acts in film
and television are not just ecologically damaging to our plant relative,
but exploitative of Native American
culture.
If your script has characters selling
or using sage for anything outside an
Indigenous context, just please STOP.
Be in good relations with Native peoples
and plants, and the good vibes will be in
good relations with you. Screenwriters,
instead of writing in “sage-burning”,
consider including a nature walk or
some other activity that promotes sustainable engagement with nature.
www.cnps.org FLORA
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Photos courtesy of
Henrik Kibak,
iNaturalist.

SAGE AND ABALONE
Black abalone
(Haliotis cracherodii)
CRITICALLY ENDANGERED

Green abalone
(Haliotis fulgens)
CRITICALLY ENDANGERED

Flat abalone
(Haliotis walallensis)
CRITICALLY ENDANGERED

Pink abalone
(Haliotis corrugata)
CRITICALLY ENDANGERED

Pinto abalone
(Haliotis kamtschatkana)
ENDANGERED

The California coast once teemed with the
greatest number of abalone species in the world—
black, white, red, green, pink, flat, and pinto.
Tribes throughout California have always used
abalone shells in ceremony. However, poaching
of abalone for sage smudging kits—along with
overfishing and ocean acidification—now presents a new threat to the already dwindling
populations of abalone.

Red abalone
(Haliotis rufescens)
CRITICALLY ENDANGERED

READ STORIES OF ABALONE SURVIVAL

White abalone
(Haliotis sorenseni)
CRITICALLY ENDANGERED
Special thanks to Alyssa Huante, CNPS plant
science education coordinator, and Allen
Protasio, naturalist at the Monterrey Bay
Aquarium.
www.cnps.org FLORA
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F E AT U R E D P O E M

“Teachings”
by DEBORAH MIRANDA
with thanks to the elders, especially Barbara Drake, Tongva

SAGING 101
The practice of burning sage or smudging is fairly simple, with a few
necessary tools that are easy to obtain and widely available (see below).
You can start smudging today!
Salvia apiana is native to Southern California and Baja California; a
member of the Lamiaceae family, it is a perennial woody shrub with
flowers of white to pale lavender. Notoriously difficult to raise from seed,
wildcrafting on public lands is a common way to harvest enough white
sage to meet the growing demands of the market.
You will need a sage bundle, an abalone shell or a bowl made of ceramic,
clay, or glass to hold burning sage, matches or lighter, feather or fan for
guiding smoke over a person or object (optional). Eagle feathers are best
for this, followed by feathers from hawks or turkeys. Be sure to follow
federal laws regarding using feathers of wild birds.
Smudging kits may be purchased on Amazon, Etsy, Walmart, Urban
Outfitters, and Shaman supply stores, among others; such kits often
include an instructional guide, complete with blessings. White sage is
the go-to plant for cleansing your personal energy or home.
Photos courtesy of
Saging the World
documentary.

Before burning sage, some recommend setting intentions for spiritual,
energetic, and negativity clearing purposes. Leave a window open; this
allows smoke to escape. Some believe smoke also takes impurities with
it—so don’t skip this step.
Light the end of a sage bundle with a match. Blow the bundle out
quickly when it catches fire. Take appropriate steps to avoid burns. Have
a fire extinguisher and first aid kit nearby. If you see little embers fall on
the ground or carpet, tamp them out immediately. Be prepared for the
smoke alarm to go off! Take care not to inhale too much of the smoke.
Burning sage is an aromatic; it masks unpleasant odors, provides fragrance, and serves as an insect repellant. It is particularly useful because
it releases negative ions, clear the air of mold spores, pollen, pet dander,
odors, cigarette smoke, bacteria, viruses, dust and other hazardous airborne particles. In general, when smudging, do what feels best for your
situation, follow your Intuition!

12
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CEREMONY
The ceremony begins when our elders walk with us into our homelands,
show us where, how and when to harvest our plant relatives in a respectful way, with good intent and grateful hearts.
We treat plants as living beings with spirits that must be honored and
thanked. We gather white sage sustainably on our homelands, and often
raise sage from seed in our backyards. Each morning, their soft leaves
hold the sunrise so beautifully. Hummingbirds love the flowers. Our
plant relative, wey’wey, takes care of us when we take care of her.
Our prayers, ceremonies, and sacred objects were outlawed by colonizing
governments; practicing our spirituality meant imprisonment, or worse.
In 1978, when I was 17 years old, the American Indian Freedom of
Religion Act was signed. Now I am 60; we are still fighting to access and
protect sacred sites, reclaim stolen ritual objects, repatriate the remains
of our relatives.
Tongva elder Barbara Drake, tells us, We do not sell white sage. If you need
it as a medicine and we have it, we’re going to give it to you. We discourage
selling medicine plants, spiritual plants; we don’t know if the person collected
them in a good way, with a good heart.
Everything on earth has life and value. Wey’wey, you are a medicine that
helps us enter into a relationship with power and healing; for many
thousands of years, you have helped us to cleanse and renew ourselves so
that our prayers are strong and clear. Kaqinaš.
Some reservations have no access to running water. Pipelines poison our
lands and sacred sites. We are less than 1.5% of this country’s population,
but over 8% of us are homeless. Our Indigenous women go missing and/
or murdered every day. We have the lowest life expectancy and the highest
rates of depression and suicide. Light that sage bundle. Inhale deeply.
We smudge to clean our minds so that we will have good thoughts.
We smudge our eyes so that we will see clearly. We smudge our ears so
that we will hear well. We smudge our mouths so that we will speak
truthfully. We smudge our whole being so our actions in the world are
honorable. We smudge to remember we are not alone; our Ancestors are
with us. We smudge so that we may become good Ancestors.
www.cnps.org FLORA

13

SAGING
F E AT U R E D F I L M

THE WORLD
Sage smudging has become a viral trend.
What’s the truth behind the smoke?
CNPS, in partnership with Rose Ramirez and Deborah Small, is proud to announce the
debut of Saging the World, a short documentary that spotlights the ecological and
cultural issues intertwined with white sage (Salvia apiana). The film centers the voices of
Southern California and Northern Baja California Native advocates who have long protected and cherished this native plant. Today, poachers are stealing (estimated) metric tons
of this plant from the wild to supply international demand, as the appropriated trend of
smudging becomes an international phenomenon.
The film invites viewers to go from smudging to seeding, coming together to see plants
not just as “resources,” but as relationships. We encourage everyone to boycott wildsourced sage products and grow native plants, supporting the habitats we call home.

