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The study of wildflowers is a fascinating hobby that can lead in many

different academic directions including: botany, ecology, herbal medicine,

taxonomy, and history. I've tried to include as much information as possible

in a brief narration, but you can gain much more knowledge by reading the

additional information that I have included as well as by consulting field

guides and reference books.

The flowers included here, all usually bloom before May 20, and

therefore could be used in a spring wildflower collection. If relevant, I've

mentioned the location where each photo was taken. In all cases, I have used

the names and spellings as found in Peterson's Field Guide to Wildflowers of

 Northeastern and North-central North America. The scientific names are in

parentheses, but I would not normally include these in my narration. Alien

means non-native to the eastern U.S.

I have included what some would consider obvious flowers because this

program is meant to be an introduction and much can be learned from even

the most common plants. It is sad, but during my 20 years of teaching

wildflowers to high school students, I've learned that many students don't

even recognize dandelion!

Begin Slides & Narration

1. Wildflowers begin to poke their way through the ground in central

Pennsylvania as early as February during some years, but March is more

common. One of the first is Skunk Cabbage (Symplocarpus foetidus).

This plant is the only one in our area that generates its own heat, actually melting its way         through the frozen soil. The temperature inside the hooded flower stays warm even when the night air temperature goes into the twenties.

2. The large leaves of Skunk Cabbage, which arrive after the flowers, are

much more noticeable than the flowers. Skunk cabbage only grows in

wetlands. Its leaves smell somewhat like skunk when broken, hence the

plant's name. Calcium oxide, found in the leaves, will burn your mouth if

you taste them, but they can be eaten if first dried. This photo was taken in 

a riparian wetland near Tyrone High School. Page 2

3. Spring-beauty and Carolina Spring-beauty (Claytonia caroliniana) are also early bloomers. They can be found flowering on the forest floor in late March or April. This photo was taken in Blue Knob State Park.

4. Round-lobed Hepatica (Hepatica americana), shown here growing beside

a scarlet cup fungus, is another flower that isn't afraid to bloom when there is a little snow on the ground. This photo was taken on a forested ridge two miles south of Claysburg H.S.

5. Hepatica flowers can range from nearly white, to pink, blue, or deep lavender. Its three-Iobed liver-shaped leaves were believed to be a sign form God to use this plant to treat liver disorders.

6. Coltsfoot (Tussulago farfara) is also one of the earliest spring wildflowers. While spring-beauty and hepatica are forest wildflowers, coltsfoot grows along roadsides and in disturbed areas. This alien blooms in March or April. Note the scales on the stem and the distinctive flower center, which help to distinguish it from dandelion.

7. Coltsfoot seeds are spread by the wind, but the plant also quickly spreads with long underground runners. Even a small piece of this white "root" will grow into a new plant. Extracts from coltsfoot have been used in herbal medicine, but recent tests have shown that it may cause cancer if taken in large doses or if used repeatedly.

8. Coltsfoot leaves come up after the flower has gone to seed and they have the basic shape of a horse's hoof-print. These leaves, held by a Tyrone H.S. student, are in their small early-May size. By summer they can measure over 10 inches wide.

9. Common Dandelion (Taraxacum officinale) is a familiar lawn and garden weed. Its long taproot makes eradication a challenge. Note that the hollow stem has no scales and that the jagged-Lobed leaves are quite evident at the time the flower blooms.
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10.  A close look at a Dandelion flower (which botanically is a composite) reveals that this weed also has beauty and value. In fact European settlers brought dandelion to the new world where Native Americans also learned to use it. The leaves, which are high in vitamins A and C, are great in salads. Dandelion wine is made from the flowers or they can be boiled to make a natural yellow dye.

11. Like coltsfoot, dandelion seeds are spread by the wind. Students love to help Mother Nature by picking and blowing on the dried seed heads.

12. The opening of Pennsylvania’s trout season in mid-April is often accompanied by the blooming of Trout-Lily (Erythronium americanum), or it may begin to bloom as late as early May. Note the mottled green (burgundy tongue-like leaves which give the plant is other most common name Adder's- Tongue.

13. Trout-Lily is a true lily, with flower parts in threes. It is also related to Solomon’s-seal, wild oats, and clintonia. Trout-lily has been discovered to trap excess soil phosphorus, preventing it from polluting streams and lakes and recycling it back into the forest ecosystem. Phosphorus is important for developing deer antlers, for example. These plants were growing along Bald Eagle Creek in the Bald Eagle School District.

