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Introduction 

This flower guide is written to help park visitors recognize some 
of the hundreds of wild flowers that grow near camp sites, along 
nature trails, on alpine meadows and on high rocky slopes. It is not 
intended to make professional naturalists of you, but rather to make 
your stay in the parks more enjoyable. 

One hundred and twenty shrubs and wild flowers have been 
included in this book because they can be found by most visitors. 
They are the showiest, the most familiar and the most common in all 
four National Parks. By comparing an unknown plant with the 
coloured photographs and by reading the plant's brief description in 
the text, it is hoped that identification will be fairly simple. The 
photographs are grouped according to seven flower colours: white, 
yellow, green, red, pink, purple and blue. 

Technical terms have been kept to a minimum and common 
names have been given precedence over scientific names. The 
structure of several flowers and leaves is shown in the line drawings 
(Fig. I to 3), Time of flowering, location, altitudinal range, plant 
height and flower colour are all subject to wide variation, so that 
remarks regarding such features must be regarded as average or 
general. 

The wild flowers of the Rocky Mountain National Parks are 
one of the greatest attractions and they are our heritage. By law they 
must never be picked or dug up. They are ours to enjoy today and 
ours to preserve for tomorrow. 

Life Zones 

The four national parks, Banff, Jasper, Kootenay and Yoho 
contain over 8,000 square miles of mountainous country paralleling 
the backbone of the Continental Divide. Elevations in these parks 
range from about 3,000 feet to 12,000 feet. Each park has its own 
peculiar topographic features but they all have well-drained river 
valleys, often with wide gravel flats, all have many peaks over 10,000 
feet and all are heavily forested. 

From a distance, the side of a mountain appears to be banded 
with various shades of green and above these bands is bare rock or 
rock with snow and ice. These different bands are commonly called 
"life zones". Each life zone represents the stage of vegetational 
development within certain altitudinal limits and each is 
characterized by its own type of plant and animal life. One life zone 
merges into another and there is much overlapping because of 
different topography, exposure, moisture, soil and prevailing winds. 

From a study made on the mountain vegetation in the vicinity of 
Jasper, plant ecologists at the University of Alberta, Edmonton, 
recognize three life zones above the plains and the foothills. These 
are the montane, from 3,300 feet to 4,400 feet; the subalpine, from 
4,400 feet to timberline (approximately 6,500 feet); and the alpine, 
above timberline. These life zones are visible along the whole length 
of the Icefields Parkway but timberline and the other zonal lines are 
about 300 feet higher at the town of Banff (51° 15' N) than at the 
town of Jasper (53° N). The montane zone peters out somewhere 
south of Athabasca Falls and in Kootenay National Park zonation 
in general is less distinct. There is also an elevation decline in zonal 
boundaries from East to West across the Continental Divide along 
the same line of latitude. 

Montane 
This is the beginning of the mountain forest. The lower part of 

this zone is a patchwork of grassy meadows and dry park-like 
woodlands. The trees are aspen poplar, lodgepole pine, white spruce, 
Douglas fir and in the more moist places balsam poplar. Numerous 
shrubs are found at this level, such as buffalo berry, common 
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juniper, snowberry. silver berry, wild rose, wild gooseberry, bracted 
honeysuckle, Saskatoon, red osier dogwood, shrubby cinquefoil, 
various willows and mats of bearberry and creeping juniper. Found 
too are many wild flowers typical of the foothills and prairies. Some 
of these are the common bluebell, nodding onion, sedum, wild 
gaillardia, blue flax, blue clematis, baneberry, northern bedstraw, 
three-flowered avens, shooting star, western meadow rue. wild sweet 
pea and various kinds of buttercup, anemone. Solomon's seal, 
fleabane, aster, goldenrod, locoweed, vetch, hedysarum, fireweed, 
everlasting, sage, paint brush, beard tongue, gentian and many 
others. A little higher up there is an open dry forest dominated by 
lodgepole pine, white spruce and Douglas fir while aspen poplar 
grows on the alluvial flats. Higher still the trees grow closer and 
closer, and mosses, lichens and a variety of shade-loving flowering 
plants begin to replace the grasses and the montane zone gradually 
merges into the subalpine zone. 

