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THE FAMILIES OF CALIFORNIA VASCULAR PLANTS

(Evolving Concepts and Discoveries)

James P. Smith, Jr.
Professor Emeritus of Botany

Department of Biological Sciences
Humboldt State University

Arcata, California

30 August 2019

What follows is my attempt to account for and track the changes in the plant family concepts used to 
accommodate our state’s vascular plants and to expand the list based on discoveries of new plants. The 
core of our understanding may be found in what I refer to as California’s “official” state floras, listed 
here in chronological order and as they are known affectionately: Brewer and Watson, Jepson’s Manual, 
Abrams, Munz, TJM1, and TJM2. I have taken the liberty of adding a seventh account, based on my own 
review of recent literature and a checklist of California vascular plants that will soon be available 
through the Digital Commons program at the Humboldt State University Library.

More recent systematic and floristic studies have added a number of plants, some of them in new 
families, and have caused some minor and major changes in the circumscription of several families, 
especially Liliaceae and Scrophulariaceae. The post-TJM2 primary sources of additions and changes are 
the papers by the Angiosperm Phylogeny Group, the various volumes of the Flora North America 

(1993), and Kubitzki (1990 →). I continue to be influenced by the family delimitations as seen in 
Heywood et al. (2009), Mabberley (2017), and Tahktajan (2009).

Some family names, especially those in Brewer & Watson, did not have the standard “-aceae” ending, but 
their generic root is obvious, as in Blechneae vs. Blechnaceae. Slight variations in spellings, as in 
Borraginaceae and Simarubaceae, have been changed to comport with current usage. I have retained 
the first published names in the case of the eight families where the International Code of 
Nomenclature  allows for two equally correct names. They are Compositae, Cruciferae, Gramineae, 
Guttiferae, Labiatae, Leguminosae, Palmae, Umbelliferae, rather than their alternative names 
Asteraceae, Brassicaceae, Poaceae, Hypericaceae, Lamiaceae, Fabaceae, Arecaceae, and Apiaceae.

As you scan this table, you will see that a number of families have appeared in every published flora. 
Some  seem to have disappeared, but many of them now reside as subfamilies elsewhere. Examples 
include Asclepiadaceae becoming part of Apocynaceae and Monotropaceae becoming part of Ericaceae. 
It is worth noting that the majority of our currently accepted family concepts were in place in the our 
state’s first comprehensive flora (Brewer, Watson, and Gray).

Why do I show a larger number of families than recognized in TJM2 (Baldwin et al. 2012)? In the years 
since it went to press, a few plants in previously unreported families have been documented for 
California. The principal difference lies in criteria of inclusion. I have been more “liberal” in my 
definition  of what qualifies as a naturalized plant, especially in the category of weedy plants. I have also 
included a number of plants that are no presumably extinct or extirpated, but whose historical presence 
is well documented.

The families are listed alphabetically within the four major groupings of vascular plants: lycophytes 
(fern allies), ferns,  gymnosperms (conifers and their allies), and flowering plants.
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B & W Jepson Abrams Munz TJM1 TJM2 Smith

LYCOPHYTES

Isoetaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Lycopodiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Selaginellaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

FERNS

Aspidiaceae ‚ ‚

Aspleniaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Athyriaceae ‚

Azollaceae ‚ ‚

Blechnaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Cyatheaceae ‚

Cystopteridaceae ‚

Davalliaceae ‚

Dennstaedtiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Dryopteridaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Equisetaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Grammitidaceae ‚

Marsileaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Nephrolepidaceae ‚

Ophioglossaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Polypodiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Psilotaceae ‚

Pteridaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Salviniaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Thelypteridaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Woodsiaceae ‚ ‚
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GYMNOSPERMS

Cupressaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Ephedraceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Gnetaceae ‚ ‚

Pinaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Taxaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Taxodiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

FLOWERING PLANTS

Acanthaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Aceraceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Acoraceae ‚

Adoxaceae ‚

Agavaceae ‚ ‚

Aizoaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Alliaceae ‚

Alismataceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Amaranthaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Amaryllidaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Amygdalaceae ‚

Anacardiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Apocynaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Apodanthaceae ‚ ‚

Aponogetonaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Aquifoliaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Araceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Araliaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Aristolochiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚
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Asclepiadaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Asparagaceae ‚ ‚

Asphodelaceae ‚ ‚

Avicenniaceae ‚

Balsaminaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Basellaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Bataceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Berberidaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Betulaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Bignoniaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Boraginaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Bromeliaceae ‚

Buddlejaceae ‚ ‚

Burseraceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Buxaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

          

Cabombaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Cactaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Caesalpiniaceae ‚

Callitrichaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Calycanthaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Campanulaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Cannabaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Capparaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Caprifoliaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Caryophyllaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Casuarinaceae ‚
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Celastraceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Celtidaceae ‚

Ceratophyllaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Chenopodiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Cistaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Cleomaceae ‚ ‚

Comandraceae ‚

Commelinaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Compositae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Convallariaceae ‚

Convolvulaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Cornaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Corylaceae ‚ ‚

Crassulaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Crossosomataceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Cruciferae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Cucurbitaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Cupuliferae ‚

Cuscutaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Cymodoceaceae ‚ ‚

Cyperaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Datiscaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Dichondraceae ‚

Didiereaceae ‚

Dipsacaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Droseraceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚
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Ebenaceae ‚

Ehretiaceae ‚

Elaeagnaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Elaeocarpaceae ‚

Elatinaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Empetraceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Ericaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Eriocaulaceae ‚ ‚

Escalloniaceae ‚

Euphorbiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

          

Fagaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Ficoideae ‚

Fouquieriaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Francoaceae ‚

Frankeniaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Fumariaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Garryaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Gentianaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Geraniaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Goodeniaceae ‚

Gramineae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Grossulariaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Gunneraceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Guttiferae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Haloragaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚
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Hamamelidaceae ‚

Heliotropaceae ‚

Hippocastanaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Hippuridaceae ‚ ‚

Hydrangeaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Hydrocharitaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Hydrocotylaceae ‚

Hydrophyllaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Illecebraceae ‚ ‚

Iridaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Juglandaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Juncaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Juncaginaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

           

Koeberliniaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Krameriaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Labiatae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Lauraceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Laxmanniaceae ‚

Leguminosae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Lemnaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Lennoaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Lentibulariaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Lilaeaceae ‚ ‚

Liliaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚
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Limnanthaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Linaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Linderniaceae ‚

Linnaeaceae ‚

Loasaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Lobeliaceae ‚ ‚

Loganiaceae ‚ ‚

Loranthaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Lythraceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Magnoliaceae ‚

Malaceae ‚

Malvaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Martyniaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Melanthiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Meliaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Menyanthaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Mimosaceae ‚

Molluginaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Monotropaceae ‚

Montiaceae ‚ ‚

Moraceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Moringaceae ‚

Myoporaceae ‚ ‚

Myricaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Myrsinaceae ‚

Myrtaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚
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Naiadaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Namaceae ‚

Nartheciaceae ‚ ‚

Nelumbonaceae ‚

Nitrariaceae ‚ ‚

Nyctaginaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Nymphaeaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

         

Oleaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Onagraceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Orchidaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Orobanchaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Oxalidaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Paeoniaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Palmae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Papaveraceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Parnassiaceae ‚ ‚

Passifloraceae ‚ ‚

Pedaliaceae ‚

Philadelphaceae ‚

Phrymaceae ‚

Phytolaccaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Picrodendraceae ‚

Pittosporaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Piperaceae ‚

Plantaginaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Platanaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚
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Plumbaginaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Polemoniaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Polygalaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Polygonaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Pontederiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Portulacaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Potamogetonaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Primulaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Proteaceae ‚ ‚

Punicaceae ‚

Pyrolaceae ‚ ‚

Rafflesiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Ranunculaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Resedaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Rhamnaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Rosaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Rubiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Ruppiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Ruscaceae ‚

Rutaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Salicaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Sambucaceae ‚

Santalaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Sapindaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Sarcobataceae ‚ ‚

Sarraceniaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚
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Saururaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Saxifragaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Scheuchzeriaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Scrophulariaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Simaroubaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Simmondsiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Smilacaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Solanaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Sparganiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Staphyleaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Sterculiaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Styracaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Tamaricaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Tecophilaeaceae ‚ ‚