For a listing of screening events, film festivals, and viewing opportunities visit:

CNPS.ORG/SAGINGTHEWORLD

a film by ROSE RAMIREZ, DEBORAH SMALL, AND THE CALIFORNIA NATIVE PLANT SOCIETY
directed by ROSE RAMIREZ, DEBORAH SMALL, AND DAVID BRYANT
editor REYNALDO ROSALES
director of photography NEAL UNO
Thank you to everyone who made this film possible.
14
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“The poachers would basically cut all
morning. They lay their duffle sacks
down in the brush...As the sun would
go down and they were less visible,
the poachers would then remove the
white sage.” —Ron Goodman, Volunteer ranger

16
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EXCERPTS FROM THE
DOCUMENTARY SAGING
THE WORLD
From an interview with Ron Goodman
Volunteer ranger, Etiwanda Preserve, Rancho Cucamonga
“We would occasionally run into individuals poaching.
And as the years ticked on we would encounter them as
many as two or three times a week. When it was trash cans
they were utilizing, we would typically see three or four of
the 40-gallon trash cans. As they got more sophisticated,
they moved on to duffle sacks to carry their poached sage
out because they were able to one: put more of the confiscated sage in it; and two: hike it out on their back, just like
a backpack.
Over the last seven or eight years I would imagine that
there’s probably been an excess of 15 to 20 thousand pounds
of white sage taken out of these foothills. The last couple of
years, we have seen a tremendous uptake in poaching.”
From an interview with Gerald Clarke Jr.
Cahuilla Band of Indians in Riverside County
Photos courtesy of Ron
Goodman

“I don’t own that land, but I’m obligated to that land.
And that obligation also includes the responsibility to take
care of that land. So you take care of the plants, the plants
take care of you. It’s a reciprocal relationship.
When outsiders come in and start gathering our plants,
there’s no obligation involved, and there’s no responsibility
involved. What are you doing for the environment? What
are you doing for the plants?
It goes back to appropriation, to that idea of taking traditions that aren’t your own, right? For whatever reason, there’s
no giving. It never happens that it’s about ’what can I give to
the community?’ It’s always, ’what can I take?’
Native people say, ‘we’re not born with rights. We’re born
with responsibilities and obligations,’ and those obligations
are to the tribe—to our people—but they’re also to the land.
We belong to the land, and the land doesn’t belong to us. It’s
the same with the plants and the animals.”
www.cnps.org FLORA
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PI C TO R I A L E SS AY

A FAMILY

PORTRAIT
The loss of white sage populations
brings to light the importance of
true plant tending—for thousands
of generations—and the plant/human
portrait that emerges from that
relationship.
For Native people across California,
white sage is so much more than a
smudge stick—it’s food, medicine,
friendship, birth, death, marriage.
It’s family.

18
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White sage (Salvia
apiana), California
poppy (Eschscholzia
californica), and Matilija
poppy (Romneya
coulteri) are welcome
guests at weddings of
the Šmuwič Chumash
people of the coastal
Santa Barbara area.
Photo by Tima Lotah
Link.

www.cnps.org FLORA
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PI C TO R I A L E SS AY

Roberta Cordero,
Chumash, enjoying
spring tea made from
white sage (Salvia
apiana), Photo by
Tima Lotah Link.
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Ants enjoying the
spring sap from white
sage (Salvia apiana),
Photo by Deborah
Small.

White sage is a
wonderful medicine
plant. It’s a good
decongestant. As a
tea or tincture, it’s
effective for your
colds and fevers. It’s
a mouthwash for
sore gums, and you
can rinse your mouth
out with sage tea.”*

–Barbara Drake, Tongva elder
(1940–2020)
Excerpt from Ethnobotany Project:
Contemporary Uses of Native Plants |
Southern California and Northern Baja
California, June 22, 2018.
*This passage is meant to reflect Indigenous
knowledge and is not intended as medical
advice for Flora readers.

www.cnps.org FLORA
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Our family is Native,
but we get white sage
starts from our local
native plant nursery and
grow them around our
house. I feel good that
I’m not picking from sage
plant populations already
under pressure. My son
is three, and he’s learning
to tend properly the way
I was taught: Always
give a prayer and some
water, trim at an angle
above growth nodes,
and never, ever, ever,
ever sell. Always gift.”*
–Tima Lotah Link, Šmuwič
Chumash
*Native relationships with plant relatives are
familial and sacred, not commercialized. We
ask readers to seed their own white sage or
seek reputable vendors when purchasing.

22
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Tima’s son, Qilik,
watering a very healthy
stand of white sage
(Salvia apiana) in their
home garden. Photo by
Althea Edwards.

www.cnps.org FLORA
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F E AT U R E D S TO R Y

Like many members of her
community, Norma Meza,
Kumeyaay, actively guards
the white sage stands from
poachers.

IN BAJA CALIFORNIA, SEEKING
SOLUTIONS FOR SAGE POACHING
by MICHAEL WILKEN-ROBERTSON

In the high desert Paipai Indian
community of Santa Catarina, Baja
California, Mexico, a local cowboy
notices a pickup truck full of workers making its way along a dusty
dirt road of the remote ranch he is
guarding. When the workers get out

Teresa Castro, Paipai, holds a
traditional sage burner.
All photos courtesy of Saging
the World documentary.
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of the truck and begin collecting large
quantities of white sage (Salvia apiana), the cowboy rides his horse over
to investigate.
The workers are pulling out hundreds of whole plants and packing
them into the bed of the truck. The
cowboy tells the workers that they
are not allowed to harvest anything

without permission of the community
and the ranch owner. The workers
claim they were sent by a Paipai person
who lives in a nearby town, but they
don’t have any kind of permit. They
apologize but leave with their bounty.
The cowboy, far outnumbered by the
workers, and aware that any attempts
to contact authorities would be futile
since the harvesters would be long
gone, is unable to stop the theft. Later,
his boss, the owner of the ranch,
suggests that he not even intervene if it
should happen again, since it could be
dangerous for him.