Subalpine 
This zone receives the heaviest fall of rain and snow and hence 

supports the heaviest growth of coniferous trees. It forms a 
continuous, deep green belt broken by small lakes and bogs, by 
flower-filled meadows, by rock outcrops and by steep water courses. 
In the lower section of this zone there are lodgepole pine and white 
spruce: in the middle section there are Engelmann spruce and alpine 
fir while in the upper section, approaching the timberline, there are 
Engelmann spruce, alpine fir, limber pine and white bark pine. 
Except for the upper limits of the subalpine zone these trees grow so 
tall and so close together that little light reaches the forest floor. 
Consequently the ground vegetation consists of a thick, moist carpet 
of feather mosses and lichens. There is also a scattering of shade-
loving shrubs and herbaceous plants. Some of the shrubs are white 
flowered rhododendron, menziesia, grouse berry, tall huckleberry 
and green alder. Some of the herbaceous plants are twinflower, 
bunchberry, one-flowered clintonia, bronze bells, green lily, tall 
white bog orchid, the dainty Calypso orchid and all the beautiful 
wintergreens. The lower part of the subalpine zone and the montane 
zone have been greatly modified by fire. Consequently lodgepole 
pine is the prevailing species at the lower end of the subalpine zone. 

Above this dense growth of spruce and fir the trees gradually 
thin out and dwindle in height to form the "elfin wood" or 
Krummholz, so-called because of the stunted, twisted, wind-bent, 

scrubby appearance of the trees. The Krummholz marks the 
timberline, the forest frontier beyond which trees will not grow. To 
many, the timberline is the most interesting part of the Rocky 
Mountains. Here are found spire-like clumps of stunted trees, open 
meadows protected from the wind, rocky outcrops and ledges and 
dense low mats of heather, alpine willow, crowberry, alpine 
bearberry, juniper and deformed prostrate trees. By early spring, 
often before the snow begins to melt, many hardy perennials burst 
into bloom. Some of these are the snow lily, the western and alpine 
anemones, alpine buttercup, mountain marsh-marigold, alpine 
forget-me-not and others. By the end of June all the heathers, red, 
yellow and white, are at their best. By midsummer, the subalpine 
meadows are a profusion of paint brush, fleabane, lousewort, 
columbine, ragwort, beard tongue, gentian and elephant head. 
Above the timberline, the subalpine zone shades off into the treeless 
alpine zone. 

Alpine 

The lower part of this zone is called the alpine tundra because of 
its similarity to the treeless arctic wastes. Here the prevailing cold, 
the long period of snow cover and the continuous fierce winds 
prevent any tree growth. But grasses, sedges and mosses form a low 
close turf often separating wide stretches of barren rock, wind swept 
gravelly plateaus and banks of snow. Here are found tough, dwarf 
perennials, many with brilliant and comparatively large flowers. 
Here too are low, woody mat-forming shrubs and rounded cushion­
like plants, all of them able to counter the wind and the cold. A few 
of the most conspicuous species are purple saxifrage, moss campion, 
alpine rock cress, mountain sorrel, purple-flowered beard tongue, 
contorted lousewort, alpine lousewort and both the yellow and white 
mountain avens. Many subalpine wild flowers work their way up 
into the alpine tundra. So also do several low shrubs such as the 
heathers, the alpine willow and the occasional prostrate spruce and 
fir tree. Between this alpine tundra and the great mass of bare rock, 
ice and snow, there lies a patchwork of moist rocky slopes carpeted 
with lichens and mosses and bare gravelly soil strewn with huge 
boulders. At this height, growing conditions become so harsh that 
with the exception of a few hardy dwarf perennials and rock crevice 
plants, such as alpine wallflower, smooth alpine gentian, alpine 
gentian, alpine bluebell, alpine poppy, alpine campion and moss 
campion, flowering plants disappear. 
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ALPINE ROCK CRESS Mustard Family 
Smelowskia calycina var. americana 

This small matted plant blooms during July and 
August on high alpine slopes and in rock crevices. 
It has thick low tufts of small finely divided, silvery 
hairy leaves and tight clusters of small, creamy 
white flowers set on top of each hairy stem. Like all 
members of the mustard family each flower is made 
up of four sepals and four petals arranged in the 
shape of a Maltese cross. 

BANEBERRY 
Buttercup Family 
Actaea rubra 
This familiar perennial is widely 
distributed in shady mixed woods. It 
has large compound leaves and a 
cone-shaped cluster of very small, 
white flowers borne at the end of 
each leafy stem. When in flower 
during May and June every plant of 
this species looks identical but by the 
end of the summer some baneberry 
plants will have bright waxy red 
berries while others will have shiny 
white berries. All berries are 
poisonous. 

