
I .  Ephemerals Spr ing to L ife © Joanne J Henry 1986, 1999
There are patches of snow in the shaded hollows and northern slopes. The air is chill, but with some
sentiment in the sunshine. Subtle hints of spring, bright spots show here and there like jewels in the
grey-brown leaf litter of the spring woods. The early flowers are coming to life. 

The seasoned wood's walker knows them. Hepatica is one with its three-lobed leaves and hairy stems
bearing lavender-blue to white flowers. Bloodroot is another with its solitary leaf and large white,
golden-centered blossom and fragile petals that fall at the slightest touch. Trout lily, with its nodding
yellow flower growing up through two mottled, pointed leaves, also belongs to this elite group. 

These are the transitory flowers of early spring--the ephemerals. They belong to not one but several
families of wildflowers. They grow quickly, bloom, and are gone in the wink of a mourning cloak's
wing. Where conditions are right, they grow profusely and turn an otherwise drab hillside into a mass
of color. Or you may happen upon a few, bravely pushing up through the crisp layer of last fall's leaves
still fringed with snow. Either way it is an awe-inspiring sight. 

What triggers these earliest, low-lying beauties to life?   Experts say the change to longer days alerts
them their time is here. The reason they don't appear during a warming trend in January or February is
that there just isn't enough daylight yet. They are, however, sometimes caught up to their shivering
stamens in snow as winter decides on a final fling in late February or March when these early bloomers
are beginning their show. Delicate though they look, they are very hardy and survive these surprises
intact. 

When hepatica buds first appear, they are wrapped with a thick covering of soft, silky hairs to protect
the flowers from too sudden temperature changes. Mature flowers will close around pistils and stamens
until a cold snap or a late winter storm passes. 

The single leaf of the bloodroot enfolds the flower bud until a few days of warm sunshine cause it to
unfurl. The rapidly growing stem then forces the bud from its cozy nest. Spring beauty blossoms
remain closed tight on all but the sunniest days when they open wide to bees, their chief pollinator. 

The ephemerals would never survive in these fertile woodland soils if they weren't early fly-by-nights.
The forest floor can be a hostile environment for tiny plants which need to compete for sun and water.
In fact it is the absence of sunlight and water that controls the growth of these plants. They remain
inactive beneath the dry upper layers of the forest floor until the right combination of longer days and
melting snows warm their frozen bed once again and nudge them upward. The ephemerals can spring
to life quickly since they grow from food reserves stored in their perennial roots, bulbs, or rhizomes.
Some have tiny flowers already stored in their bulbs since the previous summer. 

The ephemerals are small plants. They grow with only two or three leaves and a stem with a single
flower or a cluster of flowers called an umbel. They are in such a hurry that many bloom with their
emerging leaves, some bloom even before their new leaves appear. The flowers may last for a day or
as long as a week. The leaves may linger a while, manufacturing energy for next year's growth. By the
time trees begin to unfurl, the blossoms are a long ago memory of those first warming days of spring. 

Not all spring flowers are ephemerals. Although skunk cabbage sets its buds in fall and may even raise
its purple hood out of the mud, its leaves remain throughout the summer and fall. Trailing arbutus
blossoms are surrounded by leathery evergreen leaves, and Jack-in-the-pulpit and trillium stay around
much too long to classify as ephemerals. Only those identified as here today, gone tomorrow beauties
are included in this elect group. 

Look for them on sunny hillsides and damp lowlands. Hepatica, trout lily, spring beauty, bloodroot,
pepper and salt, toothwort, rue anemone all take part in this prelude. Get down on your knees and take
in the intricate beauty of these springtime jewels. They're not around long and it's not a show to be
missed.



II. Pollination.

Ultimately, all life on Earth depends on plants to provide food, shelter, and oxygen for other living
things. Consequently, plant reproduction is crucial to all other life on this planet. The first step in plant
reproduction is the intricate process called pollination, which occurs when pollen grains, the male
germ cell of a plant, reach the stigma, the female reproductive part of the same species of plant.
Depending on the plant species, a flower can produce male, female, or both structures. Pollination can
also occur within the same flower. 

Most flowering plants (ninety percent) depend on animals to make the vital pollen-grain delivery. The
remaining flowering plants rely on wind and some-times splashing raindrops to ferry pollen, but this is
a less precise method. Pollinating animals do the job for a reward: food, usually in the form of nectar.
As in many processes in nature, timing is important. The female reproductive part of a flower is
receptive to pollen only at certain times of the year. Creatures like insects and birds, which move from
flower to flower in search of food, are a fast and often guaranteed way for plants to distribute their
pollen.

