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Taxonomy 

Saltugilia splendens is a wildflower in the Polemoniacea (Phlox) family. The Polemoniacea 
family was originally organized in 1959, based on the best available information at that time, 
which included morphological characteristics, habitat, range and early genetic information 
(Grant 1998). As more is learned about Phlox, reorganization in the family is ongoing. What is 
presently officially known as S. splendens has also been called Gilia splendens and Saltugilia 
grinnellii (Grand) L.A. Johnson. S. splendens contains a subspecies, S. splendens ssp. grantii. 
The Saltugilia genus contains three other species as well: S. caruifolia, S. latimeri and S. 
australis. Saltugilia is closely related to the Gilia genus, of which S. splendens is itself a former 
member (Johnson 2007). The Gilia and Saltugilia genera are members of the Gilieae tribe, 
which share in common morphological and chromosomal characteristics, and have a native 
range in arid or semi-arid North America (Grant 1998). S. splendens’ common names are 
‘Splended Gilia’ and ‘Grinnell's gilia’. 
 
Geographic Distribution and Native Habitat 

The Phlox family as a whole is native to western North America and really flourishes in 
California, which is home to 17 genera and 170 species (TOL 2013). S. Splendens’ is among 
these species, which lies between approximately 32N and 38N longitude, within the areas 
highlighted in Figure 1 (UCB 2013). It should be noted that the USDA plant database entry for 
the outdated species name of Saltugilia grinnellii (Brand) L.A. Johnson lists the native latitude 
as 48N; however, other sources for S. Splendens do not corroborate this (USDA 2013). 

 
Fig.1 (UCB 2013) 
 
S. Splendens in found in California’s South Coast Ranges, Transverse Ranges and the San 
Jacinto Mountains (UCB 2013). Its distribution is found within the counties of Santa Clara, 
Monterey, Fresno, San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, Kern, Ventura, Los Angeles, San 
Bernadino and Riverside (CalFlora 2013). Other than its principal native range, a few related 
species are also found only in western South America, indicating some instances of long-
distance dispersal (TOL 2013).  



 

 

 
S. Splendens natively prefers woodland, chaparral and foothill woodlands, and yellow pine 
forests (California Native Plant Link Exchange 2013). It is found between 800 and 2400 meters 
(National Park Service 2013). It thrives in poor and rocky soils. (UCB 2013). 
 
As a species with commercial potential, the invasive potential of S. Splendens does not appear 
to be high. Phlox species are already propagated commercially throughout North America 
without problem and the native range of this species is narrower than some others in the family. 
Being a plant of western North America, it is already ‘native’ to North America as well. Weese 
and Johnson also note that the species is primarily outcrossing (2005).  
 
Taxonomic Description 

S. splendens is a spring annual that blooms in the summer (Nau 2011). It reaches a height of 
one to three feet and branches profusely which, because of the angular nature of branching, 
gives it a ‘zig-zag’ appearance that makes it look somewhat spiny (SeedHunt.com 2013). It’s 
leaves are alternate and pinnate. Bottom leaves are relatively large, which decrease in size 
considerably going up the plant. The leaves and stem are bright green (Grant 1998). 
 
TOL describes identifying features of Plox family inflorescences as such: 
  
 “These identifying features are: five sepals, five fused petals, five stamens that alternate 
 with the corolla lobes, and an ovary of three fused carpels. Stamens may be superficially 
 connected to the corolla in some lineages, but are fused completely into the corolla tube in 
 most species. The three-parted ovary, in combination with the other floral features, is 
 key.” (TOL 2013) 
 
In Saltugilia, the calyx and pedicel glands are short stalked, with a head that is generally wider 
than the gland is tall, (Johnson 2007). The inflorescences of S. splendens number about eight to 
ten. Its pedicels are in unequal pairs, are “glandular” and “flat-topped”. Its flowers are ‘purplish’; 
lobes are long-tapered and the corolla is trumpet-shaped (UCB 2013). The calyx has 
herbaceous lobes and membranous sinuses that rupture upon maturity. It produces 30-70 
seeds that are pale or sandy-colored, with angular, irregular features (Grant 1998). 
 
As it thrives in poor soils, S. Splendens has a very robust root system. This was evident in the 
results of the trial f S. Splendens’ root structure was not found in the literature; however, TOL 
describes a common ancestor in the Phlox family that is closely related to Gilia as having a tap 
root. In the trial, the vigor of the root system was clearly evident (photo below). A google image 
search for Phlox roots found images close to what I found in my own results: a vigorous root 
system that is not a pure tap root, but is likely a fibrous or branching tap that can grow deep to 
access moisture and nutrients.  
 
