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Palmer Penstemon

Palmer Penstemon (National Common Name)

Penstemon palmeri (Scientific)

Scrophulariaceae (Family)

DESCRIPTION

Palmer penstemon is a native perennial evergreen forb that spreads from short rhizomes. Stems are 18-60 inches tall. Leaves are opposite, irregular, spinose-dentate becoming entire on the upper part of the stem. Basal leaves are oblong to ovate, 2-8 cm long on petioles of equal length. The leaves become sessile on the upper stem with clasping auricles. Inflorence is showy and borne along a long panicle. The calyx if five-parted; corolla is tubular, white, ¾ inch across, upper lip two-lobed, lower lip three-cleft with prominent lilac or pink guide lines extending into the throat. It has 4 stamens and a 5th sterile shaggy bearded, exerted filament. Seeds are black and borne with many  in a hard capsule.

Varieties include the ‘Cedar’ palmer penstemon was named and released by the USDA Rocky Mountain Forest and Range Experiment Station, Progo, Utah. The original seed of ‘Cedar’ were collected near Cedar City, Utah, in 1939.

ADAPTATIONS

Palmer penstemon is found growing on depleted range sites and disturbed areas between 3500-6500 feet elevation in Arizona, California, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah, and Colorado. In Arizona, it is usually found growing with big sagebrush or piñon-juniper on medjium-to-coarse-textured soils. It is found where annual rainfall is 8-12 inches in MLRAs 35, 36, and 37 in Coconino, Mohave, and Yavapai counties. It is frequently associated with disturbed areas along dwashes and roadsides, and is classified as a pioneer plant.

The range of adaptation can be extended into MLRAs 40 and 41 and higher elevations in MLRA 30 with irrigation water. When this is done, plants may stay in a rosette two years and bloom continuously throughout the next 2-3 years, then die.

USES

Palmer penstemon is short-lived (5-7 years) and to be used in regular seeding mixtures with long-lived grasses and shrubs. It is an excellent plant for horticultural and landscaping uses because of the long blooming period and the fact that plants stay green throughout the year.

Erosion Control
Palmer penstemon provides good ground cover by the production of rhizomes on disturbed sites and burns.

Livestock
It remains green throughout the year and provides forage for grazing livestock during critical periods and provides a forage diversity throughout the year.

ESTABLISHMENT

There are 600,000 seed in a pure pound of palmer penstemon seed. One pls pound of seed will provide 13.7 seed per square foot on an acre. One-tenth pls pound in a seeding mixture is recommended. Critical area plantings can be increased to .25 pls pound per acre. Drill the seed ¼ inch deep in a clean, weed-free seedbed. Fall seeding is recommended. Seedlings emerge and form a winter rosette and put up a seed stalk in response to warmer spring temperatures.

Seed fields for certified seed production of Cedar palmer penstemon are planted in rows 30-40 inches apart. Irrigated fields can be planted in early spring if seed are stratified for 6 weeks in a cool, moist condition or treated with thio urea for 15 minutes, dried and planted. Plant the seed ¼ inch deep with a precision-type planter because of the small seed size. Another method of planting would be through the legume box on a drill, or dilute the seed with rice hulls and plant through a grain drill. Seed may be harvested by direct combining or hand stripping in mid-July to mid-August. The seed are ready to harvest when the seed capsules are dry and seed is hard and dark in color. Harvested seed capsules are run through a hammermill at slow speed (1500 rpm) or a barley debearder, followed by fan cleaning. Clean seed are stored in a cool, dry place. An after-ripening of 2-3 months is required before seed germination can be determined. Seed germination averages about 80% and are easily cleaned to a purity of 95%. Seeds retain viability for up to 7 years when properly stored.

Irrigated fields of ‘Cedar’ are subject to the same diseases as alfalfa and potatoes, particularly on heavy, poorly drained soils. Flowers are insect pollinated and seed yields may be affected by the number of insects in the area.

Breeders and foundation seed are maintained at the Natural Resources Conservation Service, Plant Materials Center, Los Lunas, New Mexico.

MANAGEMENT 

Palmer penstemon is a short-lived (5-7 years) plant and is recommended for use in seeding mixtures for range improvement, critical area stabilization and beautification plantings. It is a high percent of hard seed that persists in the soil and provides for natural spre4ad and stand maintenance. If planted in a range seeding mixture, grazing management is based on the key species for the site. Critical area stabilization plantings should be protected from grazing to encourage rhizome development. Plantings made for landscaping and beautification are usually irrigated and the blooming period is extended. This tends to shorten the life span. Old seed stalks and dead materials should be removed each fall to expose mineral soil and encourage seedling establishment to maintain the stand.
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