Both the male and the female reproductive parts of a plant are in the center of the flower. The male,
pollen-producing part is called the anther, held aloft by a stalk called a filament. The entire male
apparatus is called a stamen. Each pollen grain is unique to its species. The female reproductive part of
a plant, the stigma, sits on top of a style, or stalk, which leads to an ovary at the base. The entire female
plant mechanism is called a pistil. 

How does the process of plant pollination by animals work? A pollinator (such as a bee, bird, bat, or
butterfly) in search of food visits a plant. The plant has secreted nectar, a concentrated food source,
from special glands and tucked it away in its blossom. While crawling around the blossom looking for
nectar, the pollinator rubs against the pollen, which becomes attached to different parts of the
pollinator's body. When the pollinator visits another blossom, it transfers the pollen grains from its
body onto a strategically placed stigma. After it reaches the stigma, the pollen grain grows a tiny
pollen tube down the style and into an egg-filled ovary. Eventually, the pollen and the egg form a seed

Scientists estimate that there are many thousands of animal pollination partners, ranging from
invertebrates (animals without backbones) such as bees, butterflies, wasps, flies, and beetles to
vertebrates (animals with backbones) such as birds, bats, and other mammals.

In North America, most of the pollinators are insects like bees, butterflies and beetles, or vertebrates
like hummingbirds and bats. But elsewhere in the world pollinators can be primates (like lemurs),
Australian possums, arboreal (tree-dwelling) rodents, or even reptiles like the gecko lizard. The animal
pollinators carry the pollen in different ways. Vertebrate pollinators like birds or bats carry pollen in
their feathers or hair. Although invertebrates like bees and butterflies lack hair, they have something
just as suitable for carrying pollen: bristles situated on their legs, head, and other body parts.
Honeybees have tiny baskets on their legs for carrying pollen back to the hive. When butterflies use
their long proboscis, or nectar-gathering appendage, to sip nectar from tubular flowers, they get
peppered involuntarily with pollen on the proboscis or the head.

Plants use various techniques to attract their particular animal partners. Flowers are actually cleverly
designed reproductive organs that incorporate all kinds of lures. The petals, for example, may serve as
a landing platform for a visiting insect. When a bee lands on the lower petal of a snapdragon, its
weight causes a stamen to swing down and dust the bee with pollen. Petals of many plant species even
have lines or other marks that guide the pollinator to the nectar.

Another type of lure is aroma. A flower's scent must appeal to its pollinator. Many people appreciate
the sweet smell of honeysuckle on a midsummer night. At that time, it's at its strongest to draw the
honeysuckle's pollinators: nocturnal moths who "smell" with their feathery antennae.  While most
flowers have a sweet, pleasant fragrance, there are exceptions. One example is the Rafflesia flower,



whose "rotten meat" aroma, which is offensive to most humans, is precisely what attracts its
pollination partner: the fly.

Plant structures, too, are designed to attract specific pollinating partners. The Queen Anne's lace flower
places its nectar right at the base of its tiny flowers where pollinators with a short proboscis (nectar-
gathering appendage) such as honeybees, ants, wasps, flies, and beetles can reach it when they crawl
on the flower. On the other hand, bumblebees, butterflies, and moths have long proboscises, which
enable them to reach nectar in less accessible places. For example, the long shape and curve of the
columbine flower complements the long tongue of a bee, butterfly, or hummingbird. By concealing the
nectar deep within its trumpet-like blossoms, the columbine prevents animals who are not its
pollination partners from taking the nectar and transferring any pollen.

Plants also use colors to attract their ideal animal pollinators. Hummingbirds often, but not always, are
attracted to red flowers. As it turns out, red flowers are typically loaded with carbohydrate-rich nectar,
which provides almost instant energy for the fast-moving hummingbirds. Insect pollinators see color
differently than we do because they are sensitive to ultraviolet (UV) light. UV light makes the
reproductive areas of some flowers stand out. To human eyes a buttercup appears as a uniform yellow,
but to a bee's eyes the flower's center (where the reproductive structures are) is darker because it
reflects UV light. Bees are also attracted to blue and violet flowers. Flowers pollinated by animals who
search for food at night are often pale so they'll be visible.

