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The Boy Scout Trick 
Jim Duemmel 
 
Three species of Touch-me-nots, genus Impatiens, grow in Whatcom and Skagit Counties. One is 
native, Western Touch-me-not, Impatiens noli-tangere, another is perhaps native, Spotted Touch-me-
not also called Jewelweed, I. capensis, and the third, Policeman’s Helmet, I. glandulifera, is 
introduced. None is really common so you will have to search carefully for them. My choice of 
common names is just one of several possible selections. 
 
The flowers of this genus might well be called weird. Each blossom hangs from a slender pedicel. The 
largest part of the blossom is one of the sepals, in the form of a sac frequently with a recurved spur in 
our species. In front are flaring petals. The stamens and pistil are somewhat hidden inside. It takes 
close examination to sort out the identity of the flower parts. 
 
Western Touch-me-not, Impatiens noli-tangere, is found in Whatcom County along the South Pass 
Road near the road’s most northerly point near where the road apparently changes its name to Silver 
Lake Road. Just west of a metal pole on the north side of the road the species grows in several places 
on the roadsides in a forested part of the road. When in bloom the yellow flowers stand out against the 
surrounding lush green foliage so that one notices them even from a moving car. This is not a 
common species in our state. 
 
Spotted Touch-me-not, Impatiens capensis, grows in both Whatcom and Skagit Counties. In Whatcom 
County you can find it along the boardwalk at Tennant Lake and also along the trail in Lake Whatcom 
Park just beyond the 1.5 mile-marker. In Skagit County it has grown along the dikes near the 
headquarters of the Skagit Game Range. What effect the Wiley Slough Restoration Project will have 
on these plants I cannot predict. This species is much more widely distributed than Western Touch-
me-not. 
 
These two species are similar in appearance but usually can be differentiated by flower color. 
Impatiens noli-tangere is lemon yellow with reddish spots. The flowers of I. capensis also have a good 
deal of yellow color but are very heavily spotted with orange, especially on the lower “lip”. The flowers 
of the two species have subtle but clearly different shapes. The sac and spur of noli-tangere is more 
slender, delicate and smoothly tapering while the body and spur of capensis are more robust, thicker 
and more abruptly tapering. This difference shows well in Figures 1 and 2. For both species the leaves 
are coarsely toothed and alternate. 
 
There can be difficulties in identifying these two species because of their similarity but also because of 
the way they are depicted in guides. Our classic guide, Hitchcock’s “Flora of the Pacific Northwest”, 
diagrams the flowers in an upside down position. In Pojar and MacKinnon the photograph labeled I. 
noli-tangere is really a picture of I. capensis. (Compare this picture to those on the WTU Image 
Collection or in Jolley’s guide to flowers of the Columbia Gorge.) All these species and others in the 
genus are pictured on the WTU Image Collection 
(http://biology.burke.washington.edu/herbarium/imagecollection.php). Kozloff’s recent book describes 
each of the species well. 
 
Our third species, Policeman’s Helmet (I. glandulifera), is a nonnative recorded from both Whatcom 
and Skagit Counties, probably as an escapee from gardens. The flowers range from white to 
purple, the leaves are opposite or whorled and finely toothed. The blossoms are the largest 
of the three species but the spur is tiny compared to the other two species. 
 
If the flowers of Impatiens species can be called weird then the fruits should be called 
bizarre. The fruits appear ordinary enough but, as they mature, tension develops in the 
outside walls of the fruits. Eventually the tension becomes too great and the fruits “explode”, 
flinging the seeds far and wide. This explosion accounts for the names “Impatiens” and 
“touch-me-not”. 
 
Where do the Boy Scouts come in? The members of Troop 8, Central Ohio Council, could 
find two species of Impatiens, Spotted Touch-me-not and Pale Touch-me-not (I. pallida, very 
similar to I. noli-tangere) down in the gullies beside the creeks at Camp Lazarus. A favorite 
trick to play on a new Tenderfoot was to get the unsuspecting novice to pick one of the 
seeds. Nothing seemed unusual until he actually pinched the seed and it suddenly came 
alive in his fingers like some malevolent squirming angry bug. It was fun to watch the 
surprised reaction. (Never trust a Boy Scout who is one year older than you!) 

  Figure 1, Impatiens noli-tangere 

            Figure 2, Impatiens capensis 

                  Figure 3. Impatiens glandulifera 
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WNPS Photo Calendar Order Form 
 
�   Please send me the 2009 WNPS Photo Calendar  # _____ X $10.00 = ______ 
      Shipping costs enclosed                          $  2.00 = ______ 
       
         TOTAL           ______ 
 
Name  __________________________________ 
 
Address  ________________________________ 
 
City ______________  State ______ Zip ______ 

MAIL ORDER FORM TO: 
Washington Native Plant Society 
6310 NE 74th St., Ste. 215E 
Seattle, WA  98115 
(Expect delivery within 2 weeks.) 


