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The Serpentine Story: Chapter 2
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The May 2008 issue gave us a fine review of the way demanding serpentine
soils affect plant life. Dr. Alan Yen’s article emphasized the influence of the
chemical nature of serpentine soils on flora and vegetation. Low levels of es-
sential nutrients — Nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium and calcium, plus the high
amounts of magnesium and nickel have drastic effects on what can grow on

the soil. Plants on nearby normal soils cannot migrate on to serpentine; they

are chemically inhibited. Further, the
sparseness of growth and abundance of
plant life on serpentine soil shows up
strikingly as “barren” habitats — areas
with few or almost no plants. But the
most telling attribute for these barren
soils is the occurrence of the plants
that do thrive there. Often they are
restricted to the serpentine outcrops
and are well-known as “endemics.”
Often the only plants on the serpen-
tine are the endemics, which thrive on
serpentine but are unable to move onto
nearby normal soils. For example, of
California’s rich variety of endemics (1,752 rare species state-wide), serpentines
have the highest number of narrow (rare) endemics (285 species).

Serpentine outcrops occur on every continent. In addition to their profusion

in western North America, they occur abundantly in SE Europe, South Africa,
Cuba, Brazil, and New Caledonia. There is a good reason for their global occur-
rence: Plate Tectonics. This revolutionary concept in geology contends that the
earth’s crust is constantly on the move as continental plates. Where two plates
meet, one dives under the other, a phenomenon called subduction. At this zone
of subduction, one plate is pushed above the other and exposes rocks that may
become serpentines at the earth’s surface. Where plates meet and are subducted,
expect to find volcanoes. Our Pacific coastal region is a classic example; while
volcanic rock is usually not serpentinic, expect to find outcrops nearby. In the
state of Washington, you will find serpentines near the major volcanoes; near
Mt. Baker and Glacier Peak.

My fascination with the effects of serpentine on plant life began when I was a
PhD candidate in the 1940°s at U.C. Berkeley. My graduate research demon-
strated the existence of distinct genetic races within wide ranging species. The
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Tour the Garden

There are three ways to tour the
Kruckeberg Botanic Garden.

PRIVATE, TWO-HOUR,
DOCENT-LED TOUR

Trained docents share special
features of the garden with your
group. Usually held Friday Sunday
at 11 a.m. for up to 15 people. Cost:
$10 per adult, $5 per youth (mini-
mum $60). Contact tour director
Rod Parke to schedule: rmp62@
columbia.edu (or 206-909-3965).

PARKS DEPARTMENT TOURS

Shoreline and Edmonds Parks
department sponsored tours. Se-
lected Saturdays. Contact Shoreline
and/or Edmonds Parks department
for schedule and fees.

SELF-GUIDED TOURS

Visit during Garden hours and
explore on your own. Partial plant
lists available. Donations re-
quested. Summer: 10 am. 5p.m,
Friday Sunday. Winter:10a.m. 3
p.m., Friday Sunday.

Go to www.kruckeberg.org (click on
Tours) for telephone numbers and
more infor- EEEEEETEEE
mation. U

Docent Rod Parke leads a group tour