Through natural selection, a process in which living things become better adapted to their
environments, some plants have evolved to match a particular animal pollinator. While this may be
efficient because the pollinator will always visit the right species, it can also be dangerous for both
partners should one or the other become extinct. 

On a worldwide scale, animals pollinate more than three-fourths of the staple crop plants that people
eat. Scientists estimate that one out of every three bites of food we take is the result of a successful
animal-plant pollination system. For instance, consider a hamburger or hotdog with "the works":
ketchup, relish, mustard, and onions. Several different bee species pollinated the flowers of the plants
that produce these condiments: tomatoes, cucumbers, mustard seed, and onions. Other bees were
responsible for the side dishes. For example, hardworking bees pollinated the potato plant that
eventually became potato chips and French fries. And for dessert, an endless variety of ice cream
flavors, such as strawberry, chocolate, and vanilla, is also the result of successful plant-animal
partnerships. A world without pollinators, and thus without flowers, and so many types of food, would
be poor world indeed!



III. Wildflower  Descriptions.

White Baneberry (Actaea pachypoda)

Height- 1-2’
Flower- dense, tight, slightly elongated cluster, 1-3”, of tiny white flowers, each ¼ “ wide
Leaf- each leaf had 5-20 coarsely toothed, oval shaped leaflets, 2” long with pointed ends
A member of the Buttercup family, Baneberry is an attractive but poisonous wildflower with one to
several erect and branched stems arising 1-3 feet high from a cluster of lower leaves. All the large
leaves are found on the stem. Each stem bears a compact cluster of small white flowers. However, it is
the fruit that is the more colorful (and more poisonous) with red pedicels and white berries. Primarily a
northern species, White Baneberry is native to the rich woods.  Flowers appear in April and May,
berries appear in September. White Baneberry is nearly identical to Red Baneberry, except for the red
berry color.
Each white berry has a black dot appearing on the end of each berry giving them the appearance of an
eye, hence the name "Dolls Eye". All parts of this plant contain a poisonous cardiac glycoside and
should not be eaten. The name "Bane"-berry refers to the harmful nature of this plant, causing severe
dizziness and nausea if eaten.  “Bane “ is an ancient English word that appears as early as Beowulf
and means “slayer” or” to cause death”. However, ruffed grouse, yellow-bellied sapsuckers,
American robins, white-footed mice and the red-backed vole all eat the berries and show no apparent
ill effects.
 A black dye can be created using the berries of this plant. To make the dye you crush the berries and
mix with alum as a mordant. This dye would have been used to dye wood for baskets, painting on hides
or dying fabric for clothing use

Bellwort  (Uvularia perfoliata)
Other names- Merry Bells
Height-10-20”
Flower- pale yellow drooping bell flowers, 1-2” long that appear to be weak or dehydrated;
individual flowers have 6 petals
Leaf- long, pointed, drooping, lance-shaped leaves, 1-3” long; stems pass through the base of each
leaf; leaves alternate along the main stem
The Bellworts, or Merry Bells as they are also known, are members of the lily family. They are named
for their bell-shaped flowers. Bellworts multiply by long, fleshy, white underground roots and form
colonies of delicate stems holding straw-yellow bells nodding in the breeze.

It was thought that the blossoms look like the uvula, or palate (that pink appendage which hangs down
the back of the throat). This resemblance is reflected in the genus name Uvularia. According to the "
doctrine of signatures ", the ancient belief that substances that shared characteristics with body parts or
ailments would be medically effective with respect to them, Bellwort should be useful to cure throat
problems.  " Wort " is a name formerly given to plants used for food or medicine. When used as a
suffix, it often just means " plant." 



Bloodroot (Sanguinaria canadensis)
Height- 5-10”
Flower- single, large white flowers, 1 ½” wide, each with 8-10 petals and a golden yellow center; each
flower on its own pinkish stalk
Leaf- large, round, bluish green leaves, 4-7” wide, 5-9 lobes per leaf, sits on a ling leafstalk; leaves
wrap around flower stalk, opening horizontally (flat) after bloom

Typical of woodland wildflowers is Bloodroot (Sanguinaria canadensis). Its pure white blossom opens
at the top of a smooth stem. The single, deeply lobed leaf folds around it, which may help protect the
fragile blossom from late frosts. So delicate is the flower that a heavy rain will easily knock its petals
off. Bloodroot is a member of the poppy family and is the only species of the genus Sanguinaria.

