
EARLY FLOWERING HERBS WITH WHITE PETALS

In this essay, we present common plants that flower from March to the end of June and have 

white petals. This essay does not include all species with white petals, some of which have not yet 

been documented in the Preserve. In addition, species with very small flowers such as members 

of the Cyperaceae and Poaceae are not included.

There is often wide variation in color variation 

within flowers. For example, a species may have 

green sepals, yellow petals, white filaments, and 

orange anthers. For this reason, we have elected 

to use petal color as the standard. Nevertheless, 

petals may be multi-colored. In that case, we 

have selected the dominant color and, in some 

cases, we have treated the species in more than 

one essay.

Usually plants with petals white this time of year are entirely white, i.e., they do not have nectar guides of 

different colors. The most conspicuous white petalled spring flowers in the Preserve belong to the Apiaceae

(Carrot Family), Araliaceae (Ginseng Family), Asparagaceae (Asparagus Family), Brassicaceae (Mustard 

Family), Caryophyllaceae (Pink Family), Fabaceae (Legume Family), Onagraceae (Evening Primrose Family), 

Papaveraceae (Poppy Family), Ranunculaceae (Buttercup Family), Rosaceae (Rose Family), Rubiaceae (Coffee 

Family), Violaceae (Violet Family).
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APIACEAE: EASTERN HEMLOCK PARSELY
(Conioselinum chinense)

inferior 

ovary

stylopodium

style

This species is native to Asia and is now widespread 

in the eastern United States. It is easily to identify in 

the Preserve because there are only four species of 

the carrot or parsley family documented from there 

and the other three species flower in the summer 

and autumn. The flowers are radially symmetrical 

(actinomorphic) and have inferior ovaries. The 

emarginate petals and furrowed fruits also help in 

the identification of this species. The swollen base of 

the style is rare in other plant families.
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APIACEAE: EASTERN HEMLOCK PARSELY
(Conioselinum chinense)
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A. The petiole of this 

and most species 

of Apiaceae are 

sheathed.

B. An complete leaf 

and an ultimate 

segment from the 

lower left of the 

leaf.

C. An inflorescence 

with two orders of 

umbels.

D. An infructescence 

with two orders of 

branching of 

umbels. The 

second order is 

subtended by 

narrow bracts but 

the first order is 

not.



ARALIACEAE: DWARF GINSENG
(Panax trifolius)

This species is recognized by its early spring flowering; small stature (usually about 

10 cm tall); umbellate inflorescences at end of long peduncle; leaves in whorls of 

three; leaflets 3 to 5; and five white petals often tinged with pink. The dwarf ginseng 

is said to be androdioecious (i.e., some plants are staminate and others have both 

stamens and pistils). 
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ASPARAGACEAE: CANADA MAYFLOWER
(Maianthemum canadense)

The Canada mayflower has cordate 

leaf bases; short petioles; a straight 

midrib and arching secondary veins 

that start at the base and come 

together at the apex of the leaf blade;  

racemose inflorescences; pulvini at the 

bases of the pedicels; four tepals and 

four stamens; superior ovaries; and 

indehiscent fruits that turn deep red 

when ripe. 

pulvinus



ASPARAGACEAE: CANADA MAYFLOWER
(Maianthemum canadense)

runners

This species is widespread in the Northeastern, Southern, and upper Midwestern states of the 

United States. It is absent in the lower Midwestern and Western states. In Canada, the 

Canadian mayflower everywhere except for the North Central part. Locally, this species has 

one of the highest densities in moist forest throughout the Preserve. It infrequently reproduces 

by seeds and more commonly by runners; because of the latter it is difficult to know where 

one individual starts and another ends.



ASPARAGACEAE: FALSE SOLOMON’S SEAL
(Maianthemum racemosum)

This species differs from the Canada 

mayflower by having more than two 

leaves per stem, more salient leaf 

venation, and multi-branched instead of 

simple inflorescences. The flowers are 

similar but the tepals are narrower in the 

false Solomon’s seal.