Another member of the Santa
Catarina community, a Paipai traditional culture specialist who preferred
not to use his name for fear of reprisals,
is also alarmed by the extraction of
white sage from his community.

“It’s sad, this plant that
has been native to our
lands for thousands of
years and has been used by
our Native group... is now
fashionable. People have
learned that it cleans the
environment, that it brings
peace, and once they see
this, the demand grows.
The problem is that we
never used it by the ton.”
He added that in the previous year,
he observed the illegal extraction of
two to three tons a week from Paipai
territory, southeast of Ensenada, Baja
California.
These levels of illegal extraction
far surpass the amounts reported to
have been seized by PROFEPA, the
enforcement branch of the National
Environmental and Natural Resource
Protection Agency (SEMARNAT).
In 2015, 50 kilos of white sage were
seized; by 2019, 7.5 tons of the plant
were seized in a single event. This dramatic increase in confiscations reflects
only a small portion of the quantities
of white sage being poached from the
native landscapes of Baja California.
In the Kumeyaay community of
Juntas de Neji, resident Norma Meza
says that her community is also having

to deal with illegal plundering of white
sage. “Our community has over 28,000
acres; in some of those areas we have
a lot of white sage. Recently I found a
whole bunch of people harvesting it,
lots of people who cut it down to the
ground, the whole plant, they leave
nothing. This, combined with the
drought, means that when you come
back, there is nothing left, it’s dead and
dried up.”
Carmen Dominguez, of the
Kumeyaay community of San Antonio
Necua, explained that her community had to organize and patrol their
lands to stop the theft of sage. In her
husband’s town nearer to Ensenada,
the theft continues due to the demand
from the United States and Mexico
City, and whole hillsides that were once
blanketed with the silvery plant are now
denuded.
“They use it for ‘energetic cleansings,’
but they don’t know how to gather
the plant. During harvest season, only
women should gather it, leaving the
seed so that it will be spread around.
But the poachers arrive with machetes,
or pull it out from the roots; the damage is irreparable.”
These stories illustrate how the
increased national and international
demand for white sage and other native
plants is driving an alarming trend
toward illegal, unethical, and destructive harvesting of white sage and other
wild plants in even the most remote
rural areas of the northern peninsula. While the problem has much in
common with the situation north of
the border, in the southern range of
the California Floristic Province, the
protection of white sage faces additional
challenges, including different regulatory systems, greater difficulties for
enforcement, widespread poverty, and
distinct cultural contexts.

Members of the Native Plant Society
of Baja California (Sociedad de Plantas
Nativas de Baja California, or SPNBC),
a chapter of CNPS, along with local
Indigenous community members,
academics, and environmental activists,
have been busy discussing the complex
issues, monitoring online and retail
vendors, and seeking solutions over
the last few years, as a search for “salvia
blanca” on the Society’s website reveals.
Visit SPNBC: facebook.com.
groups/1028372130608186
César Garcia Valderrama, president
of the SPNBC, sees that problem as
part of a larger issue of native plant
poaching and habitat destruction.
“Not only must we contend with the
daily destruction of habitat due to
widespread changes in land use, but we
must also deal with a society that does
not understand the true value of our
flora and its biodiversity, often seeing
it only as a means to extract a quick
buck, while our authorities sit back in
ignorant complacency and bureaucratic
stupor. Poachers have been flooding
the market with an alarming amount
of white sage being sold in Mexico and
exported internationally for trendy
spiritual cleansing, incense, and herbal
medicine. We are facing similar problems with poaching impacts to Dudleya
ssp., Ferrocactus viridescens, Lonicera
ssp., Arctostaphylos ssp., Yucca schidigera,
Quercus ssp., and even ancient native
soils dug up and relocated to residential
and commercial gardens.”
The situation has attracted the attention of local researchers such as biologist
Ricardo Eaton-Gonzalez, a professor
at the Universidad Autónoma de Baja
California (UABC), who with his students is trying to better understand the
scope of the problem and find possible
solutions.
www.cnps.org FLORA
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If white sage is going to
be harvested, it should
be after the plant’s seeds
have matured, not in the
springtime when the
plant is just starting to
bloom. We don’t cut it
then. In spring, it is having its babies. Its seeds
are a kind of life that it has:
They fall to the ground
and new plants come.
They also give life to the
birds and other animals.”
—Norma Meza, Kumeyaay

Poachers use harvesting methods like machetes, or pulling
out by the roots, which damage
the plants irreparably. Photo
courtesy of Ron Goodman.

www.cnps.org FLORA
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A market in Tijuana with
white sage for sale. In
most instances, the sellers
have no evidence of
whether the plant came
from legal or sustainable
harvesting.

Since 2018, students of the
Department of Environmental
Management and the biology program
at the UABC have carried out field
research on the state of those natural
resources that have a growing demand
for use in the tourism and gastronomy sectors in the Valle de Guadalupe
and other areas around the city of
Ensenada. The result of a field survey,
which compared data from previous
samples, showed a decrease in sage and
yerba santa populations, both of which
are beginning to be incorporated into
regional cuisine and drinks.
For Eaton-Gonzalez, this first investigation helped to confirm the problem
of uncontrolled gathering of these
species. “As a result, through constant
monitoring in the streets and in the
media, my students were able to verify
the illegal transport of sage as well as
its confiscation, so a second research
effort was organized to document the
sale of sage in the city of Tijuana and
surrounding areas, including locals
selling regional and medicinal plants,
public outdoor markets, commercial
markets and self-service stores, restaurants where they incorporate salvia as
an ingredient in their cuisine, and sites
for sale of the plant on the internet.
In more than 40 cases analyzed, it
was detected that none of these sites
knew the origin of the plant they were
selling, nor did they have any evidence
that the plant came from legal or sustainable harvesting methods.”
28
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A third research effort is currently being
developed to generate data related to
the problem that will involve interviews
with different actors and key users of
the resource, including those who cultivate it and those who market it to sell
in national and foreign markets.