Delightful though the flower may be, it is the juice of this plant that attracts the most attention. The
juice from the root was used as a body paint and dye by Native Americans. The root juice has been
used as a dye for fabrics producing a yellow orange color that is very fast. It has also been used as a
charm. Young men of the Ponca tribe would put the juice of the root on their palm and contrive to
shake hands with the maiden they desired to marry and in five or six days she would be willing to
marry him. Applying the root or juice to the skin is a questionable activity, as the plant is known to be
an escharotic, a substance that kills tissue. See warnings below. 

 Native Americans, early settlers and herbal practitioners have prescribed Bloodroot for myriad
medical conditions from skin cancers to sore throats. Its most persistent and possibly valid use takes
advantage of the flesh destroying properties of the root juice or powered root for treating conditions of
the skin such as ringworm, warts, polyps, fungal growths and the like. Researchers are investigating
the root's value in cancer treatment. An extract has long been used in toothpaste and mouthwash to
fight plaque and gingivitis.

 

Common Blue Violet (Viola sororia)

Height- 4-10”
Flower- unusual, deep violet-to-lavender or white flowers, 1” each with 5 distinct petals; center of
flower white with the 3 lower petals strongly veined; flowers usually below the leaves and found on
their own stalks
Leaf- characteristically heat-shaped leaves, scalloped tooth with surface often wooly and rolled along
the edge; each leaf rises from the base of the plant on its own wooly stalk

Although the flowers of the Common Blue Violet are small, each plant produces a lot of them, and
there are a lot of plants. This is one native species that has adapted very well to the present state of
things, thriving in remnant woodlots, along roadsides and in back yards. The blossom is made of four
petals. The lower one carries a distinctive spur which projects from the back of the flower. The two
side petals have tufts of hair inside the blossom. The lines or stripes on each flower are called nectar
guides, and serve to direct pollinating insects to the nectar located in the flower spur.

 Common Violets actually produce two kinds of flowers. The familiar blue to purple flowers we see in
the spring are joined later in the season by pale versions, which stay near or below the ground and
never open. This allows them to self-fertilize and produce copious quantities of seed—an insurance
policy against the chancy success of the more visible blooms. This dual means of reproduction both
ensures new genes for diversity and change and self-pollinated individuals who are exactly suited to
the microclimate in which they arise.  It is one reason there are at least 77 species of violets in North
America. Violet leaves and flowers are edible and contain lots of vitamins A and C. 



Jack-in-the-Pulpit (Arisaema triphyllum)

Other names- Indian Turnip

Height- 1-3’

Flower- erect club (spadix or “Jack”) 2-3” ling, sits inside a green or purplish hood (spathe or “pulpit”)
at the top of a single stalk; base of the green club is lined with tiny separate male or female flowers,
protected by the hood

Leaf- 1 0r 2 (female plant has 2, male has 1) large dull green compound leaves, 5-12” long made up of
3 leaflets

Here’s a flower that cannot be mistaken for anything else! Jack-in-the-Pulpit (Arisaema triphyllum) is
part of an unusual genus which includes Skunk Cabbage. Characteristic of the genus is the hood-like
"spathe" (the "pulpit") surrounding the upright greenish "spadix" (Jack). The tiny flowers, which are
either male or female, are clustered on the spadix, males at the top, females in a band around the
bottom. . These plants arise from a corm which may produce either a male or female flower depending
on the amount of food the corm collects that year.  If the plant is mature and was able to store a lot of
food the previous year the plant will produce a female flower with two leaves. Together with its large,
palmately divided leaves, the plant can reach a height of 3 feet. The varying stripes of purple against
the green spathe give the plant an elegant look. Calcium oxalate crystals present in the entire plant will
cause a powerful burning sensation if eaten raw. The root is edible, however, if properly prepared by
first drying and then boiling. Indians used it as a form of flour, giving rise to another of its common
names, Indian Turnip. This is one plant that is as noticeable in the fall as in the spring, thanks to the
tight cluster of bright red berries it produces. Pollinated chiefly by flies attracted to carrion odor.

