
Demand in China and Korea has led to 
thousands of dudleya being stolen from 
state as officials lament ‘plant poaching’

Erin McCormick 
Reprinted from The Guardian

In China, they are prized for their 
chubby limbs and cute shapes. In Korea, 
they are a treasured hobby for house-
wives. But on the coastal cliffs of Cali-
fornia, the dudleya succulent plants are 
vanishing, snatched up by international 
smugglers and shipped to an Asian mid-
dle-class market hungry for California 
native flora.

California department of fish and 
wildlife wardens have made five busts 
this year, involving more than 3,500 sto-
len plants, evidence that the succulent, 
a symbol of American hipster style, has 
gone global to grievous effect.

“Right now these plants are a boom in 
Korea, China and Japan. It’s huge among 
domestic housewives. It’s a status thing,” 
said the department warden Pat Freel-
ing, who spearheaded the investigation. 
“It’s become an exotic lotus flower suc-
culent. Someone likened it to the next 
Pokémon.”

The succulents, dubbed “Live For-
evers” by early California explorers 

for their ability to survive long ocean 
crossings, require little care and are 
often mistakenly thought to be ideal for 
apartment living. Each five-inch plant, 
with waxy, white-green leaves that grow 
in budlike circles, is said to fetch $40 to 
$50 on the Asian market. While they are 
not rare in California and can be grown 
in nurseries, the process takes years. 
And nursery owners said they were not 
available in the huge quantities that 
Asian shippers seem to want.

Freeling began investigating the thefts 
after getting a tip in January from an 
anonymous woman, who got stuck in a 
line at a post office in Mendocino Coun-
ty, 150 miles north of San Francisco, 
behind a man who was mailing dozens 
of boxes to Asia.

Freeling said the man was holding up 
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Stolen succulents:
California hipster plants at 
center of smuggling crisishe botanical gardens is so incredibly sup-

portive of AV and the children, it is a joy 
ot be there because of that. They have asked me 
to be the education director on their board and 
want to dedicate a section of the garden to us! 
The are always posting about our time there. I 
really enjoy our relationship with them and that 
they really seem to get the important work of 
the school.

While there, we spent our time hiking to  
the river, harvesting wild mint, building dams, 
and balancing on large pieces of wood (boats). 
We found a snake and a few rare horny toads 
and even spent some time with a baby horny 
toad who was so sweet and harmless despite  
the fact that we learned that they can spit  
blood from their eyes when they are scared!  
We had noticed the many many ant hills on 
the trail to the river and then discovered that a 
horny toads favorite food is ants. The connec-
tion was made! We saw new flower species and 
got our legs stung by nettle on the trail until 
nettle forest was given a name. The fear of the 
sting disappeared and I bought nettle tea for the 
remainder of our time at the gardens. It is not 
our favorite! :)

We cut plantain found in the garden and at 
my house, steeped it in oil with the sun, mixed 
it with beeswax over our stove, and made our 
salve. We made paint brushes by carving and 
sanding sticks, pounding yucca leaves and  
separating the fibers, were introduced to soap 
root to make the bristles. We painted with our 
new paintbrushes after scrappign Cochineal 
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Photo by California Department of Fish and Wildlife 
In March, two men were caught with hundreds of dudleya in a van.
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the whole line and and the boxes were 
dripping dirt. When the women asked 
him what he was shipping, the man said: 
“Shhhhh, something very valuable.” 
When she asked where he got it from, 
he pointed to the ocean.

Thinking he had been tipped off to 
an abalone poaching ring, Freeling got 
customs officials to X-ray the 60 boxes. 
He was puzzled when what they found 
inside was not rare sea life but hundreds 
of plants of the species Dudleya farinosa 
being mailed to Korea and China.

So began the search for dudleya 
smugglers. Soon Freeling found a man 
pulling the plants off a cliffside and 
shoving them into a big backpack.

