
The Sourlands is home to over three 
dozen rare plant species. Several factors 
make the area a refuge for rare species 
and other native plants. 

Habitat Size   The Sourlands is the largest 
block of wild, forest habitat between the 
Highlands to the north and the Pinelands to 
the south.

Geology   The soils of the Sourlands are 
mineral-rich with relatively high pH. They are 
underlain with diabase bedrock. This unique 
geology contributes to plant diversity.

Past Human Uses   Tough geology 
protected the Sourlands from agricultural 
tillage, leaving many forest plant communities 
relatively intact over recent centuries.

Why is a plant rare? 
New Jersey has over 2,100 native plant species 
and more than 350 are recognized as state-
endangered.

Habitat Destruction  Development, urbanization, 
and road construction are the most widespread  
reasons for the decline of native plants, 
including rare species. The last locations of 
some rare species have been lost due to habitat 
destruction.

Habitat Limitations  “Generalist” native plants 
survive and even thrive in a broad variety of 
conditions. “Niche-adapted” species will grow 
naturally only under certain conditions in very 
specific habitats. 

Deer Browse   Overpopulation of white tailed 
deer decimates native plants. Already rare and 
infrequent species are adversely affected.

The Sourlands is home to over three dozen 
rare plants. Protecting habitat and reducing 
deer browse is essential.

Rare Plants 
  of the 
Sourlands

Ohio spiderwort (Tradescantia ohiensis) 



Invasive Plants   Non-native, invasive plants 
“escape” from landscaping into natural areas 
where they compete with natives. They are often 
unpalatable to deer, giving them an extra edge.

Seed Dispersal & Germination  Some seeds are 
dispersed widely by wind or mammals. Others 
are dispersed only very locally by gravity or 
ants. Some seeds also need specific habitat 
conditions or soil-based fungi to germinate or 
access nutrients. 

Disturbance   Some plants require disturbances 
such as wildfire or flooding to create conditions 
for successful germination. Most modern, human-
created disturbances impact plants negatively.

Exploitation   Rare plants like ginseng (Panax 
quinquefolius) have a long history of overharvest 
for commercial trade. Poaching and excessive 
harvest of this slow-growing plant continue 
today. 

Protecting Endangered and 
Threatened Plant Species

At home & On the Trail   Residents 
can protect rare plants in a few simple ways: 
Garden with native plants rather than invasive 
ones. Support deer management in your 
community and on your land. Stay on trails 
and avoid picking or digging wildflowers. 

Data collection   NJDEP’s Natural 
Heritage Program tracks rare plants and their 
known locations. Contribute observations 
of rare plants via a downloadable Reporting 
Form on their website.

Advocacy  Within the Pinelands National 
Reserve and the Highlands Region legislature 
offers some protections to rare plants. Outside 
of those regions, there are no protections, not 
even in the Sourlands. Enacting legislation 
will help preserve rare plants across the state. 

LEARN More
Sourland Conservancy
83 Princeton Avenue, Suite 1A
Hopewell, NJ 08525
(609) 309-5155
 www.sourland.org

Long spurred violet (Viola rostrata)                      Photo: J. Rosenbaum

Pawpaw (Asmina triloba)                                   Photo: R. Mackow

In 1860 Minnesota exported over 120 tons of dried ginseng roots to 
China for medicinal use. The ginseng pictured here was browsed by 
deer, affecting its ability to set seeds.   Photo: R. Mackow



A Guide to the Rare Plants 
of the Sourlands

Puttyroot Orchid
(Aplectrum hyemale)  S1

Flower   Purplish-brown, small, along 
a thin stem. May - August.

Leaf   Oval, creased, prominent veins. 
Leaves appear in fall and remain 
through the winter, disappearing 
before the flowers bloom.

Habitat   Moist, rich forests.

Seeds are tiny, and form a symbiotic 
relationship to soil-based fungi to access 
nutrients to survive.

