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Trailside Wildflower Guide 2

The Spring Flora
Mid April through Late May

Introducing some of the prairie and savanna 
species at Somme Prairie Grove.

Take a hike with this trail guide and see if you find this a happy way to learn 
the wildflowers and grasses that you’ll find at points marked on the map. 
You may see these same species at many places in this diverse preserve, but 
they should be especially easy to find at the numbered stations. Keep track of 
where you are by watching for features on the map such as groves of trees, 
trail intersections, and wet areas (with log bridges). It may be easier and 
more rewarding if you bring along a plant identification book (such as those 
listed at the end of this guide).

A few of these species will start to bloom in April. Most won’t come into 
bloom until mid May.

1. On this first stretch of trail, just inside the buckthorn, is a stand of knee-
high May-apple. The whole colony is one plant that spreads by roots 
underground. Each stem has two deeply-cut leaves. The single creamy white 
flower emerges from the fork between those two leaves. It won’t bloom until 
mid May, but it’s unmistakable as soon as it starts to emerge.

2. As you enter the open savanna, take the right fork and watch for balsam 
ragwort* (not the pesty ragweed, which is very different). The shin-high 
flower stalks rise from beds of slender, oval leaves. The flower heads consists 
of a dozen or so little yellow daisy-like flowers. A common plant in most of 
the open areas is white blue-eyed grass. Notice the grass like leaves and the 
six-petaled pale blue or white flowers. Also notice wild strawberry – with 
five-petaled white flowers and three-part, toothed leaves.

3. Now you hike down a wetland trail reinforced by “corduroy logs” (which 
are there because otherwise you’d be up to your ankles in mud during wet 
spells) until you start to ascend a gentle slope. Here is a good place to notice 
a few species of European origin that help heal damaged ecosystems – 
until the more intricately adapted native species gradually take their place. 
Don’t think of them as “hated weeds” or “problems” – but part of a natural 
process of a wound that’s healing. Common cinquefoil has five-petaled 

yellow flowers and leaves divided into five slender, toothed leaflets. Ox-eye 
daisy has white “petals” around a yellow center. Hawkweed has clumps 
of yellow dandelion-like flowers on the tops to shin-high hairy stems. 
Winter cress has clumps of four-petaled yellow flowers above toothless, 
lobed leaves.

4. As you start up a gentle rise, notice on the left side of the trail, amid 
distinctive clumps of dropseed grass, notice shooting star – a classic spring 
plant of prairies, savannas and open woodlands, which should increase 
everywhere in this preserve as these restored ecosystems mature. The 
smooth, untoothed leaves often lie flat on the ground and may have a red 
stripe down the middle. They all spread from the base of a shin-high stalk 
topped by many white or pink pointed flowers with swept-back petals.

5. Here and there, also in both the open savanna and in the woods, watch 
for wild hyacinth with pale blue six-petaled flowers in a vertical spike. It’s 
widespread, but the deer eat most of it before it blooms, so it’s hard to say 
where it will bloom in any given year.

6. As you enter the woods, watch for large numbers of golden alexanders   
– with flat-topped or rounded clusters of small yellow flowers. Leaves 
are divided into threes. As the ecosystems mature, this plant too will be 
everywhere. In this woods also notice many species of sedges. These grass-
like plants have triangular stems and small green flowers. They come in a 
great variety of species, only the most distinctive of which will be identified 
in these guides. But do notice their diversity and beauty.

7. As the path leaves the woodland and enters the open savanna, look for 
wood betony with its feathery, fern-like leaves (which are sometimes red 
or purple) and heads of yellow snapdragon flowers. You may also notice 
some plants of white-eyed grass, yellow star grass and violet wood sorrel (all 
identified at larger populations elsewhere in this guide. Before descending 
the slope, notice a fork in the path.