Native uses of S. Splendens in particular could not be found. For the Phlox family as a whole, 
specific uses are not well documented. One website claims that Native Americans used a 
ground up paste composed of Phlox roots to externally treat skin rashes and blemishes and that 
the whole plant was eaten to treat stomach aches, diarrhea and anemia in infants (The Tree 
Nursery LLC 2013). These claims were not found elsewhere. Other sources listed Phlox as 
having potential or undefined herbal uses. 
 
 
Varieties/Cultivars on the Market and New Product Specifications 



 

 

S. Splendens is a wildflower and no varieties or cultivars are currently on the market. Seeds 
were found to be for sale at SeedHunt.com, a business that sells California wildflower seeds. 
The website says that the plant “sends up 1-3’ slender stems that branch profusely and carry 
clouds of rich candy pink flowers that move in the slightest breeze” (2013). It should be noted 
that other sources and photos of S. Splendens show that the flower color is “purplish”. The 
photos in Stoughton show flowers that are in between pink and purple, with greater intensity on 
the outer parts of the petals (2011). This is a good start to defining an ideotype for the crop. 

Anticipated Cultural Requirements and Propagation Method 

S. Splendens thrives in arid and semi-arid climates, tolerates drought very well and likes poor 
and rocky soils, but it will become washed out easily if it receives too much moisture in the 
spring. It is native to USDA zones 8 and 9 (UCB 2013). Phlox can be grown from either seeds 
or cuttings. 

In propagating S. Splendens commercially, it is likely that the production requirements and 
scheduling will be the same as for other Phlox. In the trial that was conducted with S. 
Splendens, growth of the crop was seen to be similar to that of other commercial Phlox species. 
Germination of the seed requires dark conditions. In the trial that was conducted, seeds were 
germinated in the light, resulting in only about 3.5% germination. Phlox can be propagated from 
either seed or cuttings, depending on the species. S. Splendens produces about 30-70 seeds 
per flower (Grant 2008). It is not yet known whether S. Splendens can be grown well from 
cuttings. 

From seed, germinate at 16-18 C in a sterile medium with pH 5.5-5.8 and cover with vermiculite.  
Trays should be closer to dry than wet (Nau 2011). For stage two, maintain the temperature and 
fertilize with 50-75ppm N (14-0-14) once per week. Increase the feed in stage three to 100-
150ppm N and alternate between 20-10-20 and 14-0-14. For growing on, use one plug per 4-
inch pot or three per gallon pot. In all stages, allow the trays to dry out in between waterings, but 
do not allow the plants to wilt when they begin to flower. If an annual Phlox is stressed, it can 
stall (Nau 2011). Light requirements are 500-1,000 f.c. in stage two and 1,000-1500 f.c. in stage 
three. Grow on in full light but keep the plants cool, at 13-16 C by day and at 10-13 C by night. 
Negative DIF works very well for height control. If growth regulators are needed, use B-Nine.  
Regarding pathology, if soil pH becomes high at any stage, chlorosis can occur. The plant is 
susceptible to aphid and thrips damage, as well as pythium and rhizoctonia (Nau 2011). 

Market Niche 

At face value, it appears that S. Splendens is a hardy plant that will do well without much fuss. 
This may depend on where one lives, however. 

The market niche for for S. Splendens is likely to be similar as for other Phlox species, and its 
target sales date would be the same as well. S. Splendens is picky in its cultural requirements, 
however; especially regarding moisture levels (too much and it will get washed out). It is likely to 
grow best in areas closest to its native USDA zone 8 and 9. It has the potential to be a good 
crop for the south and southwest in addition to its native southern California. Because it is both 



 

 

a light feeder and likes dryness, it could be marketed to those looking for eco-friendly ‘native’ 
plants that will inject a colorful ‘wild’ flair into unirrigated landscaping. In climes similar to its 
original habitat, it could potentially be included in wild seed mixes. For growers, it would likely be 
best marketed as a bedding or potted plant in accordance with spring garden center schedules. 

Programmability of forcing is unclear for S. Splendens. Although it can be grown in a 
greenhouse like other Phlox, it is unclear how it would do once transplanted into, for example, a 
southwest landscape in the fall. Like other Phlox, it is not a potential houseplant. 