Virginia Snakeroot
(Aristolochia serpentaria) S3

Flower   Purplish-brown, small, 
appearing below the leaves. May - 
July.

Leaf   Elongate, pointed, with a heart-
shaped base.

Habitat   Dry to moist, rich forests.

The flowers of Virginia snakeroot can 
sometimes be found below the leaf litter.

Pawpaw
(Asimina triloba) S2

Flower   Dark red. 6 “petals”. May.

Leaf   Oval. Tapered to the stem.

Fruit   Large, elongate, with green 
skin. Yellow flesh with large, dark 
seeds.

Habitat   Dry to moist, rich forests.

The only small tree in this guide, paw 
paw is frequently planted for its fruit. 
Some plants may be garden escapes.

This guide describes a selection of Sourlands rare plants. Check field guides 
like Newcomb’s Wildflower Guide or www.gobotany.newenglandwild.org 
(simple and advanced keys available) for more identification details.

Rare plant species are assigned ranks based upon their relative rarity within New Jersey: 

S1   Critically imperiled - 5 or less occurrences or very few remaining individuals or acres. 
S2  Imperiled - 6 to 20 occurrences.
S3  Rare - 21 to 50 occurrences.



Slender Toothwort 
(Cardamine angustata) S3

Flower   White to pale purple. Four 
petals. April - May.

Leaf   Broad basal leaves, and 
narrower leaves along the stem.

Habitat   Moist forests.

Easily confused with the common C. 
concatenata, which has stem leaves cut 
or lobed and whorled.

Wild comfrey
(Cynoglossum virginiana var. virginiana)  S2

Flower   White to pale blue. Five 
petals. April - June.

Leaf   Fuzzy, strap-shaped. Mostly at 
the plant’s base. Some along the 
flowering stem. 

Habitat   Rich, well-drained, open forest.

Similiar to forget-me-nots (Myosotis sp.) 
which grow along streams. Wild comfrey 
generally prefers drier soils.

FourLeaf Milkweed
(Asclepias quadrifolia) S3

Flower   White, showy. Five upright 
hoods and five down-turned spurs. 
May - June.

Leaf   Oval, in whorls of 2 to 4 leaves 
along the stem.

Habitat   Dry forests.

Like all milkweeds, this plant hosts 
monarch butterfly caterpillars. 
Generally, milkweeds are an excellent 
nectar- source for pollinators.

Green violet
(Hybanthus concolor) S1

Flower   Greenish, bell-shaped. Along 
the stem. May - June. 

Leaf   Oval with fine teeth along the 
edges.

Habitat   Rich, rocky forested slopes.

Like other violet species, green violet 
also has self-pollinating (cleistogamous) 
flowers in August - October.

Virginia bluebells
(Mertensia virginica) S3

Flower   Blue to pink, bell-shaped. 
Showy. April - May.

Leaf   Oval. Deer resistant.

Habitat   Moist, rich forested slopes 
and floodplains.

Bluebells are frequently planted in 
landscaping. Some plants may be garden 
escapes.

Goldie’s woodfern
(Dryopteris goldiana) S3

Flower   n/a

Leaf   Up to 4 feet long. Each frond 
consists of deeply cut leaflets. 
Sometimes mottled at the tip.

Habitat   Moist forests, swamp edges.

Ferns can be tricky to identify. Goldie’s 
woodfern is among our largest ferns. 

Found a rare plant along the trail? Great news! This information is 
used to track and understand rare plants. Turn the page to learn more. 



American ginseng
(Panax quinquefolius) S1

Flower   Greenish. Small, 5 petals. 
Below the foliage. April - June. 

Leaf   5 oval-shaped leaves emerging 
from a central point (palmate). 
Finely toothed.

Habitat   Rich forested slopes.

Similar to wild sarsparilla (Aralia 
nudicaulis). Trade of ginseng is 
currently overseen by US Fish & 
Wildlife Service under the Endangered 
Species act. 