14. Dew-covered Fringed Polygala, which blooms in April, is a tiny forest wildflower that is often overlooked. These dainty plants, which were photographed near Port Matilda, are only two inches tall.

15. Jack-In-the-Pulpit (Arisaema triphyllum) is the most unusually shaped forest wildflower. Its purple and green striped hood -the pulpit -protects "preacherjack," a spadix. Jack prefers to grow in rich bottomland soil.  Their raw underground stem or corm contains crystals of calcium oxalate, which become imbedded in the mucus membranes of the mouth and tongue of one foolish enough to taste it. This causes a persistent sensation as if your tongue and mouth have been sliced by twenty razor blades! Native Americans ground the boiled and dried corms (made harmless by the boiling) into flour to make cakes, hence it’s other common name, Indian Turnip.

16. Jack-in-the-pulpit is one of the few flowers, which is known to undergo a sex change. While a particular plant might have only male flowers one year, the next year, usually when it has had better growing conditions, it might turn female. These red berries came from a female plant.

17. Marsh-Marigold (Caltha palustris) has a deep yellow flower that is surrounded by waxy leaves. It grows in thick clumps up to a foot tall and several feet across. It is neither a true marigold, nor a buttercup, which it resembles. Marsh-marigolds live, as their name suggests, in or very close to water. Even their genus name, Palustris, is Latin, meaning “in swamps".

18. The leaves of Marsh-Marigold, which are rich in iron, are sometimes boiled and eaten in the early spring, but don't eat them raw. They contain helleborin, which has a burning taste and causes violent gastritis. Boiling destroys the poison.  Early settlers used a drop of the plant's caustic juice to destroy warts, and the yellow flowers to dye butter. Marsh-marigolds can be found growing in profusion along Standing Stone Creek, near Huntingdon, along tributaries to Black Moshannon Lake, and many other wet places in central PA.

19. A trademark of Bloodroot (Sanguinaria canadensisis) is that its leaves curl around the stem when it first pushes through the ground in April. It gets its name from the red juice that oozes from the rhizome when it is cut. The juice is caustic and kills cells if applied to the skin. The FDA lists it as “unsafe.”
20. Flowers open to show delicate white petals with yellow stamens. Bloodroot, which spreads from its rhizome, prefers limestone soil and is found along streams such as Spring Creek (near Bellefonte) or Honey Creek not far from Indian Valley H.S. The plants pictured are about 10 inches tall.
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21. Mertensia or Virginia Cowslip (Mertensia vir9inica) has nodding, truppet-Iike flowers that are pink in the bud and then are blue when they open. Mertensia grows rapidly in April and early May achieving a height of 30 inches. By late June they die back to the ground. Mertensia grows by the thousands along Honey Creek in Mifflin County where this photo was taken.

22. Three species of trilliums grow in central Pennsylvania. Red Trillium (Trillium erectum) is the most common species. The photo, which was taken at Fisherman's Paradise, shows the common red form as well as a rare yellowish-green variety. It's early-blooming nature earned it the

name "wakerobin." Another name, "stinking Benjamin," comes from its unpleasant smell, which the plant uses to attract carrion flies, its major pollinator.

23. I find Painted Trillium growing at higher elevations, such as Blue Knob or Black Moshannon State Parks. Its three white petals are "painted" with a splash of red. Flower parts (petals and sepals) and leaves in three's, give all trilliums both their scientific and most often used common name, trillium, from the Latin word for three.

24. Large Flowered or White Trillium sometimes grows in thick patches.

I've seen it most often in northwestern Pennsylvania. It is a favorite food ofwhite-tailed deer, which may have reduced its numbers.

25. The May-apple (Podophyllum peltatumJbegins to send its umbrella-like leaves up through the leaf litter some time in late April or early May.

They usually grow in large interconnected colonies.

26. Wherever they are present, May-apple leaves have a dominant position in the early spring. Single-leaved plants have no flower, while split- stemmed plants usually have one. Their favorite habitat is damp soil near forest edges or openings. Plants stand 12 to 18 inches tall.
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27. If you stoop down, you'll find that the green "umbrellas" hide a beautiful white flower with waxy petals. All parts of the May-apple are poisonous except the ripe fruit, which tastes like a sweet apple, but has the texture of a plum. A chemical called etoposide is extracted from the May-apple

and used as an anti-cancer drug.

28. All life is interconnected. Many wildflowers are hosts to specific insects or they have other animals, which rely on that plant for food. For example: box turtles love may-apple fruits and in turn help to spread their seeds. This bright orange fungus only grows on the underside of May-apple leaves.