Because of its spring planting timeline and its festive flowers, it has potential (as much as other 
potted flowers, anyhow) to be marketed as a flowerpot gift for Mother’s Day or spring 
graduations. In the marketplace, it would likely face competition from other Phlox species that 
have a longer breeding history. To get around this, marketers may want to emphasize the ‘new’, 
‘wild’, ‘native’ (where applicable) and eco-friendly aspects of the crop. At present, whether S. 
Splendens will ever be a major crop is unclear. As water shortages in the US become more 
severe however, this plant has potential to ride the trend towards lower-irrigation landscapes. 

Trial Results and Production Schedule 

In order to test the feasibility of growing S. Splendens in lower plant hardiness zones, a long day 
vs. short day trial was conducted. Seeds were planted into a 288-cell plug tray containing a 
sterile germination medium. Half of the cells were covered with vermiculite and half were left 
bare. They were placed in a mist house on 13 March 2013 and transplanted into 4-inch pots on 
1 April. Out of 288 cells, only ten plants germinated (3.5 percent), with five rising from the 
section containing vermiculite and four rising from the section left bare. No scarification or 
stratification was performed on the seeds because the literature did not indicate that this was 
necessary. As stated above, Flox species need darkness to germinate. A roughly equal number 
of seeds germinating from the covered and uncovered sections raises the question of what kind 
of dormancy was in operation among the vast majority of ungerminated seeds. An answer to 
this question is not known at this time, but it is thought likely that the dusting of vermiculite was 
not sufficient enough to prevent light penetration. Another cause that is potentially the dominant 
factor or a contributing one is the degree of moisture present in the mist house. Being that the 
species prefers dry conditions, a mist house environment may simply have provided excessive 
moisture to the seeds, preventing germination. This is also likely reason why germination took 
twice as long as normal for Phlox. 

Half of the plants were placed in a short day greenhouse and the other half were placed in a 
long day greenhouse. After one month, their growth was documented (Figures 2 and 3). As can 
be seen from the photos, the short day crop performed poorly compared to the long day crop. 
This is probably due to a combination of factors that include both the day length as the main 
factor and greater soil moisture as another factor. 

Of interest is the high ratio of root mass to vegetative mass that was found to have developed in 
the long-day plants. This certainly speaks to the crop’s undomesticated nature. It is thought that 
this could potentially be a problem for growers, insofar as the plant may begin to become root-
bound before the vegetative development reaches an optimal level for sale. Given this, growers 



 

 

should use deep pots. Existence of the potential for vigorous root growth was the reason behind 
the decision to transplant the seedlings directly into pots on 1 April, rather than transplanting at 
the conclusion of stage two. It was thought that this would avoid the potential of the seedlings to 
become root-bound, and with an aggressively rooting plant soil disease was thought to pose 
less of a risk. 
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Figure 2: long day crop 



 

 

 

Figure 3: short day crop 

The set-back in the germination stage and a potential set-back in Stage 2 and 3 due to moisture 
levels impeded the development of the trial crop. Nevertheless, the general growth trajectory 
showed itself to be similar to those of other Phlox species. With some experimentation and 
tweaking, a general Phlox production schedule should easily lend itself to the propagation of S. 
Splendens. See Table 1 for the recommended production schedule. In total, seeding through 
growing on can be expected to take 14-19 weeks.  Were this plant to be marketed in the south 
and southwest and be ready by 1 April, production would need to begin in December. 

production stage growing time 

Stage 1 5-7 days 

Stage 2 7 days 

Stage 3 3-4 weeks 

Harden plugs 7 days 

Growing on 4” pot: 7-12 weeks 
1-gal container with 3 plugs: 10-
12 weeks 

Table 1: production schedule (Nau 2008). 

Needs Assessment for Genetic Improvement 



 

 

As mentioned above, the ratio of root mass to vegetative mass of S. Splendens is high. This is a 
good characteristic for its heartiness in the landscape, but from an in-store marketing 
perspective, it isn’t as easy to sell this feature to customers. The prevalence of the flowers and 
branching is an area of inquiry that needs more research. At the time of writing, the trial plants 
had not begun flowering or branching. Typical floriculture breeding inquiry topics of 
inflorescence profusion, size and color apply to this species. Because the seed is small and 
irregularly shaped, the development of pelletized seed would also be required in order for any 
substantial commercial use of the species to take place.  
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