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Review by Jim Ginns

This program was my introduction to an electronic

field guide. It took a little time and effort before I

felt comfortable using this type of book. The first
page/screen suggests printing the Quick Reference
Guide. After a few trial-and-error attempts at
identifications I concluded that was a good idea. In
addition, there is a more detailed User's Guide and
Tutorial. It can be printed or accessed from any

screen via the F1 key or the Help button. These

aids are thoughtfully written and clearly explain

the topics. Users are given three hints to aid an
identification: (1) pick a good specimen, not the

biggest or the smallest, (2) look and decide what is
unusual about it, and (3) stick with traits that are
understood, distinct and obvious. Just a couple of

clicks and one has opened the database (conifers,
flowering-plants, spore-bearing plants or grasses,

sedges and rushes) pertaining to the plant to be

identified. A total of 2707 species are in the four data-
bases. The page/screen that is continually viewed is di-
vided into three sections showing the features to be
evaluated, the list of species names, and the description of
a species and its photographs. An identification proceeds
when the user selects one feature after another with each
selection eliminating species until only one name re-
mains. At that point a chord sounds, a message,reading
Species identified, appears on the screen, and the descrip-
tion with photographs appear. Picking the best or unique
characters can make identification a short process. For
example, I entered into the system pine whose most obvi-
ous feature was its long needles. Opening the database
conifers, that has only 25 species, I selected the Leaves
menu, clicked on Leaf Length and finally chose 15-20cm.
The music sounded and the species identified message
appeared. The pine was ponderosa. For all the identifica-
tions I tried the name of the plant was known. However,
after evaluating a number of features the correct name did
not always come up. One reason was that my evaluation
of a feature differed from that in the species database.
The program is designed to minimize this type of prob-
lem. For example, selecting Leaf Shape opens a window
of drawings of the various shapes, thus giving the identi-
fier the choice of choosing a descriptive word, such as

Wisconsin Flora

ovoid or palmate, or clicking on an illustration. The
sagebrush buttercup (Ranunculus glaberrimus) is the first
wild flower to bloom in the South Okanagan so I selected
Flowering Time and clicked on January. The possible
species names dropped from 2054 to just 4, but none were
the buttercup. Clicking on February narrowed the choices
to 16; still the Buttercup was not on the list. It is on the
March list. In this case, flowering data were available to
me that were not available to the database. When the
wrong answer came up I began thinking about where and
what had gone wrong. For example, in keying out the lo-
cal pricklypear cactus the General database has a choice
Spines or thorns. Clicking on it leads to the options:
spines on flowers, on leaves or on stems. Selecting on
leaves produces a list of 82 species names but Opuntia
fragilis is not included. From this selection I learned, and
will probably never forget, that the fleshy pads are stem
segments and the spines are modified leaves. The pro-
gram recommends a path to follow to arrive at the name
for your plant. However, it has flexibility and allows us-
ers to try other tacks. For example, if you think that the
plant in front of you is bitterroot (Lewisia rediviva) you
can revert to the traditional field guide approach, i.e., look
at the pictures. To view photos scroll down to the plant's
name and double click. The photos are pretty good.
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