BRASSICACEAE: GARLIC MUSTARD
(Alliaria petiolata)

The garlic mustard is native and widely distributed in the Old World. The leaves and other 

parts of the plant have a strong garlic aroma and were used in Europe as a seasoning. This 

is one of the reasons that it was brought to the United States by settlers where it is now an 

invasive plant throughout the northeastern, southeastern, midwestern, and upper western 

United States as well as  in eastern and western Canada. This species is biennial. The 

seeds germinate and pass the first growing season as a clump of basal leaves (left image) 

connected to a stout tap root. The second year, the plant produces erect stems (right 

image) from which they flower during the late spring and summer. The seeds mature and 

the plant dies at the end of the second year.



BRASSICACEAE: GARLIC MUSTARD
(Alliaria petiolata)

Members of the Brassicaceae are easy to 

recognize because of their four petals that 

form a cross; two short and four long stamens 

(difficult to see); and the release of a garlic 

aroma when the leaves are crushed.

The fruits of the garlic mustard, like 

many other species of the 

Brassicaceae, are much longer than 

wider (= silique).  The fruits open at 

maturity and the seeds disperse near 

the mother plant. The seeds are dark 

brown, cylindric in shape, and are 

attached to the fruit wall by a yellow 

funicle. 

funicle



BRASSICACEAE: SPRING CRESS
(Cardamine bulbosa)

There are four species of Cardamine in the Preserve.  Two native species are found in wet areas (C. 

bulbosa and C. pensylvanica). Cardamine bulbosa differs from C. pensylvanica in the presence of 

bulbs, simple leaves, petiolate basal leaves, and sessile cauline leaves. Cardamine pensylvanica

lacks bulbs, has pinnately compound leaves, and both basal and cauline leaves are petiolate. Two  

invasive species, C. hirsuta and C. impatiens, occur in dry or moist areas. It is easy to separate C. 

hirsuta from C. impatiens by the presence of a basal rosette of pinnately compound leaves (versus 

the lack of a basal rosette of pinnately compound leaves) and the presence of petals (versus the 

lack of petals). In the right hand image, note that that four of the stamens are longer than the fifth 

stamen (another short stamen is hidden behind the pistil). This is the typical four long plus two short 

stamens generally found in the Brassicaceae.
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BRASSICACEAE: HOARY  BITTER-CRESS
(Cardamine hirsuta)

The hoary bitter-cress is originally from Europe and Asia and is now 

widely distributed in North America where it occurs in both eastern and 

western Canada as well as in eastern and western United States. It 

has not yet been recorded from upper Midwestern Canada and 

Midwestern United States. In the Preserve, this species is found in 

open, sunny areas and has a distinctive rosette of basal, pinnately 

compound leaves. At maturity, the fruits open and eject the seeds 

(ballistic seed dispersal).



BRASSICACEAE: PENNSYLVANIA BITTER-CRESS
(Cardamine pensylvanica)

Pennsylvania bitter-cress occupies wet areas in the Preserve. This species does not have 

bulbs and the leaves are pinnately compound. In addition, the root system is more fibrous than 

C. bulbosa. The spelling of the common and scientific epithet are correctly spelled differently 

(Weier, 2017). 



CARYOPHYLLACEAE: MOUSE-EAR CHICKWEED
(Cerastium fontanum)

The mouse-ear chickweed grows in open sunny areas. It has, simple, opposite, sessile leaves; five 

sepals and petals; sepals about as long as the petals; bifid petals; 10 stamens; and superior ovaries 

with five separate styles. The stems and leaves are densely pubescent (see inset).



ERICACEAE: INDIAN-PIPE

(Monotropa uniflora)

This species has no chlorophyll and its leaves are reduced to vestigial 

scales. The corolla is white. The Indian-pipe flowers from late June into 

the summer.
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ERICACEAE: INDIAN-PIPE

(Monotropa uniflora)
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According to Wallace (1977), this 

species is most efficiently pollinated by 

bumble bees (Bombus sp.) that seek

nectar stored in the chambers.

This species is 

easily identified 

by its five white 

petals; 10 

alternating 

stamens, five of 

which are slightly 

longer than the 

other five; 

superior ovary; 

and funnel-

shaped stigmas.

