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Skunk Cahhage, Symplocarpus Foetidus
JOHN A. SMALL

This is the time of year when peaple who enjoy the out of doors begin looking hope-
fully for spring flowers. One of the most reliable plants to producge sueh flowers at an
early date is the skunk cabbage (Symplocarpus foetidus). Pollen was obtained from such
a flower in Huteheson Memaorial Forest, East Millstone, N.J., on Jau. 1, 1954, The
carliest recorded appearance of an inflorescence at the forest was September 5, 1952
Infloreseances have been seen invariubly during January for the many years that the
forest has been under ohservation. There is this early burst then a period when 1o more
flowers appear. The winter’s coldest weather is often hetween late January and early
March. Then follows 4 rapid appearance of flawers and the unfolding of leaves.

Not all plants produce inflorescences in a given season. Any individual plant may

Fig. 1. §. foelidus plant lifted March 1955. The numerous large roots are can-
tractile. Note sheathing hase of petiole remaining from 1954 leaf; 3 spathes.

have from nome to as many as three inflorescences, (Fig. 1) each a spadix of many
flawers, enclosed loosely hy the familiar mottled apathe. Soon the leaves inerease in
number and size until the whole area may be a continnous gresn cover. A plant may
praduce as many as eight leaves in addition to the two or three green bud scales whicl
first opened. Leaves have heen measured with petiole 50 em. (14.7 inches) and blade 54
em. (21 inches} long by 27 em. (14.6 inches) across. Eight of these leaves expanded iu
all directions from the hase will completely cover a lot of ground. By this time, first
weel of May, the short stalked inflovescences are entirely hidden and most people have
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lost interest in skunk cabbage flowers until uext winter. But that leaves a lat of
guestions unanswered. What hecame of the inflorescences? What percentage of them
praduced fruit? If a plant had three were they all successful? Do plants in the sun
have any advantage or disadvantage over plants growing in the shade? These and other
questiona prompied the establishment of twa plots on the Hufcheson Farest tract. One
waa in the marsh along Spooky hrook near a culvert where the Lighway crossed the
brook. The plants here had full exposure to sunlight all day until the other marsh plants
such as dsclepias incarnete, several species of Polygonum, and sedges overtopped tham
in late June. By that time the leaves had deteriorated materially. The second plot was
upstream in the forest. Even here the plants had a high percentage of available sun-
light until the everhead leaf expansion was egmpleted in eavly May. But the total
radiant energy lmpinging upon the leaves Liere was muell less than in the open marsh.
There were 57 plants on the marsh plot. Twenty-four (42.1%) were sterile in 1959
and thirty-thvee (57.9% ) were fertile—produced inflovescences. A total of 65 inflorescences
were produced, averaging 1.97 per fertile plant. Most of these withered er decayed
but 9 of them (13.85%) developed inte fruits Liy July 23. Ten plants produced two iu-
flovescences. One of these plants developed 2 fruits hut the others were completely un-
sunccessful. Eleven plants produced three inflorescences. One of these plants developed
two fruits, three others developed ome fruit each, and seven failed to develop fruit at all.
Within the forest, on a much smaller area, there were 105 plants. Fifty (47.6%)
were aterile in 1959 and fifty-five (52.4%} were fertile. A total of 63 inflorescences were
produced, averaging 1.24 per fertile plant. Although many of the inflovescences decayed
o the forest-grown planta teo, there was a markedly greater number of suceessfully
fruiting ones, 26 (3%.4%), as of July 24, Nine plants produced 2 inflorescences, three
logt. both of them subsequently, four produced 1 fruit each, and two succeeded with both
fruits. Two plants that produced three inflovescences each were hoth unsuceessful in
produeing fruit. In this experitnent it ean be seen that: 1. plants grew waore densely in
the forest location, 2. there was slightly more fertility of plants on the marsh, 3. there
wag a mueh higher ratio of multiple infloreseences on the marsh and 4. there was a2 much
higher percentages of decaying infloreseences (86.15%) on the marsh a3 compared with
the forest (60.6%). Rosendahl (1911) after studying Symplocarpus in Minnesota re-
parted : “In no case have more than two flowering shoots been observed above ground
on ane plant.” He explains that the first flowering shoot to appear conies from the
portion of the rhizome “that bore the last two foliage leaves of the previous season
and it has been protected over winter anly by the decaying remains of these petiole
bases. In our study these were the carly floweving shoats which appeared outside of the
dormant bud and hefore the seale leaves of this bud had opened. But we freguently
found twe inflorescances developed from within the bud, making a total of three in-
flovescences. Shull (1925) states that “an extreme of four has heen reported.”
Inflovescences that did uot become fruit went in two ways. Mostly they became
soft and degenerated rapidly, but a few withered and dried. These could be found far as
much as o manth after flowering. The spathe decayed soon after ferxtilization of the
suecessful flowers and the ecompound fruit began to enlarge. Sametimes it becanie
buried due to flooding by the stream after a lieavy rain. Others were fully exposed,
thaugh on the wmarsh they were coverad by the assaciated plants. The rate of growth
and eventual size did not seem. ta correlate with forest or marsh, Luried or exposed.
The matter of decay is interesting in this species and iuvites atteution. The rapidity
with which a large percentage of the inflovescences disappeav, with no sign of mald
prompta a query about autelysis and haecterial deecay. No study of this was made. The
leaf hlades likewise disappear quickly and the petioles anly semewhat more slowly
through the sumamer, leaving ne litter. The plant area is clear come September, excenpt
for fruit and buds. The fruits soften and morve or less disintegrate with maturity of the
seeds. A flower ean produce only one seed but this is well imbedded in the enlarged
compound fruit {spadix), and is liberated by decomposition of the latter. This de-
composition may extend from late August into December. The seed, abeut a quarter
inch in diameter, does wot decay readily. Fruits breught to the laboratory in autumu
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aund left standing in water prowptly hegan to decompose huf the seeds rewained fiim
through the winter, They did not germinate under thess erude laboratery conditions.
Germinated and ungerminated seeds can be found along the Lroolk, in the mud, o
on logs, ete., i the vieinity. They have beer fowwd in late aufumu, winter, and early
spring but, though ohsgerved for vweeks (they always disappeared eventually) the growth
was o suatl that ueither time nor stimulug of actual germination was detevinined.
Nature tends to be produetive. The organisms produced ultimstely Leeowe the food
of other organisms, larger or smaller, Skuuk enbbage appesrs to feed fow herbivores

