
Trailing Arbutus or Mayflower  (Epigaea repens)     

 

Identification: 

 Trailing arbutus or Mayflower is one of the earliest of our spring wildflowers.  If you find 

yourself walking on a sunny slope in early spring you may smell this flower before you see it.  The 

scent is somewhat spicy, reminiscent of 

perhaps cinnamon or cloves.  Once you smell 

the flower, look for some small tattered 

leathery leaves.  The leaves grow about 2 to 3 

inches long and persist through the winter, 

hence the tattered look. Although technically 

an evergreen, these are last year’s leaves and 

new leaves will replace them soon after the 

flower finishes blossoming.   Beneath the 

leaves hides a cluster of tiny, waxy flowers.  

Each less than one inch long, they are 

composed of 5 pink to white petals fused into a 

small tube.   

 Trailing Arbutus can be found from Massachusetts south to Florida, where it is listed as an 

endangered species, and west to the Great Lakes region and Tennessee in the south. 

 

 

Natural History:    

 The scientific name for mayflower is Epigaea repens.  It is very descriptive name.  Epigaea 

comes from the Greek, epi which means “upon” and gaea referring to “the earth”.  Repens means to 

“lay upon”.  And so the name tells us that this plant lies upon the earth.  The total height of the plant 

will never be more than a few inches tall.  The common name Mayflower must go to the Quaker poet 

John Greenleaf Whittier who lived during the 1800s.  His poem, The Mayflowers, 

tells the story of the Pilgrims spotting a tiny flower and realizing that they too 

have the strength to survive in this new land.  Scroll down and read the poem 

yourself and see if you agree that he is talking about this flower in particular.   

Unlike many flowers you will see in the spring, this plant is not 

herbaceous, but a woody shrub, which helps explain its persistence in really poor 

growing conditions.  The plant can be found in dry, rocky, acidic soils.  These 

harsh conditions make it difficult for any plant to establish itself, but once set, the 

trailing arbutus has little 

competition.  

The flowers are often pollinated by bumble bees 

which explains the sweet, very pungent, odor of the 

blossoms.  A very tiny 5-lobed round fruit is produced.  

Each lobe can contain over 100 seeds which are 

forcefully ejected when the capsule dries and the suture 

lines between lobes rupture.   

Trailing Arbutus is very difficult to transplant 

and should be left in the wild.  Part of the difficulty 

arises from the mycorrhizal association it has with soil 

fungi.  This is a symbiotic relationship between a fungus and the roots of the trailing arbutus.  The 

fungus will sheath the plant’s roots and absorbs water and soil minerals that it shares with the plant.  

The plant in turn converts the water and nutrients into sugars through photosynthesis, which it shares 



with the fungus.  Alone neither the plant nor the fungus can survive.  Surprisingly, this is a very 

common arrangement between plants and fungi with most of our fruit trees using this same strategy.   

 

Conservation: 

Trailing arbutus was at one time heavily harvested for the 

floral trade.  Its evergreen leaves and spicy perfume were prized 

as additions to centerpieces and wreaths especially during dreary 

New England winters.  Stories abound of flower merchants 

hawking the mayflower from vending carts on the streets of 

Boston.  The rampant destruction lead to the first laws protecting 

flowers in America.  

Massachusetts has designated the Mayflower as its official 

state flower, although its designation did not come easy.  

Originally proposed in 1893, it was not until 1918 that it finally 

beat out the water lily to gain official recognition.  Politicians, 

afraid it seemed to take sides in the floral debate, put the issue to 

the state’s children, who voted 107,617 to 49,499 in favor of the 

Mayflower. An amendment in 1925 added teeth to the designation 

as state flower.  A penalty of no more than $50 could be assessed 

to anyone caught pulling or digging the plant.  The amendment 

further states that “but if a person does any of the aforesaid acts 

while in disguise or secretly in the nighttime, he shall be punished 

by a fine of not more than $100.” 

Trailing Arbutus is very difficult to transplant and should 

be left in the wild.  Part of the difficulty arises from the mycorrhizal association it has with soil fungi.  

This symbiotic relationship allows for nutrients and water to be shared by the plant and the fungus.   

 

 

 

Scroll down to read   

The Mayflowers 

By John Greenleaf Whittier 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Mayflowers 

By John Greenleaf Whittier 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Sad Mayflower! Watched by winter 

stars, 

And nursed by winter gales, 

With petals of the sleeted spars, 

And leaves of frozen sails. 

 

With had she in those dreary hours, 

Within her ice-rimmed bay, 

In common with the wild-wood 

flowers, 

The first sweet smiles of May? 

 

Yet, “God be praised,” the pilgrim 

said, 

Who saw the blossoms peer 

Above the brown leaves, dry and 

dead 

“Behold our Mayflower here!” 

 

“God wills it, here our rest shall be 

our years of wandering o’er 

For us the Mayflower of the sea, 

Shall spread her sails no more.” 

 

O sacred flowers of faith and hope, 

As sweetly now as then 

Ye bloom on many a birchen slope, 

In many a pine-dark glen. 

 

 

 

 

 

Behind the sea-wall’s rugged 

length, 

Unchanged, your leaves unfold 

Like love behind the manly 

strength 

Of the brave hearts of old. 

 

So live the fathers in their sons, 

Their sturdy faith be ours, 

And ours the love that overruns 

In rocky strength with flowers. 

 

The Pilgrim’s wild and wintry day 

Its shadow round us draws; 

The Mayflower of his stormy bay, 

Our freedom’s struggling cause. 

 

But warmer suns ere long shall 

bring 

To life the frozen sod; 

And, through dead leaves of hope, 

shall spring  

Afresh the flowers of God!



 