The Indian-

pipe flowers 

from late June 

into the 

summer. 

Flowering is 

abundant in 

July and 

August.



ERICACEAE: INDIAN-PIPE

(Monotropa uniflora)

This species fruits in late summer and early 

autumn. The fruits split open into five valves 

and the seeds are very small and dust-like. 

They are most likely dispersed by the wind. 



ERICACEAE: ROUND-LEAVED SHINLEAF

(Pyrola americana)

According to Werier (2017), P. rotundifolia is a 

synonym of this species. The following features 

help identify this plant: leaf blades widely elliptic 

to nearly round, most of the leaf is dark green 

but the primary and secondary veins are lined 

by lighter green, and the peduncle is long. Note 

the “struts” along the margin of the leaf blade.

struts



ERICACEAE: ROUND-LEAVED SHINLEAF

(Pyrola americana)

Left: lateral view of a  flower with two petals 

removed. The anthers are reddish-orange 

and the stigma is curved. Right: apical view 

of a flower. This species has five sepals and 

petals and 10 stamens. Note that the ovary 

is superior. 
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FABACEAE: WHITE CLOVER

(Trifolium repens)
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White clover is common in grassy areas along 

the periphery of the Preserve, especially 

between the Joshua Hobby Lane and the forest. 

This species is easy to identify because it has 

runners, 3-foliolate leaves, long petioles, 

chevron markings on the leaflets, translucent 

stipules with red veins, and heads of 

zygomorphic flowers with white petals.



MONTIACEAE: SPRING BEAUTY
(Claytonia virginica)

This species was previously placed in the Portulaceae but, according to 

the APG (Stevens, 2001 onwards), it belongs in the Montiaceae. Only 

two species of Claytonia have been documented in the state of New 

York (Werier, 2017). The spring beauty is one of the earliest species to 

flower. It often forms large patches outside of the Preserve but only a 

few small patches have been found in the Preserve. The petals are 

usually very light pink with darker pink honey guides running the length 

of each petal (A). There are spots of yellow at the base of the petals 

that probably also attract the flies and bees that usually pollinate this 

species. The flowers, even within the same patch, range from 

predominantly white to dark pink (B). This species is a true spring 

ephemeral. It flushes leaves before the trees produce, produces flowers 

and seeds, and stores carbohydrates in tubers (C) for use in starting the 

process all over again the following spring. A

B C



ONAGRACEAE: EASTERN ENCHANTER’S NIGHTSHADE
(Circaea canadensis)

This species is one of the most abundant plants in 

the understory of deciduous forest in the Preserve. 

The simple, opposite leaves, slender petioles, ovate 

shaped leaf blades with rounded to truncate bases, 

acuminate apices, and margins with short, widely 

spaced dentations make it easy to identify this 

species. According to Werier (2017), C. lutetiana is 

a synonym of  C. canadensis.



ONAGRACEAE: EASTERN ENCHANTER’S NIGHTSHADE
(Circaea canadensis)

This species is the only one in the Preserve with two sepals; two bifid, white petals fused at the base into 

a short corolla tube; two stamens; an inferior ovary; and indehiscent fruits covered by hooked bristles. 

The fruits are sticktights that attach onto the fur, feathers, or clothing of animals thereby dispersing the 

fruits away from mother plants.

Image by C. Gracie

Image by C. Gracie
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PAPAVERACEAE: DUTCHMAN’S BREECHES
(Dicentra cucullaria)

The Dutchman’s breeches is another early 

spring wildflower easy to recognize. This 

species has four petals but only the ones with 

yellow tips are fully visible. The tips are at first 

closed but when the flowers are mature they 

open to allow bees and flies to extract nectar 

produced in the spurs. 



PAPAVERACEAE: DUTCHMAN’S BREECHES
(Dicentra cucullaria)

This species has small, off-white bulblets at the base of the stems, and compound 

leaves. For more information about this spectacular wildflower, consult Gracie 

(2012).
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PAPAVERACEAE: BLOODROOT
(Sanguinaria canadensis)

Bloodroot flowers escape the cold covered by using leaf blankets.