“We intend to propose
some actions for conservation and management,
but above all, to prevent
illegal plundering and
promote sustainable
harvesting.”
Some activists have called for new
legislation that would add white sage
to the Mexican version of an endangered species list. Dr. Claudia Leyva,
faculty at the Ecosystems Management
Program for Arid Zones of the UABC,
feels that additional regulations are
not the answer, since there is already
an existing official federal norm that
regulates the harvesting and use
of non-timber resources. “The real
problem is the lack of enforcement
capability. Here in Mexico, we have
standards and rules for everything, but
the problem is that their enforcement
depends on supervision by PROFEPA.
Unfortunately, the Baja California
offices of PROFEPA had only a few
enforcement employees covering the
whole state, and recently the Ensenada
offices were shut down and moved to
Mexicali, the state capital, which also
meant that the number of persons
working there is now half what it was.
So the problem is the lack of supervision and enforcement, not the lack of

regulatory frameworks. However, for
enforcement to work, citizens also need
to formally denounce poaching to alert
authorities to the problems.”
Given the difficulties of enforcing
the laws, some activists and Indigenous
community members are working on
getting messaging across to consumers
that would make them aware of the
impacts of poaching, and encourage
them to purchase only sage that can
be verified to have been harvested
sustainably. César Garcia Valderrama
has also called for the production of
native plants in authorized nurseries to
provide sage and other plants for use in
home gardens as well as for commercial
cultivation of sage.
For Indigenous cultural specialists
like Norma Meza, the original instructions provided by her ancestors need to
be respected. “If white sage is going to
be harvested, it should be after the plant’s
seeds have matured, not in springtime
when the plant is just starting to bloom.
We don’t cut it then. In spring it is
having its babies. Its seeds are a kind
life that it has: They fall to the ground
and new plants come. They also give
life to the birds and other animals. So
in March and April, we don’t harvest
when the plant is green and the flower
stalks are growing, because they have
to produce their fruits.”

“Some people give tobacco, but I
like to give water as my way of showing
appreciation, then I can take the leaves.
You prepare it, you tie up the leaves,
and then you keep it somewhere far
away from negative energies. Only then
it can be used for ceremonies—you can
burn it.”
Many Indigenous plant specialists
warn that the misuse of sage can lead
to unintended consequences for those
who use salvia harvested in ways that
are destructive to the plant. As part of
a campaign to “Save Our Sage” (Salva
la Salvia #Salvalasalvia), Kumeyaay
Carmen Rodriguez explains the importance of protecting the plant: “If people
really understood how to use it, and
the value of it, then many of us would
learn to take better care of it, to protect
it. If we continue protecting it, then it
will survive and continue giving us its
strength, and that’s something we all
need during these difficult times. But
if a plant has been harvested without
the proper respect, without permission,
nor in the right season, that plant won’t
have the desired effect, because it has
been mistreated, it has been injured.
Maybe, because it’s a plant, it can’t
scream, but if you look and listen carefully, you’ll hear it crying out for help.”
Quotes from Norma Meza are from interviews
for the Saging the World documentary. Thanks to

“Sage is so sacred to us

Rose Ramirez, Deborah Small, and CNPS.

that if you want to have
it for ceremonial use, you
must ask for permission,
and give a little water, then
give thanks to the plant.”

www.cnps.org FLORA
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S AV E N AT I V E PL A N T S

UNITED
PLANT
SAVERS
“In the case of white sage we have a crisis of the commons;
a violation of cultural appropriation coupled with loss of
habitat and vulnerable people being put to task to harvest,
while companies green-wash a sacred plant in trade.”
by SUSAN LEOPOLD
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The widespread cultural appropriation and poaching of white sage
is a crisis of the commons in which
we are witnessing the combined
wrongdoings of habitat destruction, the exploitation of vulnerable
people to harvest the plants, and
the greed of companies that are
green-washing a sacred plant in
trade. How did this happen?

The wild harvesting of plants is
a secretive, underground economy.
Regulation of wild harvesting is complex
with plenty of loopholes. Internationally,
the Convention of International Trade
of Endangered Species (CITES) applies
only to listed plants and nations participating in the treaty. In the United
States, the Lacey Act makes it unlawful
to import illegally harvested plants, and
both federal and state endangered species
acts provide protection. However, a
strong framework for wild plant harvest
is still needed.
Countries where plant trade is
a large part of local economies are
providing some helpful models. In
places like India and Bulgaria, specific
laws and regulations address wild plant
harvesting. Europe and Asia, meanwhile, are using the Fair Wild program
to ensure sustainable practices and fair
wages. The U.S., however, is lacking
these kinds of programs or regulations.
United Plant Savers was founded
in 1994 to help address this problem, and recently celebrated 25 years
with the opening of the Center for
Medicinal Plant Conservation located
in Meigs County, Ohio, in the heart
of Appalachia. We are a unique
organization compared to other plant
conservation organizations, with a
vision that medicinal species are readily
available, are harvested and/or cultivated with practices that protect native
plants, fungi, and their habitats, and

that embody the principles of reciprocity, right livelihood, and biocultural
diversity. This vision of sustainable
harvesting and conservation through
cultivation when feasible is incredibly
difficult to achieve with the rapid loss
of wild habitat, and the increase in
demand for herbal products, layered
with the lack of protection for plants
in general.
One aspect to digging deeper
into the trade of white sage (Salvia
apiana), a member of the Lamiaceae
(the mint family), is that the common
terminology of the word “sage” and
“sage scrub” can refer to a wide range
of “Artemisia,” some of which belong
to a completely different family, the
Asteraceae (the sunflower family). The
diversity of these two plant groups can
be overwhelming to tease apart, and
this highlights the complexity within
plant communities. For example, a
very common habitat in far western
California is coastal sage scrub that
often contains California sagebrush
(Artemisia californica), but is also home
to numerous sage species, including
white sage (Salvia apiana) and black
sage (Salvia mellifera). Great Basin
sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata) is
found in arid, mountainous areas of
the West and is so ubiquitous that it
has many common names. Whereas
California sagebrush (Artemisia californica) is found in western California
and northwestern Baja California, and
white sagebrush (Artemisia ludoviciana)
is found across the U.S. All have ethnobotanical uses among many tribes,
and many other Artemisia and Salvia
species not mentioned in this article
are found in the wild landscapes of
California and across the West.
Although many sages can be grown
easily from cuttings or seed, many
wild plants are not easily cultivated.

