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This report presents test results on sowing wildflower seeds indigenous to Scripps Ranch and 

Poway in San Diego County. Results presented here suggest that many wildflowers perform best 

if they are sown well in advance of fall rains, and that covering seeds with soil can interfere with 

their growth.   

The conventional wisdom 

Most San Diego County wildflowers disperse seeds at the end of their bloom season in spring or 

early summer. As plants dry up, seeds fall to the ground, laying there until the next growing 

season. There they are exposed to the summer heat and sun, while industrious small animals 

scuffle the earth trying their best to find them. In spite of all this, wildflowers return every year 

to dazzle us with their bright displays.  

It does not seem that this long exposure to the animals and the elements could be good for the 

seeds. The conventional wisdom (see references below) is that we improve seed survival by 

sowing them just before the fall rains and by covering them with a thin layer of soil.  

Test procedure 

The main thrust of my tests was to sow seeds in separate but nearby locations, each in a different 

month, then to observe where the best flowers grew. In one test, we also covered half of each 

area with a thin layer of soil. In all of the tests, seeds were mixed with the local soil to make it 

easier to disperse them.  

Given conventional wisdom, we expected the best blooms to come from seeds sown just before 

fall rains, and lightly covered with soil. This was not the result we found.   

Results presented here are qualitative rather than quantitative, mainly because I did not measure 

the volume of sown seeds.   

Test 1, a Poway back yard 

Bob (a friend) has a relatively weed free area in his back yard, which he divided into three 10’ x 

15’ rectangles. Bob's soil is a well drained sandy loam with some clay in it. He sowed a mix of 

seeds in one rectangle in July, the second rectangle in early September, and the third in early 

November, all in 2016. Bob covered the seeds in one half of each rectangle with a thin layer of 

soil (~1/8”), and left the rest uncovered. The results are in Table 1, below.  

We found that seeds left uncovered by soil performed better than those that were covered. 

Eschscholzia
1
 grew about equally well in all rectangles. The rest of the seeds varied from one 

rectangle to another. Seeds sown in September generally performed better than seeds sown in 

November or July. Few seeds covered with soil produced mature plants, and the worst rectangle 

of all was the one sown in November and covered with soil. 

                                                 
1
 Refer to tables below to get complete names of species tested here 



 

 

In this test we sowed too many Clarkia seeds. In the two rectangles where they grew well, they 

were so thick they may have suppressed the other seeds. Seeds that produced no visible plants 

may have done so because we did not sow many seeds of that species. Phacelia parryi seeds did 

not produce plants here, but this species is just plain difficult.  

 Test 2. Scripps Ranch “Canyonito”.  

Sarah (a friend and CNPS San Diego member) has been working on a 1 acre open space in 

Scripps Ranch she calls the Canyonito. The area is surrounded by eucalyptus trees and, in some 

parts, it is covered with weeds. Sarah has weeded the site and identified and tried to encourage 

native plants. It has considerable areas of open dirt, mostly a hard, dry, sandy clay.  

I marked an area roughly 30’ x 100’ of mostly bare soil and divided it into three sub areas. I 

dispersed seeds into one sub area in June, the second in September, and the third in November, 

all in 2016. The September and November areas were subsequently covered with mulch by a San 

Diego City maintenance crew, leaving only the June area untouched.  

The mulch effectively suppressed everything it covered, so we lost the comparison of the three 

areas. However, the seeds sown in June produced a beautiful bloom of wildflowers. This result 

serves to show that early sowing can produce good results.  

Table 2 summarizes the results, and Figures 1-3 show some of the flowers in bloom. The orange 

Eschscholzia, blue Gilia, yellow Camissoniopsis, and the white Cryptantha and Clarkia made 

particularly attractive combinations. Yellow Chaenactis bloomed in May, prolonging the 

blooming season.  

Given the nature of the soils at this site and the one in Poway, I thought the Poway site would 

produce a better wildflower bloom, but it was the other way around. I plan to sow seeds widely 

across the Canyonito in summer 2017 to see if they can produce a nice bloom across the whole 

area.  

Test 3. Scripps Ranch brush management zone 

My home in Scripps ranch is surrounded on two sides by a half acre hillside brush management 

zone. This zone includes shrubs at about half the normal density of undisturbed chaparral. About 

2/3 of the area is a relatively cool and moist northern exposure, and the rest faces west and is 

hotter and drier.  