When Freeling asked him what he 
planned to do with the 50 plants, the 
man said: “They are for my garden.” But 
when Freeling confronted him about 
the thousands of plants being shipped 
through the post office, the man ad-
mitted he was shipping them for profit. 
The man, Xiao Yang, 41, of Elk Grove, 
California, pleaded guilty to unlawfully 
taking plant material and ended up with 
a $5,000 fine, 240 hours of community 
service and three years probation.

In March, Freeling caught two men 
loading boxes and boxes of dudleya – 
about 850 large plants – into a van they 
had rented from the San Francisco air-
port. The men had both recently arrived 
from Korea on one- to three-month 
visas. On 4 April, three more men were 
arrested while denuding hillsides of 
dudleya – and over 2,000 more plants 
were found. Last weekend, an individual 
and a couple were caught taking small 
numbers of dudleya from the coast. And 
a bag of the plants was found aban-
doned in the parking lot of a Mendoci-
no shopping center.

“I have dedicated my career to catch-
ing poachers,” said the fish and wildlife 
department captain Patrick Foy. “But 
that has always been animal and fish 
poachers. Now we have this new kind of 
poaching: plant poachers.”

While adored for their sculptural 
looks, succulents often make for finicky 
house plants because of their high light 
requirements and intolerance of over-
watering. In the US, images of succu-
lents are now almost cliche in trendy 
merchandise, with plastic replicas 
available in chain stores and succulents 

adorning T-shirts and even wedding 
cake decorations.

They have become so popular in 
Korea and China that they are sold in 
huge emporiums, some the size of sev-
eral basketball fields. In Korea, raising 
succulents is considered an “addiction” 
popular among housewives, students 
and others with small living spaces. 
Korean articles refer to the trend as 
“succulent fever” and quote wives telling 
husbands who complain about oversized 
collections not to worry because “I will 
take all of my succulent plants with me 
when I leave you”.

In China, succulents are known as “fat 
plants”. China’s new class of consumers 
loves anything that is trendy in Korea, 
according to Alison Hulme, a lecturer 
at the University of Northampton and 
editor of the book The Changing Land-
scape of China’s Consumerism.

Hulme said collecting dudleyas and 
other succulents may fulfill the quest 
for “suzhi”, or “quality of personhood”, 

sought by many in China’s burgeoning 
middle class ranks, because the plants 
require care and knowledge and show 
good taste.

“I think things like this can quickly 
become a symbol of the middle class,” 
she said. “For the generation 30 and 
under, it’s important for them to show 
that they are the generation that got the 
privilege of buying things.”

California native plant lovers came 
out in droves last week to help replant 
thousands of confiscated dudleyas into 
northern California cliffs.

Kathy Crane, owner of Yerba Buena 
Nursery, one of the oldest growers of 
California native plants in the state, said 
her company had received numerous 
emails, Facebook messages and texts 
from Asian plant collectors looking for 
dudleyas.

“We grow and sell this rare dudleya at 
our nursery,” advertised an instagram 
post from the company. “Much less ex-
pensive than a court case and jail time.”
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The five-inch plants are said to fetch $40 to $50 each. Below, Will Castillo, a wildlife officer, replants dudleyas.



Eschscholzia californica
California Poppy, Copa de Oro
The California Poppy is a member 

of the Papaveraceae family. The Poppy 
family consists of 42 genera and ap-
proximately 800 species. It is named for 
Johann Friedrich Von Eschscholtz; a 
German botanist who explored Cali-
fornia in 1810. Eschscholzia californica 
became the official state flower in1902 
beating out the Mariposa Lily (Calocho-
trus) and the Matilija Poppy (Romneya) 
for the Honor.