This presents obstacles to sustainable
harvesting solutions for plants in high
demand. All plants at some point come
from wild places, and the potential for
over-harvesting and impact to plants
used by Indigenous communities must
always be considered. The sage species
across North America and around the
world remind us of how plant diversity
reflects the unique details of the wild
landscape–sunlight, water, geology,
elevation, soil, and coastal winds.
Human and plant relationships are
complicated and not easily untangled;
the teachings and medicinal properties of sage are endless. We must work
together to honor these lessons and
with that comes the appreciation and
conservation of biodiversity.

LEARN MORE

F E AT U R E D G A R D E N

Bringing Balance

Through Rematriation
TOP TO BOTTOM:
Native plants like
white sage (Salvia
apania), chia (Salvia
columbariae), and
nettle (Urtica dioica
ssp. gracilis) are
being propogated for
local California
Native communities.
All photos by
Siobhán Eagen
unless otherwise
noted.

A S T H E P OAC H I N G O F W H I T E S AG E CO N T I N U ES,
I N I T I AT I V ES TO P R O PAG AT E E N DA N G E R E D N AT I V E P L A N TS
A N D R E T U R N T H E M TO N AT I V E CO M M U N I T I ES TA K E R O OT
by SIOBHÁN EAGEN
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“We have white sage plants that are in the nursery, and we give
them to our Chumash members so that they can put them in the
ground,” Romero said. “They can take care of them. They can gather
once their plant is established, right there from their sage garden.”

Santa Ynez Chumash
Tribal Nursery
The Santa Ynez Band of
Chumash Indians have a
nursery tucked between
fields of vineyards in the
rolling Santa Barbara
hills. When Teresa Romero,

director of the Santa Ynez
Chumash Environmental
Office, gave directions to
the nursery, she said to head
toward smoke from a nearby
prescribed burn, a method of
Teresa Romero, director of
forest management and fire
the Santa Ynez Chumash
Environmental Office.
prevention to prepare for the
warm and dry season.
At the nursery, the savory, smoky aroma of the prescribed
burn mingled with the fragrance of important cultural
plants, medicines, and food sources. Acorns from a large oak
at the center of the nursery blanketed the grounds, ready to
collect after the first rain of the season. For the Indigenous
Peoples of California, these sights, scents, and seasonal
situations are entwined with culture, as well as individual,
community, and ecological health.
One of the most important plants the nursery cultivates is
white sage, an ecologically significant plant and native only
to Southern California and the Northern Baja California
region. White sage is also a sacred plant and cultural medicine for many California Indigenous Peoples. Though once
abundant, the plant now faces existential threats in the wild.
“Two years ago, I went to where I typically gather white
sage,” Romero said. “When I got there, there was none left.
It had all been harvested. It was astonishing to me.”

The rise in popularity of the plant among non-Indigenous people as a spiritual tool has led to endangerment of
white sage in open wild spaces due to improper gathering,
over-harvesting, and illegal poaching.
Romero and the Santa Ynez Tribal Nursery set out to
propagate, grow, and provide the endangered white sage to
their community freely. They endeavor to protect the environment, the plant itself, and the culture, and to provide a
regenerative and hyper-local source of important medicines.
The nursery is a direct response to need. Romero said
community members were making far and often difficult
drives to find white sage.
“We have white sage plants that are in the nursery, and
we give them to our Chumash members so that they can put
them in the ground,” Romero said. “They can take care of
them. They can gather once their plant is established, right
there from their sage garden.”
For a small nursery, the propagation efforts are significant. First, seeds were gathered in culturally traditional ways,
grown into mother plants, and propagated. Romero said
they hope to partner and share these methods, and mother
plants, with restoration efforts of other organizations.

“We have 16 different species of plants and
about 3,000 plants propagated,” Romero said.
“In our small [nursery] I’m really proud of that.”
Rows of sage plants of varying sizes snuggle together on
a work table at the nursery. Each one has a white stake-label
with a date and location. To preserve the biodiversity of the
plants, the mother plants that are propagated come from a
variety of locations and regions.
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Theodore Payne
Foundation
Evan Meyer is the executive
director of the Theodore
Payne Foundation, a native
plant–centered 501(c)(3)
nonprofit in Los Angeles.
Meyer said that he’d read
about white sage poaching
but hadn’t seen its impacts
until about a year ago. He went
Evan Meyer, executive director
of the Theodore Payne
out to one of his favorite local
Foundation. Photo by Zaydee
hiking spots and found every
Sanchez.
sage bush had been cut down.
Even though it is one of the most dominant plants in the
ecosystems of Southern California, it is not safe against the
threat of commodification, he said.
“A lot of things have been made extinct by commercialization,” Meyer explained. “So I think the threat is very real
and if it keeps going on unchecked, you could definitely see
white sage go extinct, if not become much rarer than it is
right now.”
“It’s horrible; you walk around the trails down here and
there are plants just cut to the ground because of the black
market,” he said.
Meyer’s story is not unique.
“Up and down Southern California you’ll hear tribal
people say that people are taking truckloads of sage out of
their traditional areas,” Romero said.