Mayapple (Podophyllum peltatum) 

Other Names : Mandrake and Umbrella Plant
Description
Height- can reach 45cm in height (18inches).Flower- single, nodding, waxy white flower with 6-9
petals, 1-2” wide. Each flower is on a thin ascending stalk rising from a crotch between the 2 leaves. 
Leaves: The leaf arrangement is opposite.  There can be one or two leaves. Each leaf is 12-15” across
and ahs up to 5 lobes. Only plants with two leaves flower. Each shiny, yellow green, umbrella like leaf
is deeply lobed.

It is also called Umbrella Plant for its large, distinctive leaves, and Mandrake from the resemblance of
its root to that of an unrelated Old World Plant. Mayapple first appears as a green, pointed spear
thrusting up out of the woodland floor. As it grows taller, the wide leaves unfurl. A colony of the
plants can cover the ground when in full leaf. These often circular colonies may have been formed
from a single plant that germinated years before.  The large, white flower is hidden beneath the leaves
and pollinated by solitary bees and bumblebees. If you look closely, you will find that some Mayapple
plants have two leaves and others, just one. Only plants with two leaves will bear a flower, which is
found where the leaf stems join. All parts of the plant are poisonous except for the fruit (the
"mayapple"), which is edible only after it ripens into a soft, yellow globe about the size of a very small
plum. Eastern box turtles who relish the seed are probably the main distributor of seed. For a different
view of this plant, get down to ground level and look beneath the leaves of an extensive colony. It’s
like being in some strange tropical forest. 

Although too poisonous to use in home remedies this plant has many medical uses. Native Americans
used the root as a strong laxative, to treat worms and for numerous other things. The root is currently
used in cancer medications and may have commercial potential as a cultivated  plant. 



Rue Anemone  ( Anemonella thalictroides)
Height- 4 to 8 inches

Flower- 2-3 white to pink flowers.  1” wide with a green center made up of 5-10 petal like sepals

Leaf- whorl of 5-8 lobed leaves grows just below the flower; each leaf, 1” long, has three points
ending in a rounded tip

Rue Anemone grows throughout the eastern U.S. in old fields, wooded and partially wooded areas.
This member of the Buttercup or Crowfoot family (Ranunculaceae) bears petal-like sepals, numbering
from 5 to 10 which are usually white, but occasionally pink. The earliest flowers tend to be larger than
the later ones. Flowers appear in April and May.

Botanists place this plant in either the Anemonella or the Thalictrum genus. The name Anemonella is
derived from the similarity of this flower to a small anemone (windflower). This whorl emanating from
the top of the stalk causes the leaves and flowers to tremble in the slightest breeze. This led to the rue
anemone's common name "windflower".  The name "anemone" is derived from the Greek word for
"wind".  The genus name "thalictrum" and the species name "thalictroides" are derived from the
resemblance of the 3-lobed leaves with the meadow rue (Thalictrum). The combination of the two
classification origins result in common name of "rue anemone". 

The Rue Anemone grows from tuberous roots and blooms in the first wave of wildflowers in spring.
The plant becomes dormant in summer. Indians made a tea from the roots for medicinal purposes.
They may also have eaten the slightly poisonous roots for food.  The flowers lack nectar, attracting
insect by the color and shape of the flower.

Smooth Solomon’s Seal  (Polygonatum biflorum)
Height-  1-3’

Flower- groups of 2-10, six-petaled, green bell-shaped flowers, ½ to1” long, hang from short stalks, 1”
long; flower stalks arise from leaf base

Leaf- toothless, stalk less, lance shaped leaves, 2-6 “ long, clasp and arching stem; conspicuous
parallel veining makes the leaf look light green. 

A member of the Lily family, Solomon's Seal is commonly found in dry to moist wooded areas where
the soil is rich and slightly acid. It is widespread in eastern North America. The leaves are pale green
and downy underneath. The flowers on this plant are greenish-white or greenish-yellow and hang
down from the stem in pairs. Solomon’s Seal blooms from April until June, giving way to bluish-black
berries August through October. 

The origin of the name Solomon’s Seal had been much debated.  The most common explanation has to
do with the fact that in the winter when the leaf stalk dies back and becomes completely removed from
the rhizome, a scar remains.  This scar is said to resemble the Seal of  King Solomon, who reigned as
King of Israel from 961 - 931 BC. The seal is a hexagram composed of two overlapping triangles to
create a six-pointed star, commonly called the Star of David after King David, father of Solomon. The
seal became synonymous with Solomon who apparently used the symbol to cast away demons and
summon angels.  Another theory is that the name was introduced to Europe in the early Christian era
when the desire to see symbols in wild things was strong. The six-pointed Star of David was
commonly called Solomon's seal, so the six-pointed flower picked up the same name.