Description:  
Eschscholzia californica is an herba-

ceous annual or biennial, 6 inches to 
two feet in height and spread. The leaves 
are blue- grey-green, glaucus and finely 
divided into linear segments. The leaves 
are primarily basal and attach to a long 
thin carrot like taproot. The flowers 
have four bright orange silky petals 1 to 
2 inches long and bloom from Febru-
ary through September. The flower has 
numerous stamens and 1 pistil attached 
to a superior ovary. The flowers close 
at night or in windy conditions to help 
conserve water. The seed pod is a single 
chambered linear tube; 1½ to 3 inches 
long and 1/8 inches in diameter, con-
taining 50 or more seeds. The seeds are 
round, dark brown to black in color and 
less than a thirty-second of an inch in 
diameter.

Habitat:
Eschscholzia californica is native to 

the Western United States and Northern 
Mexico from sea level to 6000 feet of 
elevation. It is commonly found in large 
colonies in open meadows and hillsides.  

Continued on Page 4

Plant of the Day
beetles off the prickly pear cactus and 
pounding them into bright maroon 
paint.

We spent a lot of time balancing on 
our slack line, hiding in the willow for-
est, and climbing the alder, cottonwood, 
and sycamore trees that are getting big 
enough to hold us now!

May day brought a beautiful exchange 
of flower bouquets between the chil-
dren and the passerbys. We even took 
a walk out of the park to find people to 

make smile including Bobby, our special 
park ranger friend and a few police and 
firemen! Having a child chase down a 
‘stranger’ to say Happy May Day is such 
a beautiful thing to watch and the enthu-
siasm with which the children do it is so 
heartfelt!! For next year, I would like to 
have a felted flower crown and silk cape 
for each of them to wear so if you want 
to help make them, we can turn this day 
into a very special little festival for our 
school. To me it is such a simple way of 
practicing random acts of kindness and 
modeling the beauty that is in all of us to 
the children.

Acorn  Continued from Page 1



It is tolerant of most soil types, but prefers 
well drained loam and full sun. 

Uses:
California Poppy leaves and roots con-

tain several useful medicinal compounds 
in the form of alkaloids. The main alka-
loids are Chelirubine, Sanguinarine and 
Macarpine; which are used as an Analgesic, 
Sedative and Antispasmodic. The seeds 
were also consumed by Native Americans 
as a source of protein. 

There are several other species of 
Eschscholzia native to California.

E. caespitosa; Tufted Poppy. Tufted foli-
age and yellow flowers

E. lemmonii; Lemon’s Poppy. The leaves 
are whitish and pubescent.

E. minutiflora;  Pigmy Poppy. The plant is 
less than 3 inches tall.

E. ramose;  Island Poppy. The flowers are 
less than ½ inch in diameter.

2018 is another 
drought year  

Because of the horrific dam-
age caused by winter storms 
in Montecito, the actual water 
data for the year was eclipsed 
by this serious rain event.  
This update from the County 
of Santa Barbara shows that 
Lake Cachuma is at approxi-
mately 40% of capacity and 
the most areas of the Santa 
Ynez Valley received about 
half our ‘normal’ rainfall.  It 
is time to check irrigation 
clocks and be mindful of how 
we use water in our gardens.  
Take a look at our checklist 
and pass it along to neigh-
bors and friends. 
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E. caespitosa

E. ramose

LOSE YOUR LAWN WITH HELPFUL TIPS FROM THE PROS

DO YOU HAVE ANY...
{1} GRASS ON SLOPES? IF SO, ELIMINATE IT!    
{2} GRASS THAT IS DIRECTLY ADJACENT TO WALLS; IF SO, MOVE IT AWAY FROM THE STRUCTURE 

OR ELIMINATE IT!
{3} LAWNS IN SIDE YARDS THAT ARE LESS THAN 20’ DEEP? IF SO, ELIMINATE IT!
{4} REGULAR TURF GROWING RIGHT UP TO THE TRUNKS OF TREES OR UNDER THE DRIPLINE O F  

NATIVE TREES? IF SO, ELIMINATE IT!
{5} LAWN ADJACENT TO A CURB? IF SO, REMOVE AT LEAST 3’-0” TO PREVENT OVER SPRAY ON TO  

PAVEMENT OR SIDEWALK. NO RIVERS ON YOUR STREET!