“A lot of things have been made extinct by
commercialization, so I think the threat is very
real, and if it keeps going on unchecked, you
could definitely see white sage go extinct, if not
become much rarer than it is right now.”
The Theodore Payne Foundation has many projects that
benefit white sage, including a seed program, a nursery,
community work, outreach, and education. The foundation saw the growing barriers that California’s Indigenous
Peoples faced accessing spaces to harvest sage and created
the Standing for Sage project. The project’s mission is to
grow white sage plants from the seeds of local white sage

and provide them to tribal communities such as the
Fernandeño Tataviam Band of Mission Indians.
“Our plan is to distribute them through the Indigenous
community basically in whatever way they want,” Meyer said.
Some of the plants are destined for parks and public
spaces while others go to homes.
“We don’t really care where they go so long as people have
access to them and are utilizing them,” he said.
By carefully collecting seed from some of the most
poached regions they hope to preserve those strands.
“The plants will still exist; we’ll kind of have perpetuated
them,” Meyer said. “As we distribute them for community
use we also save some in our seed bank so that we can access
them later, if needed.”

“It is about being in the right relationship to
the plant. Learning to live with the seasons
and understanding seasonal land management
is important to the preservation of California
native plants...”
Romero and Meyer both noted that sage is not difficult
to grow, contrary to the general popular belief. It is droughtresistant, thrives in full sun, and can grow quickly, even in a pot.
Tending to the plant is what grows the relationship and
the medicine, Romero noted. It is about being in the right
relationship to the plant. Learning to live with the seasons
and understanding seasonal land management is important
to the preservation of California native plants, she explained.
“I think it’s really important for people to understand
what plants sustain the ecosystem where you’re living,”
Romero said.
“When sage is poached, it is often taken at a time that
does not allow the seeds to go back into the ground,”
Romero said. “We don’t gather until after the plants have
gone to seed already. Not everybody knows that. That’s
important. When [it's] poached, it’s often cut down to
the ground, killing the mother plant. The black market is
ruining landscapes that had been traditionally managed for
generations,” Romero said.
“And there’s no way to get it back to where it was.”
There are no simple solutions to white sage poaching. But
there are small yet meaningful interventions that can benefit

white sage’s survival. One of the easiest is to have awkward
conversations with shop owners, sellers, and loved ones.
“It is about each of us taking that [commodification] on
when we see it happening,” Romero said.
She modeled some sample conversations.
“‘You know you shouldn’t be doing that,’” or ‘Do you
know where that comes from?’”
“It is about having awkward conversations,” Romero said.
There is always an opportunity to make choices that
better preserve the environment. There are some
distributors who farm and
do not gather in the wild.
SageWinds Farm is an
organic sage farm owned by
Ellen Woodward-Taylor and
Ken Taylor in the high desert
of San Diego County.

the Standing for Sage project give back something crucial
to Indigenous communities and individuals. More access
to cultural practices, medicines, and foods means increased
wellness for the community.
“By providing these foods and medicines to tribal communities it’s going to build wellness in the community and
balance,” Romero said.

ACORN: A FOOD FOR WELLNESS
Teresa Romero checks valley oak (Quercus lobata) acorns for California
oakworm (Phryganidia californica) holes. Native people throughout
California continute to enjoy the nutty, delicate flavor of acorn in soups,
breads, biscuits, patties, dumplings, and coffee.

“The reason it’s important to grow is it’s a
depletable resource
and it’s being used all
over the world,” Ellen
Ellen Woodward-Taylor (above)
and Ken Taylor (below), co-owners
of SageWinds Farm. Ken holds
bundles of organic white sage
grown and harvested from their
farm. Photos courtesy of Saging
the World documentary.

said. “Half of our business is [in] Japan, …
we’re shipping it all
over the world.”

The plant’s global rise to popularity has meant more
demand than the region’s environment can withstand.
“I started growing it because I could see right away [that],
you can only harvest for X amount of time; you don’t have
a steady source,” Ellen said. “Farming is the way to go. That
way, you’re putting in the plants and you’re taking care of
them. It’s more work than wild harvesting, but it’s the real
way to go with white sage.”
The health of the environment and native species is connected to the health of Indigenous communities. Initiatives
to rematriate sage plants like the Tribal Nursery efforts and
www.cnps.org FLORA
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SPIRIT OF
THE SAGE

Needs Protection
by RICO RAMIREZ

San Pedro mural, Gabrielino Nation: Spirit of the Sage, 1995, by
Johanna Poethig with Roberto Salas. The mural depicts Vera Rocha,
chief of the local Gabrielino at the time. Members of the tribe were
trying to save the last white sage stands of that area. Photo by Johanna
Poethig. Commissioned by the Social and Public Art Resource Center.
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My name is Rico Ramirez. I am a
Gabrielino-Shoshone who wants
to protect the future of white sage
(Salvia apiana). My family has been

connected to white sage and other
coastal sage scrub plants for longer than
I can remember. Here is my story.

G A R D E N S TO R I E S

“White Sage, bless me with your sacred smoke.
Bless the whole hillside with your smoke. Bless
yourself and set yourself on fire.”
—Antonio Sanchez, guitarist/vocalist of
Sage Against the Machine, a SoCal band that explores
themes of native plant conservation and horticulture.

My grandparents, Manuel and
Vera Rocha, elders of the GabrielinoShoshone Tribe, were actively involved
in protecting the white sage scrublands
and other sensitive natural resources
from overdevelopment during the
1980s and 1990s. Their concerns
about the impacts to the coastal sage
scrub habitats were discussed over
30 years ago. They, like many other
Native elders, believed that white sage
had a spirit that helped heal the earth
and it needed to be protected. With
that belief, my grandparents and other
supporters started the Spirit of the
Sage Council in 1991 to protect sacred
ancestral lands from the development
and expansion of upscale homes in
the Etiwanda and Rancho Cucamonga
areas. They helped fight for, and support,
the establishment of the Etiwanda
Preserve.
The selling of this plant material/
sacred medicine devalues the cultural
practices that have been a part of the
Indigenous peoples’ lives for centuries.
The non-sustainable impacts from
picking and poaching of this species

have increased because the cleansing
rituals and properties have become
popular on many social media platforms,
despite the fact that for many decades
the use of white sage as a sacred medicine
was seen as a frivolous practice.
Now white sage smudge sticks
are seen sold at farmers’ markets and
organic health food stores. A lot of
consumers buy the product and do
not think about where it was sourced.
It is depressing to think that a sacred
Indigenous practice is being sold at
stores next to soaps and essential oils.
The consumer does not realize that the
sage has been taken from its habitat
without the proper collection method.
The effects of climate change are
another concern that is affecting not
just white sage but many other sensitive plant communities in California.
Less rain and hotter and longer dry
seasons mean less plant growth and
lower seed production. Overall, the
climate conditions in the last decade
have not been favorable for the chaparral and coastal sage scrub plant
communities. The combination of

drought conditions and poaching is
significantly impacting white sage and
could send the species on a decline.

