
The Soaproot Plant Spectacular!, continued 

Most of the year these plants show 

little except a few strappy, wavy 

leaves but in mid-summer the flower 

stalks rise up like an asparagus 

spears and branch out into the 

flowers. The blossoms appear 

suspended on threads in the air, with 

their stamens at the ready, waiting for 

the bees. You can view them while 

standing because the inflorescences, 

or flowering parts, can be quite tall. 

The botanical name Chlorogalum 

means green milk, for the milky 

saponins (soapy chemicals) in the 

bulb; pomeridianum means post 

meridian; blooming in the afternoon. 

These Agave-family plants have a long history with humans in California. The native 

people used the bulb in many ways. The fibers encasing the bulb were made into a 

brush for cleaning the baskets and mortars used to prepare acorn flour. Also, during the 

summer the bulbs were used for fishing. They were crushed to a pulp and thrown into a 

stream where salmon were hiding. The fish would be stunned by the saponins in the 

bulb and would rise to the top of the water where they could be caught easily. The 

soaproot saponins were used for washing as well, as they foam very nicely and clean 

well. 

Additionally, the bulbs were eaten after roasting for many hours in an underground 

oven, warmed by fire-heated rocks and covered with insulating earth. In the spring, the 

new leaves could also be eaten.  

When a new brush was needed, the bulb was dug from the ground, and the basal plate 

re-planted with attached roots to guarantee future generations. The fibers were peeled 

off the outside of the bulbs, washed and combed many times until they could be put into 

neat bundles, air dried and tied together with string made from other plant fibers found 

locally in the wild. The handle for the brush was made from several cooked, puréed 

bulbs. Several thin layers of the purée were then applied evenly, dried between 

applications, until the bound handle was covered and the string was imbedded in the 

pulp. The brushes are claimed to rival anything from Fuller Brush Company and are 

said to be much prettier, too! 

Next July, don’t forget to stop by the Fitz Wetlands Educational Resource Center 

garden to see the blooming soaproot plants, which are located right across from the 

door to the office. You will not be disappointed, but do come after four in the afternoon! 
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