e

Fur 20 Young plauts lifted May 25, 1955, showing seed aud beginning of rhizowe
formation.

unless it he the organisms of deeay. The leaves have not Leen greazed upow. The fruits
have nat been found ehewed or eut up as are those of May apple. Ouly rarely has there
heen evidence of “nibhiing.” In late winter whole buds have been found Acating m the
water, They appeaved as though eut off, they were not chewed., They have been more
urmerells some seasons than others but no explamaticn has been conclusively apparent.
Frost has been considered. Frost Leaving of germinated seeds Las leen ohserved.

The seed is oceasionally at least an item of diet. Wlole seeds have been recovered
from (ke crop of pheasant. Sniall piles of seeds have suggested the aceumulafing
instinet of rodents. Fuvther evidence of this has been the presence of seedlings at con-
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siderahble distanees from the seed producing area, but neither chewed seeds nor rodents
working on the sead producing arvea have heen ohsrved, though fruit has been found
from which some seeds had heen removed.

The seeds that have germinated after transportation from the producing aren ap-
pear to develop plants which persist for more than one season. Such ptants have been
found with seed attached and also with a short ereet rhizome hut no sign of seed. Que
or two small leaves have been found on such plaunts (Fig. 2). No flowering or thrifty
adult plants have been found more than a few meters from the stream or its seasonally
flooded avea. So the skunk cabbage remains confined to wet, muddy areas of woods or
marshes. :

This plant is ¢ommon in many places over its range. Fernald {1950) deserilies the
range as aeross lower Canada from western Nova Scatin to southeastern Manitoba,
southward across Towa, Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, West Virginia and in the uplands of
Tennessee and Georgia. But what ahout the Costal Plain? Stone (1911} reports: [Now
Jersey] “Frequent . . . throughout the Northern, Middle, and Cape May districts.” But
also: “The Skunk Cabhage is net found in Pine Barrens" . ., . Aud again: [It] “is
apparently absent fram the coast strip, as diligent searel has failed to detect it le-
tween Cape May Court House and Bay Head” Fernald {1950} includes T.ong Tsland,
but what parts? What is the situation with Staten Island? What is the envirewmental
tolerance of this plant?

RureErs, THE STATE UNIVERSIUY OF NEw JERSEY.
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FieLp Trir RerorTs

May 17. Dobb's Ferry, N. ¥. The area visited was an old estate of elghty necres
with many exatic trees and shrubs, 135 forms identified, and we had a time searchiung
through the literature for some of the varieties. A beautifully shaped northern spruce,
Picea qbies, aud a 65 foot cucumber maguolia, Magnolic acutiinata, were found.
Conium macwlatunl and Hydrophyllusy virginignum were tlie wost obvious herbaccous
plants at the time. There were acres of pachysandra and myrtle. These plants, with
Japanese honeysuckle and poison ivy, account for about 80% of the ground cover. We
found a neglected “formal garden" with an arbor of espalierd apple trees, trained to
arch aver the path, with the tips grafted overhead. Bird migration was at s minimum.
but we did identify 56 species during the day. The trip ended with a visit to the Boycee
Thompson Institute grounds to see the tree peonies display, courtesy of Miss Polly
Storrs. A delightful day with a graund group of people. Attendance 34, Leader, E. Whelen.

May 24. Franklin Lakes, N. J. The most spectaeular part of this trip is abways the
walk through the Clove, lang may it remain. & stand of six or eight persimmou trees
were of particular interest to tlhe group. Ten fern species were noted, ineluding all three
Osmundas. Six species of Fiola were recognized, and twenty-flve other aspecies of “spring
flowers” of which the following ave less frequently encountered. Purple virgin's bower,
wild columbine, naked miterwort, wild ginger, bloodroot, blue echosh, shin-leaf, rattle-
siake weed, red baneberry, and white bauneberry. Attendance 14. Leaders, Harvy and
Lucy Eemp.

May 31. Ward’s Point, Staten Island, N. ¥, Walking down to the shore through
the old Butler Estate, the members noted a mnuber of native and introduced troes:
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