The rhizome of the plant is edible, and was commonly harvested by early colonists and American
Indians. Historic medicinal uses of Solomon's Seal primarily revolve around the root. Root tea was
made for a wide variety of ailments ranging from indigestion to coughing. A poultice was also
prepared from the roots, and applied topically for cuts and bruises. American Indians crushed the roots
to make flour or pickles out of sections of the root. It was said if you apply the crushed roots to a
wound, it would take out the black and blue.



Spring Beauty (Claytonia virginica)

Other names: Narrow-leaved spring beauty, Fairy-spuds 
Height- 6-10 inches
Flower- showy upright flowers, ½-3/4” wide.  Whitish with pink veining; each flower is made up of 5
petals with a slightly yellow-tinted center.
Leaf-usually a single pair of grass-like leaves 2-4” long, located about midway up the stem.

In early spring the star-like pink flowers of spring beauty carpet many moist, rich woodlands and
sunny stream banks. Although individual flowers are small, only a half-inch across, their massed
display is spectacular. The flowers, white to rose with red veins, are in loose racemes above a pair of
opposite, narrow, fleshy leaves, 1-6 inches long, midway up the stem. This tiny ephemeral often
sprawls on the forest floor, sending up as many as 15 blossoms from each underground stem.

 Look closely at those flowers. Some of them really are pink. Others are actually white with dark pink
veins, which, from a distance, seem to color the entire flower.  These veins serve as guides to insect
pollinators.   Each plant also produces two thin, grass-like leaves. The scientific name of the genus it
belongs to honors John Clayton, an early American botanist.

The flowers of spring beauty, which may bloom for up to two weeks, open only in sunlight. Each is
made up of two persistent green sepals, five petals, five stamens, and a three-lobed stigma. As the
blooms fade, a 3-6-seeded capsule develops. Soon the aboveground parts disappear, leaving only a
deep-seated underground stem or tuber. The common name fairy-spuds alludes to the tuber's
resemblance to a miniature potato with many protruding eyes.

As the canopy leafs out and dense shade again settles over the woodlands, the flowers fade, the fruits
or capsules mature, and their tiny seeds are dispersed. Within a few weeks the aboveground parts die
down, leaving the underground tuber with its stored food to remain dormant in the soil until the
following spring. 
 

Cutleaf Toothwort (Cardamine concatenata)

Other names : Pepper Root

Height- 8-10”

Flower- small collection of 3-15 white or pale lavender flowers, ½ “ long with 4 petals

Leaf- whorl of 3-lobed leaves; each leaf 2-5” wide, has 3 main lobes and many coarse teeth

The three leaves found in a whorl above the middle of the stem are deeply lobed, and each lobe is
sharply toothed. The white or pink flowers are clustered at the top of the stem. The four petals of each
blossom are arranged in a cross shape, which is typical of plants found in the mustard family. Cutleaf
Toothwort is also known as Pepper Root.

If you had a toothache in the old days, you’d look for Cut-leaved Toothwort (Dentaria laciniata). The
"wort" part of the name comes from an old English word meaning "plant." Thus it is the "Tooth Plant,"
named for the tooth-like projections found on its underground stems, which indicated, according to the
doctrine of signatures, that it must be good for tooth problems. You can probably think of several other
plant names that contain "wort". Now you know what it means. 

Often found growing in large groups in rich, moist, but often shallow soil. It can even grow well in the
humus and moss on the top of a flat rock in shaded woods. 

 The root has a peppery taste that the Native Americans relished and is still enjoyed by many people
today. Although there are several historical mentions of medical uses for the roots, it's use as a food
must have been primary. In Medicinal and other uses of North American Plants you will find mention
or the root being pickled, fermented (to make them sweet), boiled and eaten raw with salt.



Large-flowered Trillium ( Trillium grandiflorum )

Height- 8-18”

Flower- single, white flower, 2-4” wide, grows from a single stalks; 3 wavy-edged, triangle shaped
white petals are set against 3 pointed, petal-like green sepals, which look like green petals.