PAPAVERACEAE: BLOODROOT
(Sanguinaria candadensis)

A week after the snow storm the flowers were thriving.



PAPAVERACEAE: BLOODROOT
(Sanguinaria canadensis)

The bloodroot is one of the first wildflowers to bloom in the spring. It is the largest herb in flower in the 

preserve at this time of year, has a single flower at the end of a long peduncle, usually has eight white 

petals that contrast with the yellow anthers and pollen, and has a leaf that initially curls around the flower; 

presumably to keep them warm. Bees are the most common pollinators. The insect’s reward for pollinating 

this species is pollen. For more information about this spectacular wildflower, consult Gracie (2012).



PAPAVERACEAE: BLOODROOT
(Sanguinaria canadensis)

The common name of this 

species is also reflected in the 

name of the genus Sanguinaria.

Red or red-orange sap exudes 

from the rhizome, stems, and 

leaves when they are cut or 

broken.

After pollination, the ovary 

develops into a dehiscent, 

spindle-shaped capsule. The 

seeds have oil-rich outgrowths 

that attract ants. The ants carry 

the seeds that fall to the ground 

to their nesting area where they 

consume the fleshy 

appendages. For more 

information about this common 

dispersal system, consult Gracie 

(2012).
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PRIMULACEAE: STARFLOWER
(Lysimachia borealis)

A rare species in the Preserve. Images in our checklist 

voucher the presence of this species in the Preserve. 

The images shown here were taken by C. A. Gracie 

outside of the Preserve. According to Werier (2017), 

Trientalis borealis is a synonym of this species.

Above image: the leaves are 

irregularly whorled at the apex of the 

stem and one or more flowers arise 

from the leaf axils. The pedicels are 

long and slender.

Upper middle image: the sepals are narrowly lanceolate 

or linear (not seen in this image), the white petals are 

eight, their margins are serrulate for the upper third of 

their length, and the fruits are capsules. Upper right 

image: the capsules open to expose light blue to darker 

blue tissue that surrounds the seeds. The narrow dark 

reddish-brown structure is a sepal and the light brown 

structure is a fruit valve.
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RANUNCULACEAE: WHITE BANEBERRY
(Actaea pachypoda)

Fruits and other parts of the white baneberry are so toxic 

that ingestion can cause respiratory paralysis and 

cardiac arrest. Nevertheless, birds and small mammals 

generally digest the pulp and excrete the seeds, thereby 

dispersing the seeds from one area to another. This 

herbarium collection demonstrates the leaf complexity of 

this species. There are three leaves on the herbarium 

sheet each of which is compound ternate (red circle) 

and the sub ultimate segments are either ternate or 

imparipinnate (blue circle).



RANUNCULACEAE: WHITE BANEBERRY 
(Actaea pachypoda)

This perennial species is found in deciduous forest in the Preserve. The white baneberry is 

also known as doll’s eye in recognition of the eye-like fruits. Solitary bees and syrphid flies 

seeking pollen are the pollinators of this species. For more information about this spectacular 

wildflower, consult Gracie (2012).

Photo by C. Gracie

stigma



RANUNCULACEAE: WOOD ANEMONE
(Anemone quinquefolia)

In the Preserve wood anemones are found in moist forest. This species has two different types of leaves: 

palmate basal ones divided into five segments (left image) and cauline ones associated with flowers (right). 

In the second type, there is a long petiole from which a whorl of three palmate leaves develop, each with 

five separate leaflets. Beyond the whorl, the main axis usually supports a single flower. 

basal leaf
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RANUNCULACEAE: ROUND-LOBED HEPATICA
(Hepatica americana)

The 3-parted leaves with rounded apices make 

this early spring flowerer easy to identify. The 

petals can be pink, purple, blue, or white. Some 

authors place this species in Anemone but 

Werier (2017) suggests that H. americana is the 

correct name. Although the round-lobed hepatica 

can be found in abundance in other areas, we 

have only found it once in the Preserve. Images 

from other areas by C. Gracie.