LABRADOR TEA 
Heath Family 
Ledum groenlandicum 
This well-known evergreen shrub 
with twisted, soft hairy stems, 1 to 4 
feet high, is characteristic of moist, 
mossy muskegs and of coniferous 
woods. From June to August its 
small white flowers are produced in 
round-topped, showy clusters. Its 
leathery, oblong leaves are dull 
green and crinkly above and rusty-
woolly beneath and are strongly 
rolled under along the margins. The 
leaves were used by the Indians and 
early explorers as a substitute for 
tea. 

BUNCHBERRY. 
CANADA DOGWOOD Dogwood Family 

Cornus canadensis 
Easily recognized in late summer by a solid bunch 
of red berries on top of a whorl of four to six dark 
green, deeply veined leaves, the bunchberry is 
widely distributed in moist coniferous woods across 
Canada. The four showy white, petal-like parts are 
not petals but are leaves and these are called bracts. 
Bunchberry frequently forms wide low patches, 3 to 
6 inches high and when in full bloom in June and 
July provides a lovely sight. 8 



COTTON GRASS Sedge Family 
Eriophorum sp. 

The cotton grass is one of several kinds of sedges 
and rush-like plants which make up the vegetation 
of muskegs and boggy marshland. Here, during the 
entire summer, its clumps of wand-like leafy stems, 
8 to 30 inches high, and its waving cotton-like tufts 
are a familiar sight. The cottony tufts are actually 
heads of long silky achenes while the flowers which 
they succeed, are small, yellowish and in­
conspicuous. 

CONTORTED LOUSEWORT 
Fig wort Family 
Pedicularis contorta 
As here shown, the contorted 
lousewort grows in showy clumps, 
sometimes a foot high, on high 
alpine meadows and on rocky 
slopes. It blooms during July and 
August. It is recognized easily by its 
dense cluster of fern-like basal 
leaves, by its several leafy flower-
spikes and by its numerous yellow-
white, shell-shaped flowers. The up­
per lip of the two-lipped corolla tube 
is coiled downwards and remarkably 
twisted. 

COW PARSNIP 
Carrot Family 
Heracleum lanatum 
Probably the most widely dis­
tributed member of the carrot fami­
ly in the mountains, the cow parsnip 
is common in rich moist soil and is 
found along roadsides and at the 
edge of woods and thickets. It is 
easily recognized in June and July by 
its large, dark green, hairy, deeply-
lobed trifoliate leaves and by its 
several large, white flat-topped 
flower clusters. The hundreds of tiny 
flowers develop into dry papery nut­
like fruits. 
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CUT-LEAVED FLEABANE Daisy Family 
Erigeron compositus 

This hardy perennial, sometimes called the daisy 
fleabane because of its close resemblance to the 
short-stemmed English daisy, is common on dry 
gravelly mountain slopes and on rocky ledges. The 
showy flower-heads with their yellow centres and 
numerous white, pink or blue rays, are borne on 
erect stems 2 to 5 inches high. The leaves grow in 
tufts and each leaf is divided into three narrow 
segments. 



FEW-FLOWERED Buttercup Family 
ANEMONE 

A nemone parviflora 
Depending on the altitude, the few-flowered 
anemone blooms in clumps from June to early July 
in alpine meadows, on moist slopes and in open 
woods. This beautiful cup-shaped, solitary flower is 
white inside, the side that shows, and blue outside. 
The distinguishing feature of this anemone is the 
deeply three-parted glossy green leaves. Those at 
the base of the 4 to 12 inch stem have long petioles 
while those near the top have none. 

CUT-LEAVED ANEMONE. 
WIND FLOWER 
Buttercup Family 
Anemone multifield 
The cut-leaved anemone is very 
common on grassy or thinly wooded 
hillsides of the montane zone. The 
single flower-stem bears several 
three-parted, deeply segmented 
leaves at the base and a ruff of finely 
divided leaves near the top. The five 
to eight petal-like sepals come in all 
shades of white, yellow, blue or 
maroon. The flowers are produced 
throughout June and July and 
develop into round heads of woolly 
achenes. 

FALSE SOLOMON'S SEAL 
Lily Family 
Smilacina racemosa 
var. amplexicaulis 
This familiar perennial herb grows 
in moist woods and thickets of the 
montane zone. Photographed in the 
foliage of wild rose it is recognized 
easily by its graceful leafy stems, 1 
to 3 feet high, each ending in a lacy 
cluster of small, snow-white flowers. 
Each flower is a six-pointed little lily 
which after pollination develops into 
a small, pale red berry. It blooms 
during June and July. 