Leaf- 3 large, pointed, toothless broad leaves, 3-6” long with veins that extend to the leaf’s edge

If there is one flower that symbolizes spring in the woods, it is the Large-flowered Trillium (Trillium
grandiflorum). Designated the state wildflower of Ohio, this showy flower exhibits the pattern of
threes in leaves petals and sepals that is found in all trilliums ("tri-" equals "three"). The flower is
almost pure white when it first opens, but turns pink as it ages. A wooded hillside covered with them is
a spectacular sight. Their habit of clustering appears to be due to ants. Seeds of Large-flowered
Trilliums have a light-colored crest called a "strophiole" on the outside. Ants are attracted by it and
will carry the seeds back to their nest where they eat the strophiole. The seeds are discarded nearby.
Baring any ill luck, the seeds will sprout the next spring, but it will be at least six years before the new
plants produce any flowers. No matter how attractive you find them, trilliums are best left in place for
others to enjoy (as are all wildflowers), for a picked trillium soon wilts, and the root from which it
grew will most likely die without the leaves to feed it, meaning there will be one less trillium to enjoy
next spring.

Trout Lily  (Erythronium americanum)

Other names- Dogtooth Violet, Adder’s Tongue, Fawn Lily
Height- 5-10º
Flower-each stalk produces a single hanging flower, 1º wide; each flower has 6 backward curving
petals (actually 3 petals and 3 petal-like sepals)
Leaf- pair of elliptical, pointed basal leaves, up to 8º long, with brownish purple spots and streaks,
giving it a mottled look
The mature plant has two mottled basal leaves, and a small lily nodding from the top of a leafless stem
(scape). The lily is yellow, with three sepals and three petals for a total of 6 tepals. The sepals are
yellow on the inside and purplish brown on the back. The petals are entirely yellow. The lily opens
each morning and closes each night, but during the middle of a bright day the tepals open so far that
they are all curved backwards (reflexed). 

The plant grows from a deep root stock or corm, which is 3-5 inches underground, and it often spreads
from offshoots of this corm, thus creating colonies of trout lilies. Leaf patterns from a single colony
may be very similar to each other and different from those of nearby colonies.   In mature woodland a
colony may be more than 100 years old.  The Trout Lily requires seven years from seed to mature
plant. Only plants that have two leaves are mature and will therefore flower. This beautiful member of
the Lily Family has many common names, including Trout Lily, and Dog-tooth Violet. Named for leaf
resemblance to a trout’s dappled coloring.  

Although above ground for a short time, even after leaves fade Trout Lilies are important in the life of
the forest by capturing phosphorus, an important fertilizer, from spring rains in their leaves and
thereafter releasing it to the soil.



Wild Geranium (Geranium maculatum)
Height- 1-2’

Flower- in groups of 2-10, each 1-2” flowers wide, is made up of 5 heavily veined lavender petals.

Leaf- basal leaves 4-5” long, on long stalks; leaves are coarsely toothed and deeply veined with 5-7
elongate4d lobes; only 2-3 stem leaves per plant

Wild geranium flourishes in low grounds and open woods from Newfoundland to Manitoba and south
to Georgia and Missouri. This species inhabits woods, thickets, and meadows. Flowers bloom from
April to June. Several species of butterflies visit the flowers for nectar.

Geranium means, “crane”.  Both the generic name and the common name Cranesbill, refer to the
plant’s seed case, which has been likened in shape to a crane’s long beak.  This shape serves a
function.  When the fruit is ripe the long pod pops open and catapults seeds into the air, as far as 30
feet.  When the seed lands on the ground it continues to move.  It has a tail, called an awn, which curls
when dry and straightens when wet. This tail twisting motion propels the seed along the ground until it
becomes stuck in a small crack or hole. At this point, the motion may help push the seed into the
ground.  This amazing ability to crawl into a protected spot helps the seed to find a good place to
germinated an to escape from mourning doves, quail, chipmunks and other animals that eat it.

Wild geranium is also know as spotted crane's-bill, wild crane's-bill, stork's-bill, spotted geranium,
alumroot, alum-bloom, chocolate-flower, (for the color of it’s dried root) crowfoot, dove's-foot, old-
maid's-nightcap (for its flower shape), and shameface (for its color, like that of an embarrassed face).
Wild geranium is not related to the common garden geranium.

The root, when collected just before the flowering period produces an effective astringent. Chippewa
made a powdered medicine from the underground root for sores inside children's mouths. An eyewash
was made by steeping the plant in water. A poultice from the plant was also applied to relieve swollen
feet.

The pollen is an unusual color.  While most pollen is orangish, the pollen of the wild geranium is blue.