ROSACEAE: COMMON STRAWBERRY
(Fragaria virginiana)

Habit of the common strawberry. This 

species reproduces by both runners and 

seeds. The trifoliolate leaves, stipules, 

dense pubescence on stems and runners, 

five sepals alternating with five foliaceous

bracts, and five white petals help identify 

this species.



ROSACEAE: COMMON STRAWBERRY
(Fragaria virginiana)

The flowers of this species are perigynous, i.e., 

the sepals, petals, and stamens are fused at their 

bases to form a shallow cup. The gynoecium 

consists of numerous pistils that are free from one 

another (= apocarpous). After pollination, the 

ovules turn into fruits called achenes that are 

embedded in a dome-like, fleshy receptacle. The 

achenes and receptacle form an accessory fruit 

known as the strawberry. 



ROSACEAE: WHITE AVENS
(Geum canadense)

Left: The basal leaves are 3-foliolate and have long 

petioles. The lower cauline leaves are also 3-

foliolate but have shorter petioles than the basal 

petioles. At the top of the stem the leaves are 

reduced in size, not divided into leaflets, and have 

the shortest petioles.

Above: The gynoecium is apocarpous (the carpels 

are separate from one another). The carpels are 

inserted on a dome-like receptacle.



ROSACEAE: WHITE AVENS
(Geum canadense)

Left: each group of achenes has developed from a single flower. Right: immature 

achenes on a herbarium sheet. Note that the style is hooked at the apex (they are 

uncinate). The hooks facilitate sticktight dispersal by animals. 
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RUBIACEAE: PARTRIDGE BERRY
(Mitchella repens)

This member of the coffee family has a 

prostrate habit. The leaves are small, simple, 

opposite, and have entire leaf blade margins. 

When the flowers are in bud they are flushed 

with pink but at anthesis (in flower) the corolla is 

dominated by white. The fruits are red when 

ripe (not shown). Animals eat the pulp and 

disperse the seeds. The fruits often persist on 

plants until the next growing season.

The flowers are in pairs. After 

pollination the ovaries join together 

to form a united double fruit (not 

shown). Other features are the 

corolla tube, four corolla lobes, four 

stamens adnate to the corolla tube, 

and an inferior ovary. Note the 

dense pubescence on the inside of 

the corolla lobes.



VIOLACEAE: SWEET WHITE VIOLET
(Viola blanda)

This species is a stemless violet. The leaves are basal and the inflorescence has a 

single flower at the apex of a long peduncel. The widely heart-shaped leaf blades 

are nearly entire but are periodically shallowly notched. The sweet white violet is 

found in wet areas. The middle image provides an adaxial view of the leaf blade 

and the image on the far right provides an abaxial view of the leaf blade.



VIOLACEAE: SWEET WHITE VIOLET
(Viola blanda)

Upper left: Anterior view of the left hand flower 

shows a reduced beard, white petals, and 

maroon nectar guides on the lower petal.

Lower left. Lateral view of a flower. In violets, 

nectar is produced by nectaries on the filaments 

and is stored in the nectar spur. The most efficient 

pollinators are bees and flies.

For additional information about violets, consult 

Gracie (2012)
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Species of Viola are easy to identify to genus 

but often difficult to identify to species 

because of interbreeding. Violets have 

bilaterally symmetric flowers (= zygomorphic); 

five sepals, petals, and stamens; a spur from 

the lower petal that stores nectar produced by 

two staminal nectaries; dehiscent capsules 

that split into three valves; and seeds that are 

ejected from the capsule when it dehisces or 

are dispersed when ants carry away the 

seeds to their nests. The seeds have 

oil/protein rich appendages (called 

elaiosomes) that the ants feed to the colony’s 

larvae.



VIOLACEAE: UNKNOWN WHITE VIOLET
(Viola sp.)
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A. Lateral view of a flower. This image shows a 

narrow sepal with a broadened base; one 

lower (1), two lateral (2), and two upper petals 

(3); and a long, narrow spur arising from the 

central basal petal.

B. Flower with all but one petal removed. This 

image shows the stigma and the anthers,

C. Specimens from a herbarium sheet. This 

species is stemless, i.e., the flowers arise from 

the base of the plant.
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