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Are you or a student interested in writing about botanical research for Nemophila? 

Email Brianne Palmer at brianne.r.palmer@gmail.com
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Chloe Novak 
California Botanic 
Garden and Claremont 

Graduate University

“A Flora of the Amargoa 

River Headwaters, Nye 
County, Nevada”

Lauren Audi
New York University and the New 
York Botanical Gardens

“Ecological transcriptomics to 

assess adaptation and 

acclimation in serpentine 
extremophile, Cirsium fontinale”

Emily Humphreys
University of Washington

“Investigating the role of 
abiotic stress tolerance in 

botanical evolution onto 

multiple specialist 
substrates”

The Paul Silva award provides up to $1000 for students working to advance Western American botany. 

It was named after Paul Silva (1922-2014), a phycologist and Curator of Algae at the University 
Herbarium, UC Berkely whose bequest to the Society made these awards possible. 

Next applications due in Spring 2026.

Research Summary by Paul Silva Awardee Emily Humphreys

Why do plants grow where 

they do? From tropical 

rainforests to artic tundra, 

the common wisdom is the 

climate is king in 

determining plant 

distribution. Within a 

particular climatic region 

though, geology is often 

the driving force. There are 

few places that this is 

more evident than in 

western North America 

where the diversity of soils 

creates striking contrasts 

in the botanical landscape. 

Despite the distinctive 

plant communities found 

on different specialist soils, 

some clades of plants 

seem to have a particular 

propensity for success 

across multiple substrates 

that host specialized plant 

communities.  I am 

investigating the 

evolutionary mechanisms 

that make this possible. 

Growing across 

serpentine, gypsum, 

limestone, and gabbro, 

you’ll find Allium subgenus 

Amerallium. 

Continued on page 2….
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This clade of ~150 species has a 

center of diversity in the California 

Floristic Province. As members of 

the onion genus, Amerallium have 

true bulbs and possess sulfur-

containing compounds that give 

them their distinctive “oniony” 

smell. 

I hypothesize that within 

Amerallium there is one or more 

shared stress tolerance traits that 

make subsequent transitions onto 

specialist substrates such as 

serpentine, gypsum, and 

calcareous soils more likely within 

the group. These “preadaptations” 

could include tolerance for soils 

with toxic levels of certain 

elements, low nutrient content, and 

limited water availability. To test 

this hypothesis, I am creating an 

updated phylogeny of Amerallium. 

With this increased understanding 

of evolutionary relationships in the 

subgenus, I’ll be able to reconstruct 

the evolution of climate and soil 

niche in Amerallium. Finally, I’ll use 

evolutionary models to test for 

preadaptive traits associated with 

increased rates of transition onto 

specialist soil types. 

My project got underway this 

spring, with a two-week trip to 

California to sample Amerallium 

from botanic gardens, herbaria, 

and in the field.

Upcoming Events

Missed a Speaker? 

View previous speakers on our YouTube Channel

Do you have interesting photos or stories about our native plants? Send Nemophila submissions 

HERE
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Emily Humphreys Research Summary Continued

Botany Speaker Series at 7PM

Aug- 14 German Vargas Gutierrez, Oregon State University
Sep-11 Andrew Clare, Stewardship Coordinator, The Nature Conservancy
Oct-9 Jodi M. McGraw, Ecologist and Principal, Jodi McGraw Consulting

13-Nov Marty Purdy, Assistant State Botanist, New Mexico Forestry 
11-Dec Walter Fertig, Washington State University

Funding from the Paul 

Silva Student Research 

Grant will enable me to 

sequence DNA from 

these samples for 

phylogenetic 

reconstruction. This 

work will pave the way 

for the rest of my 

dissertation research. As 

I pursue my PhD, I am 

excited to contribute to 

our knowledge of the 

iconic Allium genus and 

the traits that enable its 

success across the 

terrific geological 

diversity that helps make 

the West Coast such a 

fascinating botanical 

landscape. 

Watch on Zoom
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