I hope that my concerns,
my grandparents’ concerns,
and the concerns of other
Indigenous tribes of Southern
California are heard to protect
white sage from unwanted
impacts.
Let’s all help the spirit of white sage
as it has helped the human spirit in the
past. Let’s protect the species so that
it can continue to heal the environment by providing food and shelter to
animals that depend on it. Let’s protect
white sage so that the future of sacred
cultural practices can continue to protect those who appreciate the medicine
the most.

www.cnps.org FLORA
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For Michèle, Richard, Kathy, and Rich, the
protection of California’s native plants is
their legacy.

THANKING

LEGACY CIRCLE MEMBERS FOR INCLUDING THE CALIFORNIA NATIVE PLANT SOCIETY
IN THEIR ESTATE PLANS.
LynneDee Althouse

Steve Hartman

Lori Reznick

Les Barclay

Dee & Ken Himes

Cecelia Ronis & Sandy Steinman

Kate Brennan

Glen Holstein & Susan Torguson

Stephen Rosenthal

Loretta Brooks & Charles Heimstadt

Heidi Hopkins

Michael Ross

Linda & David Chipping

Thomas Hopkins

Heather Sabin & Josef Lindner

Richard Ke’Aumoana Chung

Cynthia Jackson

Kristina Schierenbeck

Julie Clark

William H. Johnston

Estate of Elizabeth C. Schwartz

Lucy G. Clark

Tom & Jane Kelly

Jeanie Scott

Courtney S. Clarkson & Roy C. Leggitt III

MaryFrances Kelly-Poh

Jake Sigg

Susan Cochrane Levitsky

Ed Kimball

Michèle Slaton

Dru Coiner & Richard Racobs

John Krogsrud & Deborah Domitrovich

Holly Sletteland

Mark Coolidge

David Ledger

Wendy & Steve Smit

Carolyn Curtis

Cheryl Lisin & Steve Walters

Sharon Snyder

Ellen & Brian Cypher

David Magney

John Springer

Elaine Dodge & Martin Staubus

Christina McWhorter

David Spurgeon

Snowdy Dodson

Melissa J. Mooney

Peter & Raydene St. Clair

Claire Etienne

Jill North

John C. Stebbins

Nancy Farrell-Rose & Ron Rose

Linda J. Novy

Patrice Taylor & Dean Prigmore

Alf Fengler

Bart O’Brien

Glenn Torbett

Marty Foltyn-Wirt

Karen E. Orso

Van Royce Vibber

Rosemary Foster

Stephanie & Ed Pacheco

Lawrence Wallin

Tena & John Gallagher

Douglass Perske

Howard L. Williams

Dan Gluesenkamp

Linda Persson & James Little

Carol W. Witham

Erin Gottschalk

Steve & Lynn Peterson

and many anonymous donors

Valerie Haley

Stacey Pogorzelski

If you have included CNPS in your estate plan and are not listed here, please accept our apologies and let us know!
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“I want to give even more
young people a leg up in
their careers in botany.”
—Michèle Slaton

“CNPS is on the front
lines, fighting for biodiversity in the face of climate
change.”
—Kathy and Rich LaShure

THESE GENEROUS DONORS WILL BE FOREVER
REMEMBERED FOR THEIR LEGACY GIFTS TO CNPS.
Cynthia Ainsworth

Harene Noele Krenkel

Wanda Alexander

Eleanor G. Livingston

Catherine L. Anderson

Park L. Loughlin

Charles Frederick Andrews

Martha J. Mallery

Charlotte Dawn Aulenbrock

Lisa Robin Marks

June Bilisoly

Rudi Mattoni

Beatrice E. Brown

Betty & Curt Matyas

Geoffrey & Mary Burleigh

Marianne & Charles McDermon

Al Butner

Marion G. McMahon

Dale Harbour Champion

Clark Nattkemper

Norden “Dan” Cheatham

Richard E. Persoff

Vincent Conze

Marcia Rautenstrauch

Frank Woods Ellis

Elizabeth H. Rice

Lowel Figen

Wayne Roderick

Scott & Jenny Fleming

Allen Alfred Rusk

Harmon G. Frohmuth

Christina S. Schulz

Stephen Bruce Gerow

Elizabeth C. Schwartz

Mariam Graham

Carol E. Scott

Carlyn Halde

Marvin J. Sheffield

Joan R. Hampton

Susan M. Smith

Roger J. & Margaret B. Harmon

Richard Tiede

William E. Hauser

Walter J. & Holly O. Thomson

Natalie Hopkins

Irwin & Mary Frances Vogel

Kenneth Howard

Janice Marie Yates

“I am making an investment in the survival of our
species and our relationship with the ecosystems.”
—Richard Chung

Protect what you love by
creating a will or trust at
www.FreeWill.com/cnps
Contact Christine Pieper,
Development Director
legacy@cnps.org or
916.738.7622

Richard E. Kettler
David & Freda King
Polypodium sp. Photo: Elizabeth Kubey

www.cnps.org FLORA

39

F E AT U R E D I L LU S T R AT I O N

Throughout this
issue, authors
and artists have
reminded us
that plants like
white sage are
kin, family. Here,
the artist asks
us to consider:
What might the
decimation of a
sacred plant feel
like to you if its
name was that of
a loved one?