Longspur violet
(Viola rostrata)  S3

Flower   Light purple. Tubular. 5 
petals. Has a long spur emerging 
from the back of the flower. April - 
May. 

Leaf   Heart-shaped. Finely toothed.

Habitat   Rich forest.

The length of this wildflower’s 
nectar-bearing spur is one key to its 
identification. 

Virginia penywort
(Obolaria virginica) S2

Flower   White to purple. Upturned, 
tubular. Along the stem. April - June. 

Leaf   Fan-shaped. Arranged tightly 
along the stem.

Habitat   Moist, well-drained, rich 
forests.

This wildflower uses photosynthesis 
and also accesses nutrients from nearby 
plants via soil-based, mycorrhizal fungi.

We need your help to protect rare plants! Here’s what you can do:

citizen science  Report rare plants to the Natural Heritage Program. 
Follow this link and click on “Contributing Data”. www.nj.gov/dep/
parksandforests/natural/heritage/

Protect  Observed a rare plant on a public trail? Let nature preserve 
managers know. Support rare plants on your own land -- protect rare 
plants from deer and remove invasive plants. 

Learn  The Sourland Conservancy has ongoing educational 
programming for all ages - hikes, hands-on stewardship workshops, and 
volunteer opportunities.

CONNECT  Find resources on Sourlands flora and fauna, geology, and 
culture on our website. Join our Facebook community of Sourlands 
Stewards. 

Sourland Conservancy 
83 Princeton Avenue, Suite 1A, Hopewell, NJ 08525   (609) 309-5155

 www.sourland.org

Pawpaw (Asimina triloba) 

Photos in this guide: 
J. Rosenbaum & R. Mackow



Species Name Common Name State Rank1 

Adlumia fungosa Climbing Fumitory S2

Agastache nepetoides Yellow Giant Hyssop S2

Agrimonia microcarpa Small-fruit Groovebur S2

Aplectrum hyemale Puttyroot Orchid S1

Arabis hirsuta var. pycnocarpa Western Hairy Rockcress S1

Aristolochia serpentaria Virginia Snakeroot S3

Arnoglossum atriplicifolium Pale Wild Caraway S1

Asclepias quadrifolia Fourleaf Milkweed S3

Asimina triloba Pawpaw S2

Bromus kalmii Kalm’s Brome S2

Cardamine angustata Slender Toothwort S3

Carex albursina White Bear Lake Sedge S3

Carex hitchcockiana Hitchcock's Sedge S3

Carex oligocarpa Few-fruit Sedge S1

Carex willdenowii var. willdenowii Willdenow's Sedge S2

Cercis canadensis Redbud S1

Chaerophyllum procumbens var. procumbens Spreading Chervil S3

Cynoglossum virginianum var. virginianum Wild Comfrey S2

Cystopteris protrusa Southern Fragile Fern S2

Dicentra canadensis Squirrel-corn S1

Dryopteris goldiana Goldie's Woodfern S3

Eleocharis tenuis var. verrucosa Warty Spike Rush S1.1

Hybanthus concolor Green Violet S1

Jeffersonia diphylla Twinleaf S1

Linum virginianum Woodland Flax S3

Mertensia virginica Virginia Bluebells S3

Obolaria virginica Pennywort S2

Ophioglossum pusillum Northern Adder's-tongue S3

Panax quinquefolius American Ginseng S1

Ranunculus micranthus Rock Buttercup S2

Scutellaria nervosa Veined Skullcap S2

Sisyrinchium montanum var. crebrum Strict Blue-eyed Grass S2

Stachys tenuifolia  Smooth Hedge Nettle S3

Symphyotrichum urophyllum White Arrowleaf Aster S2

Tradescantia ohiensis Ohio Spiderwort S2

Viola hirsutula Southern Wood Violet S2

Viola rostrata Longspur Violet S3
1As of January 2017. See page 3 of this guide for explanations of ranks.

A Selected List of Rare Plants of the Sourlands
compiled by individual botanists with input from staff of the Natural Heritage Program 