29. Pink Lady's-slipper or Moccasin-Flower (Cypripedium acaule) is a wild orchid, which grows in the forest. It usually blooms in early May. This photo was taken on a State Game Lands in Huntingdon County. This orchid has a tiny seed with no food for the seedling. It must first be joined with a mycorrhizal fungus before it can absorb nutrients from the soil.

30. A closer look at Pink Lady's-slipper shows that the flower is made out of two petals, which are folded in on each other. Unsuspecting insects squeeze between the petals and get covered with pollen on their exit. The pollen then fertilizes the next orchid that it enters. This plant is growing in a small colony beside Tyrone H.S.

31. Yellow Lady's-slipper is in the same genus as pink (C. calceolus). It prefers limestone soil and it is considered the aristocrat of local wildflowers. They grow as a single bloom at the end of an 11/2 to 2-foot high stem with large, light green parallel-veined leaves. A double bloom is rare and a prized find for a naturalist. One can usually be spotted among the many single blooms, which grow along the Limestone Trail at Canoe Creek State Park.
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32. The flower's yellow and maroon lower lip is enlarged into a moccasin- shaped pouch which makes the Yellow Lady's-Slipper easy to identify.  Native Americans used a boiled extract, made from the roots, as a nerve-calming agent. Early settlers used it as a sedative. Herbalists today still recommend it as a sedative as well as to relieve muscle spasms. Caution: Large doses can be harmful!

33. Although our forests are the stage for most of the spring wildflowers, this field full of Winter Cress (Barbarea vulgaris) shows that things are happening in the fields, too. Winter Cress is often mistakenly called "mustard" because of its yellow color. The old-fashioned name for this plant, which was brought from Europe, is "the herb of St. Barbara," which is how it got its scientific name.

34. This broccoli-like plant was used as a fresh green by early colonists. More recent tests on Winter Cress indicate that it may produce a kidney malfunction. Note that the basal leaves are much larger than those at the top. These two photos were taken in the Bald Eagle Valley.

35. Columbine (Aquilegia canadensis) grows in poor dry soils along Spring Creek and the Little Juniata   River, as well as in Canoe Creek State Park and many other places. It often clings to rock ledges where it would seem that nothing could grow. White and lavender-colored domestic varieties more closely resemble the columbines native to the Rocky Mountains.

36. Columbines' unusual flower shape prevents many insects from gaining access to the nectar hidden within. Hummingbirds and a few long-tongued pollinators find this feature a big plus. Although not considered aromatic, a close sniff will reward the curious with a pleasant lemony scent.

37. Garlic Mustard (Alliaria offlcinalis) is an alien species that is becoming more and more common in Pennsylvania. It is listed by DCNR as an invasive species to be controlled. It likes damp forest edges and often grows up in disturbed areas. Leaves smell like garlic when crushed.

38. No discussion of spring wildflowers would be complete without mentioning at least one of the many violets, which grow here. Common Blue Violet is often found in damp meadows and forest clearings. Its leaves are rich in vitamins A and C and are a great addition to a salad.

 The flowers can be used to make candy or jelly.

39. Wild Ginger (Asarum canadense) is a low to the ground herb that prefers moist woods. Its fuzzy stems and brownish-red flowers are often half buried under the leaf litter. The rhizomes have a peppery taste and smell that closely resembles the spice. The larvae of the pipevine swallowtail butterfly eat the fuzzy leaves.

40. Common Cinquefoil (Potentilla simplex) is a creeping strawberry-Iike yellow wildflower that thrives in dry sunny locations. Wild strawberries have white flowers and similar leaves. Some students think that cinquefoil leaves look like an illegal weed that is smoked.

41. Wild Geranium (Geranium maculatum) the most common large eastern species gets its scientific name from its long pointy seedpod and its sometimes-blotched leaves. Geranos is Greek for heron or crane (long pointy beak) and maculotum means blotched. This species prefers wet forest edges. Its five large pink petals make it an attractive flower.
42. Beginning about mid-May, Dames Rocket lights up the forest edges with its lavender, white, and pink flowers. This photo was taken along Halter Creek near Roaring Spring. Many people mistakenly call this plant phlox.
43. A closer look at Dames Rocket (Hesperis matronalis) reveals that it has four petals, instead of five. Garden phlox, which blooms later in the summer, has five petals. DCNR lists this alien as an invasive species.

44. Blue phlox (Phlox divaricata) is a true phlox -having five petals on each flower. The photo of this native plant was taken in mid-May at Canoe Creek State Park.
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