Along with this illustration, entitled “Sage Advice,” Weshoyot has
also illustrated numerous political pieces in support of the NODAPL
movement for Standing Rock, the fight to protect Tongva’s Puvungna
and Hawaii’s Mauna Kea, and opposition to the Mexican
border wall on Indigenous lands.
by WESHOYOT ALVITRE
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For Native people, tending the
landscape is generational—
knowledge and care passing
from hand to hand. Daniel and
his daughter, Luna Ramirez
(Chumash/Yaqui ancestry),
create beauty, habitat, and
purpose for their home by
planting white sage. Photo by
Rose Ramirez.
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EVENTS

Upcoming Events
Join CNPS events from the comfort of your home or
with your local chapter. Go to cnps.org/events to see
a full listing of upcoming events, from field trips and
educational webinars to work parties.

MAY
May 16
Porterfield Creek
Open Space Preserve
Plant Walk
Milo Baker Chapter
The Milo Baker Chapter
hosts regular plant walks
that are free and open to
members and non-members. This is a great way for
beginners and botanists
alike to appreciate the flora
of Sonoma County. Check
the chapter website for more
information.

May 18
Mini Workdays at
Elderberry Farms
Sacramento Valley
Chapter
Looking to get involved
in Sacramento? The
Sacramento Valley Chapter
hosts regular mini workdays
at Elderberry Farms every
Monday and Wednesday
from 10am to noon at 2140
Chase Drive in Rancho
Cordova. No sign-up is
required—just stop by!

FIND A CNPS CHAPTER NEAR YOU!
www.cnps.org/chapters/map

CNPS Chapters
Your local connection to the California Native Plant Society

Blue
(Quercuswww.cnps.org
douglasii) Photo: Bob Wick / BLM
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May 21
Exploring the
Manchester State
Parks Dunes
Dorothy King Young
Chapter
Join local botanist and
coastal expert Peter Baye to
explore the amazing dunes,
learn about dune morphology, and plant habitats.
Peter will be joined by State

Park Senior Environmental
Scientist Terra Fuller who
will discuss restoration
efforts being conducted at
the dunes. Easy 5-mile out
and back walk-in dune habitat; RSVP is required.

May 22
Van Eck Forest Field
Trip
North Coast Chapter
Jack Singer of the Pacific
Forest Trust (PFT) will
demonstrate various parts
of the Van Eck California
Forest, protected by PFT,
and explain the management techniques that have
increased the trees’ growth
rates, along with carbon
sequestration and water
retention.

JUNE
June 02
Naturehood
Gardening 101:
Seeds
CNPS, Zoom
Often overlooked, seeds are
a critical part of the plant
life cycle! In this webinar
talk, CNPS will discuss
the seed cycle, collecting
seeds, and show you how
to care for your young seedlings. Register at cnps.org/
gardening/webinars

June 04
Work Party at China
Creek Park
Sequoia Chapter

The CNPS Sequoia Chapter
is actively working on an
education and restoration
project at China Creek
Park, an undeveloped
Fresno County park near
Centerville. A range of
volunteer activity is available
from weed pulling, to leading a docent tour, to trail
maintenance. Volunteers
are welcomed to bring their
personal garden tools.

300km since it pulled away
from the North American
plate near Puerto Vallarta
in Mexico, attaching to
the Pacific Plate. Examples
of the phylogeographic
relationships will be shown
based on DNA phylogeny
for species of Niebla, including examples of species in
California.

June 09
The Science and
Practice of Fire
Management
Yerba Buena (Zoom)

July 19
Online Tools for
Vegetation Data
CNPS, Zoom

In this walk and talk,
Dr. Lee Klinger Ph.D.,
M.A., will address the role
of Indigenous tending
practices, the science and
methods of fire mimicry,
and the results of these
efforts as documented
by repeat photography.
Particular attention will be
paid to the neglected ecology of mosses and lichens in
oak forests.

June 15
Richard Spjut
Phylogeography of
Baja California
Kern Chapter
Enjoy a presentation on the
phylogeny of lichen species
in the genus Niebla as it
relates to the relative movement of the Baja California
microplate! This microplate
traveled northwest about

JULY

Learn from CNPS experts
in this online workshop on
how to utilize online tools
representing California’s
vegetation classification and
fine-scale mapping. This
course will be interactive,
with a combination of
lectures, online demonstrations, and built-in question
and answer sessions. Last
day to register: July 5.

topic areas: preparing for
surveys, conducting surveys,
and reporting findings.
Time spent in the field will
be applying the concepts
learned during classroom
sessions. Last day to register:
July 27.

August 30–
September 1
Vegetation Sampling
CNPS, Santa Cruz
In this workshop you will
learn to sample vegetation
hands-on using the rapid
assessment/relevé survey
methods. The class will
discuss applications of finescale vegetation sampling,
classification, and mapping,
how to document rare natural communities, and how
vegetation information fits
into planning documents.
Last day to register: August
16.

AUGUST
August 10–11
Rare Plant Survey
Methods and Laws/
Regulations
CNPS, Zoom
Are you interested in
learning how to approach
rare plant surveys using the
best scientific information
available? Join CNPS in this
two-day course where the
instructors will cover three
www.cnps.org FLORA
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Looking for a new career opportunity?
We’re hiring!

We are a growing, employee-owned California-based firm,
we’re passionate about what we do, and we have a casual and
collaborative work environment. Our employees describe us
as family-oriented, supportive, and focused on integrity
and high-quality service for our clients.
We’re hiring for many positions in habitat restoration, biology,
botany, and archaeology including project managers, field staff,
and as-needed staff to support our teams across California.
Learn more about life at HELIX and
our exciting career opportunities!
www.helixepi.com/careers
SAN DIEGO LOS ANGELES ORANGE RIVERSIDE SACRAMENTO PLACER

SUPPORT THE
CALIFORNIA POLLINATOR
PROTECTION ACT:
AB 2146

Take action today to urge your California
lawmakers to pass AB 2146.

Photo by Rose Ramirez.

2707 K Street, Suite 1
Sacramento, CA 95816-5130
Printed on sustainably harvested paper containing 50% recycled
and 10% post-consumer content, processed chlorine-free.

Love native plants? Join us

2022 CONFERENCE

October 20-22

San Jose, California

for the largest conference
devoted to them in California!
The CNPS Conference brings together
the native plant community, and the
diverse disciplines, perspectives and
people that deﬁne it. Early-bird registration
opens in June!

conference.cnps.org