MANY OF YOU WILL BE SURPRISED BY THE AMOUNT OF LAWN YOU CAN 
REMOVE WITHOUT BLINKING. THESE ARE AREAS OF LAWN THAT ARE 

SELDOM USED OR ARE EXTREMELY DIFFICULT TO IRRIGATE EFFICIENTLY.    

TIME FOR A HAIRCUT!





MILKWEED for MONARCHS

SUMMER
Summer reading can be the latest mys-

tery, real crime or squishy love story…. 
all good fun indeed.  But consider adding 
Dr. Matt Ritter’s latest book, California 
Plants: A Guide to our Iconic Flora to the 

stack.  It is 
a terrific 
book with a 
foreword by 
Governor 
Jerry Brown.  

We are 
looking 
forward to 
Dr. Ritter 
coming to 
the Santa 
Ynez Valley 
later this 
year.  The 
SYV Bo-

tanic Garden will publish more specific 
information about time and place when 
available.

Dr. Ritter is a botany professor in the 
Biological Sciences Department at Cal 
Poly San Luis Obispo.  He is a passion-
ate student of California’s native plants 
and cultivated trees.  He is the author of 
several books, including an entertaining 

guide to California’s urban forest.  He is 
the recipient of the Cal Poly Excellence 
in Teaching award as well as the Interna-
tional Society of Arboriculture Award for 
Excellence in Education.

A portion of the proceeds of each book 

go to the California Native Plant Society 
(California’s best botanical non-profit)  
and the Wildlands Conservancy (Cali-
fornia’s largest non-profit provider of free 
outdoor education programs for chil-
dren). 

 READING

 Monarch caterpillars feed exclu-
sively on the leaves of milkweed, the 
only host plant for this iconic butterfly 
species. As such, milkweed is critical 
for the survival of monarchs. Without 
it, they cannot complete their life cycle 
and their populations decline.

Indeed, eradica-
tion of milkweed 
both in agricul-
tural areas as well 

as in urban and 
suburban land-

scapes is one of the primary reasons 
that monarchs are in trouble today.

The good news is that planting 
milkweed is one of the easiest ways that 
each of us can make a difference for 
monarchs. There are several dozen spe-

cies of this wildflower native to North 
America, so no matter where you 
live, there is at least one milkweed 

species naturally found in your area.

California Plants: A Guide to our Iconic Flora
MAT T RIT TER



Yes! 
I want to  

support the 

The Santa Ynez Valley Botanic  
Garden is a nonprofit organization  

Federal Tax ID: 26-119773.
Your gift is tax deductible to the full 

extent of the law.

All members receive our 
newsletter, calendar of 
events, special discounts  
and more.

I would like to make a tax 
deductible contribution at 
the following level for the 
year 2018.

n  $50 Individual
n  $65 Family
n  $100 Propagator
n  $250 Pollinator
n  $500 Steward
n  $1000 Sustainer
n  Other _______

I am interested in volunteering:
   n  Gardening
       n  Youth Education
           n  Adult Education
              n  Newsletter

n  Garden Plant Info & Database
n  Art in the Garden
n  Other
_________________

    Name: __________________________________________
         Address:_______________________________________ 
             City/State/Zip:  _______________________________
                  Phone: ____________________________________
                    Email:  __________________________________

Payment:      n Check       n Visa      n Mastercard 
Card# __________________________________________
Expiration Date: ______________________  CVC # _____
Billing Address: __________________________________
City/State/Zip:  __________________________________

Fill out and mail to:

Santa Ynez Valley  
Botanic Garden  

Foundation, Inc 
PO Box 1623 

Buellton, CA 93427 

What’s more fun than composting, 
worms boxes and a plant sale? It’s kids 
learning, helping and having the time of 
their lives.

MULCH  MADNESS