Themidaceae ‚

Theophrastaceae ‚

Thymelaeaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Tiliaceae ‚

Tofieldiaceae ‚ ‚

Tropaeolaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Typhaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Ulmaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Umbelliferae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Urticaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Vacciniaceae ‚
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Valerianaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Vallisneriaceae ‚

Verbenaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Viburnaceae ‚

Violaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Viscaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Vitaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Zannichelliaceae ‚ ‚ ‚

Zingiberaceae ‚

Zosteraceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Zygophyllaceae ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚ ‚

Subtotals 118 129 149 145 153 165 188

GRAND TOTALS

B & W Jepson Abrams Munz TJM1 TJM2 Smith

Lycophytes 1 3 3 3 3 3 3

Ferns 10 5 5 9 11 13 18

Gymnosperms 5 5 5 5 5 4 4

Flowering Plants 118 129 149 145 153 165 188

Totals 134 142 162 162 172 185 213



-13-

SOURCES

THE SEVEN LISTS

B & W = Brewer & Watson
TJM1 = Hickman

TJM2 = Baldwin et al.

Abrams, L. R. 1923-1960. Illustrated flora of the 
Pacific States. Stanford Univ. Press. Stanford, 
CA. Four volumes.

Baldwin, B. G., D. H. Goldman, D. J. Keil, R. 
Patterson, T. J. Rosatti, & D. H. Wilken (editors). 
2012. A manual of the vascular plants of 
California. Second edition. University of 
California Press. Berkeley. 1568 pp. 

Brewer, W., S. Watson, & A. Gray. 1880. Botany. 
Geological Survey of California. Second (revised) 
edition. Little, Brown, and Company. Boston, MA. 
Two volumes.

Jepson, W. L. 1923-1925. Manual of the flowering 
plants of California. University of California 
Press. Berkeley.  1238 pp.

Hickman, J. C. (editor). 1993. A manual of the 
higher plants of California. University of 
California Press. Berkeley. 1400 pp. 

Munz, P. A. 1959. A California Flora. University of 
California Press. Berkeley. 1681 pp.

Smith, J. P., Jr. 2018. A Checklist of the Vascular 
Plants of California. Department of Biological 
Sciences. Humboldt State Univ. Arcata, CA. 162 
pp.

SOURCES

Angiosperm Phylogeny Group. 2016. An update of 
the Angiosperm Phylogeny Group classification 
for the orders and families of flowering plants: 
APG IV. Bot. J. Linnean Society 181: 1-20.

Christenhusz, M. J. M., M. E. Fay, & M. W. Chase. 
2017. Plants of the world. Kew Publishing & Univ. 
of Chicago Press. 792 pp.

Consortium of California Herbaria.
ucjeps.berkeley.edu/consortium/

Flora North America Editorial Committee. 1993 
→. Flora of North America north of Mexico. 
Oxford Univ. Press. New York, NY. 

Heywood, V. H., R. K. Brummitt, A. Culham, & O. 
Seberg. 2007. Flowering plant families of the 
world. Firefly Books. Buffalo, NY. 424 pp.

Kartesz, J. 2014. North American Vascular flora. 
Biota of North America Program. bonap.org

Kubitzki, K. (editor). 1990 →. The families and 
genera of vascular plants. Springer-Verlag. Berlin, 
Germany.

Mabberley, D. J. 2017. Mabberley’s plant-book. 
Fourth edition. Cambridge Univ. Press. Cambridge, 
U. K. 1102 pp.

Stevens, P. F. 2001 →. Angiosperm phylogeny 
website.
mobot.org/mobot/research/APweb/welcome.html

Takhtajan, A. 2009. Flowering plants. Second 
edition. Springer. 871 pp.

USDA, NRCS. 2019. The plants database. 
plants.usda.gov


	Families of California Vascular Plants: Evolving Concepts and Discoveries
	Recommended Citation

	Families of California Vascular Plants: Evolving Concepts and Discoveries
	Recommended Citation

	/var/tmp/StampPDF/1yUBPcWl5h/tmp.1583190193.pdf.D179n