The shrub’s low density leaves a lot of bare dirt. In the past several years, I have distributed 

mixes of wildflower seeds relatively uniformly across the zone, and observed where wildflowers 

grew and bloomed the best. Table 3 summarizes results from 2016-2017.  

Many of the wildflowers were widely distributed in the brush management zone, mostly 

randomly and with no particular pattern. Others prefer particular locations and soil 

characteristics. Two of these are noted in Table 3. I dispersed most of the seeds in October 2016; 

next year I will sow seeds earlier.  

Two of the species, Gilia and Mimulus, exhibited a marked difference compared with the same 

species growing wild in nearby areas. Both produced plants that grew and bloomed normally, but 

for each there were even more plants that appeared late, and which therefore had too little time to 

fully grow. These plants had few flowers, and those flowers were stunted. Where these species 

grow in the wild, they are more uniform in size than the ones I sowed, and stunted late bloomers 

are uncommon.  



 

 

 

Discussion 

Barriers to germination 

Plant species require some means to prevent their seeds from germinating too soon, otherwise 

they will sprout inside the mother plant. Seeds we buy mostly germinate quickly, but many 

species indigenous to San Diego County (and the rest of California too) are notoriously difficult 

to germinate.  

The conventional wisdom that says we should wait to sow seeds until the fall rains suggests that 

the seeds just need a little water. However, most of our native plants sow their seeds long before 

the rains. Others hold their seeds in the air all summer where the seeds are baked by the sun. 

During this time, seeds are exposed to occasional summer rains, as well as sun, heat, cold, 

drying, dew, soil chemicals, and soil organisms. In spite of all this, they wait until their 

appointed time to germinate and grow. The seeds of many of our species are able to reside on or 

under the ground for years, and even these seeds find a way to germinate at the “right” season.  

In order for seeds to germinate at the right time, seeds must inhibit germination until the time is 

right. Deno (1993) explains how chemical and physical processes make this work. Lets call these 

germination inhibition processes barriers. Each species uses one or more barriers to prevent its 

seeds from germinating. All of a seed’s barriers must be overcome before the seed germinates. 

Species have evolved these barriers over the years so that all the barriers are gone at about the 

same time of the year, i.e. the time when the plants need to start growing. Seeds that need only 

water to germinate could be triggered by July thunderstorms. Seeds that germinate after a 

summer thunderstorm are unlikely to live long enough to produce another crop of seeds.  

Seeds sown in September may germinate better than seeds sown in November because they have 

both the time and the environmental stimulus they require to remove all but the final barrier to 

germination. That final step takes place when fall or winter conditions are right. This may be 

why the September seeds in the first test grew better than the November seeds.  

The third test’s stunted late bloomers could easily have been late because of barriers to 

germination. Where seeds have multiple barriers to germination, Deno sees no reason why 

barriers must be overcome in any particular order. His only requirement is that all barriers be 

removed. Seeds that lay on the ground from spring to fall dissipate all but a final barrier during 

this time. Seeds sown late in the season may dissipate the same “final” barrier, but if others are 

lift in place, they cannot germinate. For these seeds, the additional work needed to overcome the 

remaining barriers delays germination, leaving the plants too little time to grow to their normal 

size. This could account for why many of them produced stunted plants and flowers. 

Burial 

Seeds buried for years can germinate when they are exposed to the surface. There must be 

something about burial that enables seeds to stay dormant for these years. Covering seeds with 

even a thin layer of soil may have the same effect. Simple lack of light is not sufficient to explain 

how this works. Most seeds I have tested germinate normally when placed on top of moist 

potting soil at 55ºF in a dark refrigerator. I have yet to test seeds that refuse to germinate in 

darkness, but germinate when exposed to light.  

 



 

 

Predation 

Birds and small animals work hard to find their meals. We can try to hide seeds under a layer of 

soil, but they scuffle the soil to find the ones we hide. Seeds sown naturally survive this 

predation, and so can the seeds we sow.  

Strategies for sowing seeds 

Seeds are all different. Each has its own particular set of barriers, and each responds in its own 

way to the environment. If you are unsure what is the best time to sow your seeds, consider 

sowing them several times, starting in the summer and continuing into the fall. Given how many 

seeds we usually sow, you need only a few of them to grow to produce a nice display.  