LOW ALPINE WILLOW Willow Family 
Salix nivalis 

Forming low mats, 2 to 6 inches high, the low 
alpine willow is found in scrub forests and on rocky 
ridges of the alpine tundra. The small, thick leaves 
are dull green on the upper surface and silvery 
white beneath. Typical "pussy willow" catkins 
appear at the upturned tips of the prostrate 
branches as soon as the snow begins to melt. These 
are soon followed by dry fluffy seed-pods which 
remain all through the summer. 12 



MOUNTAIN MARSH Buttercup Family 
MARIGOLD 

Caltha leptosepala 
This beautiful perennial has large oval deep green 
leaves and comes into bloom early in May. The 
showy white flowers tinged with blue are borne 
singly at the end of a smooth hollow stem. Each 
flower measures about 1 inch in diameter and 
consists of five to fifteen petal-like sepals and has a 
showy yellow centre of numerous stamens and 
pistils. It grows in clumps in wet ground at the 
margins of bogs and streams. 

FLAT-TOPPED SPIRAEA 
Rose Family 
Spiraea lucid a 
This common mountain shrub, 1 to 
2 feet high, is found at the edge of 
coniferous woods and on dry rocky 
slopes. The solitary erect leafy stem 
is topped in July and August by a 
flat cluster of numerous tiny white, 
rose-shaped flowers. The many 
protruding stamens give the flower-
cluster a fluffy appearance. By fall, 
the flat-topped flower-cluster turns 
into a head of small dry papery 
pods. 

FRINGED GRASS-OF-
PARNASSUS 
Saxifrage Family 
Parnassia fimbriata 
The fringed grass-of-parnassus is 
found in wet boggy ground and in 
moist woods from the valley bottom 
to the middle levels. It is recognized 
easily by its several 6 to 12 inch 
flower-stems, by its glossy green, 
kidney-shaped leaves and by its 
solitary star-shaped flowers, which 
are produced from July to August. 
The five white petals are veined with 
green and are delicately fringed at 
the base. 
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NORTHERN BEDSTRAW Madder Family 
Galium boreale 

The northern bedstraw grows in clumps, 8 to 14 
inches high, along the shady borders of moist 
woods. The leaves are arranged in whorls of four 
around the rather weak stem and in July and 
August the upper half of the plant is covered with 
clusters of tiny, white, four-lobed, wheel-shaped 
flowers. When boiled the roots yield a red dye, 
called "madder" or "turkey red", and it was used 
by the Indians to stain porcupine quills. 



ONE-FLOWERED Lily Family 
CLINTONIA. 
QUEEN'S CUP 

Clintonia uniflora 
The one-flowered Clintonia or, as it is often called, 
the queen's cup is a Rocky Mountain perennial and 
grows in moss in moist, shady coniferous woods of 
the subalpine zone. In June and July, a single, 
beautiful, snow-white flower appears at the top of 
the 6 inch flower-stalk. This lily-shaped flower and 
the shiny green leaves make it easy to identify. By 
autumn the flower is replaced by an equally 
beautiful round, dark blue berry. 

GLOBE FLOWER 
Buttercup Family 
Trollius albiflorus 
The globe flower gets its name from 
the flower buds which look like 
small globes. When open, the large 
flower, 1 to 1 Vt inches across with its 
five to seven grayish-white petal-like 
sepals and with its golden centre, 
looks like an anemone. It can be 
d i s t inguished from the t rue 
anemones by its broad, deeply 
divided leaves and after flowering, 
by its head of dry papery seed-pods. 
It blooms during July and August 
near the timberline. 

PALMATE-LEAVED 
COLTSFOOT 
Daisy Family 
Petasites palmatus 
Several species of coltsfoot are 
found in moist meadows and at the 
edge of thickets. They all have a 
single flower-stem which shoots up 
long before the leaves, in April or 
May. Each stem ends in a loose 
cluster of whitish daisy-like flower-
heads. After these fade two very 
large, long-petioled broad leaves un­
furl. These are gray green on top and 
densely white woolly beneath. In this 
species the mature leaves are palm-
shaped. 
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ONE-FLOWERED Wintergreen Family 
WINTERGREEN. 
SINGLE DELIGHT 

Moneses uniflora 
This beaut i fu l , small win te rgreen was 
photographed growing in feather moss under the 
deep shade of spruce and fir. The single flower-stem 
from 2 to 6 inches high, bears a cluster of small 
thick evergreen leaves at the base and supports a 
solitary, drooping saucer-shaped flower at the top. 
The flower, which appears in June and July, is % 
inch across and has five, waxy white petals, ten 
stamens, a conspicuous green pistil and also has a 
fragrant perfume. 