Our community is filled with anecdotal stories, more often about what worked well than what 

worked poorly, and often accompanied by explanations as to why things worked they way they 

did. In reality, our explanations are often just guesses. The most satisfying explanations go like: 

“I tried this, and I tried that, and the one that worked best was...” 

We can improve our understanding of growing wildflowers with more tests similar to test 1. Not 

all of us have areas as well suited to tests as Bob’s back yard. But for those of us who do, 

consider creating separate but similar areas. Sow seeds the best way you know how in one of the 

areas and do something different in another. Be sure to keep notes and to share what you learn 

with the rest of us. 
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Table 1. Results from test 1 in Poway. The table shows the species that were sown in each of the 

test rectangles, when they were sown, and a qualitative result for how each species grew.  

 July September November 

 sown soil no soil sown soil no soil sown soil no soil 

Antirrhinum nuttallianum 
   snapdragon 

x   x   x some  

Camissoniopsis bistorta 
   sun cups 

   x  many x  few 

Chaenactis artemisiifolia 
   white pincushion flower 

      x   

Chaenactis glabriuscula 
   yellow pincushion flower 

      x   

Clarkia epilobioides 
   canyon clarkia 

x   x  too many x  too many 

Cryptantha intermedia 
   popcorn flower 

x   x  some x   

Eschscholzia californica 
   California poppy 

x many many x many some x some some 

Gilia capitata 
   globe gilia 

   x  some x some some 

Lupinus hirsutissimus 
   stinging lupine 

      x   

Lupinus truncatus 
   collared lupine 

      x   

Mimlulus brevipes 
   wide throated yellow 
   monkeyflower 

      x   

Nuttallianthus texanus 
   toad flax 

x some some x some many x some some 

Papaver californica 
   fire poppy 

x   x   x   

Phacelia parryi 
   Perry's phacelia 

x   x   x   

Zeltnera venusta 
   canchalagua 

x      x   

 



 

 

Table 2. Canyonito results. All of the following are from the sub area planted in June. The sown 

seeds were not covered by soil. 

 Result 

Antirrhinum nuttallianum 
   snapdragon many 

Camissoniopsis bistorta 
   sun cup many 

Chaenactis artemisiifolia 
   white pincushion flower few 

Chaenactis glabriuscula  
   yellow pincushion flower many 

Clarkia epilobioides 
   canyon clarkia some 

Collinsia heterophylla 
   Chinese houses few 

Cryptantha intermedia 
   popcorn flower many 

Eschscholzia californica 
   California poppy many 

Gilia capitata 
   globe gilia many 

Nuttallianthus texanus 
   toad flax   

Papaver californica 
   fire poppy few 

Phacelia parryi 
   Perry's phacelia few 

 



 

 

Table 3. Wildflowers in the brush management zone 

 North West  

Antirrhinum nuttalianum 
   snapdragon 

many many 
grew best in one 10' area of loose sunny soil, but also  
sprinkled here and there around the area 

Camissoniopsis bistorta 
   sun cup 

many few 
 

Chaenactis artemisiifolia 
   white pincushion flower 

 few 
 

Chaenactis glabriuscula 
   yellow pincushion flower 

few many 
 

Gilia capitata 
   globe gillia 

 many 
 

Linanthus dianthiflorus 
   ground pink 

many few 
 

Mimulus brevipes 
   wide-throated yellow 
   monkeyflower 

many some 
 

Nutallianthus texanus 
   toad flax 

many many 
 

Papaver californicus 
   fire poppy 

few many 
grew best in the same space as the Antirrhinum above, and 
also in loose organic soil produced by leaves  
below a redberry bush 

Phacelia parryi 
   Perry's phacelia 

some some 
 

    

These species  
reseed themselves 

  
 

Clarkia epilobioides 
   canyon clarkia 

too many   

Cryptantha intermedia 
   popcorn flower 

some many 
 

Eschscholzia californica 
   California poppy 

many some 
 

Zeltnera venusta 
    canchalagua 

many some 
 



 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Canyonito wildflowers in 

early April, 2017. These are popcorn 

flowers, canyon clarkia, globe gilia, 

sun cup, and California poppy. 

 

Figure 2. Canyonito wildflowers in mid 

April, 2017. These are California 

poppy, globe gilia, and sun cup. 

 

Figure 3. Canyonito wildflowers in late 

April. Yellow pincushion flowers are 

increasing.  

 