8. Take the right fork and angle down the slope. Watch for the beginning 
of the Outer Loop path on your right, and take a quick detour to see good 
populations of two great classic prairie species. Cream false indigo is a 
large, gray-green dome of a plant with sprays of creamy yellow pea flowers 
that reach out and arch back down almost to the ground “like grazing sheep.” 
Each leaf has three leaflets but appear five-parted because of two large bracts 
at the base of each leaf. Prairie violet flowers look much like the common 
blue violet, but its leaves are deeply cut into narrow fingers.
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9. Back on the Inner Loop path, look for a classic savanna plant: purple 
vetch with its clusters of violet pea flowers on sprawling vines, the leaves 
having many paired leaflets and stems tipped by grasping tendrils. Also 
note the paired, narrow leaves and flat-topped clusters of pink, five-petaled 
flowers of downy phlox.

10. Now the path leaves the open grassland and enters a grassy thicket. As 
the path emerges, watch on the left for a circular area about five feet in 
diameter. Every plant in the circle is an erect grasslike spike topped with a 
green seedhead. This plant is spike rush.

11. Then the path arcs around to the west, then to the north, passing through 
more open grassland and more thicket, crossing a log bridge over a swale 
and climbing a small gravel knob. Here notice large numbers of another 
of the most classic prairie species, bastard toadflax. Its five-petaled white 
flowers in flat clusters are at the summit of eight-inch leafy stalks.

12. As you fork to the left to enter a small grove of bur and scarlet oak, you 
may notice the pink, five-petaled flowers of wild geranium. This calf-high, 
hairy plant has leaves deeply cut into five parts. You may also notice more 
shooting stars (described at point 4) and violet wood sorrel (described at 
point 16).

13. Now hike for a while through more of the handsome same until the path 
angles back west and south from its northernmost edge. Here you’ll be in 
a grove of white oaks. Watch for grove sandwort – a delicate savanna and 
open woodland species. They’ll be to the left of the trail in an open area 
surrounded by oaks. Here the ground is sprinkled with five-petaled, white 
flowers at the summit of six-inch, pert stems with pairs of oval leaves. These 
thousands of sandwort flowers all probably belong to the same individual 
plant, connected by roots underground. Note that this plant seems not to be 
able to cross under the narrow footpath.

14. When you start to descend a slope towards a grassy swale, watch 
for more downy phlox, bastard toadflax, cream false indigo and other 
great plants.

15. In the swale itself you may see blue flag iris (like a delicate version of 
garden iris), spring cress (white flowers with four petals each) and vanilla 
grass. The flowering stalks of vanilla grass may pop up anywhere along the 
trail here, especially near where it crosses the log bridge over a swale. This 
elegant little grass is hard to describe, except that you’ll know it’s different 
when you see it. About a foot tall, with its little yellow and brown grass 

flower heads in flat, vertical planes perhaps an inch wide and half-again as 
tall. Vanilla grass or holy grass occurs naturally both here and in Europe, 
and in both places native peoples used it for holy rituals. If you don’t find it 
here, it is quite common at the detour spot marked as 17 on the map.

16. Then as the path ascends and curves to the left notice large numbers of 
two classy grassland specialists. The five-petaled violet flowers rising a few 
inches from tufts of clover-like leaves are violet wood sorrel. And once 
again, the five-petaled white flowers in flat clusters at the summit of eight-
inch leafy stalks are bastard toadflax. All these are growing in a matrix 
of Pennsylvania sedge (notice the red bases of the triangular stems) and 
Kentucky bluegrass.

17. If you want to explore a bit of a side trail, turn right into a woodland and 
then left until you come to a wide log bridge. Here you’ll see quite a fine 
stand of the uncommon vanilla grass. As you may remember from point 
15, it’s about a foot tall with little yellow and brown grass flower heads in 
flat, vertical planes perhaps an inch wide and half-again as tall. Vanilla grass 
or holy grass occurs naturally both here and in Europe; in both places native 
peoples used it for holy rituals.

18. Here as the trail crosses a slope look for the six pointed yellow petals of 
stargrass. Its leaves look like grass, but it’s actually a tiny relative of the 
daffodil. Also look for tufts of Seneca snakeroot. The small, white semi-
closed flowers are in dense spikes at the end of each spreading leafy stem.

19. One new plant you may notice here is hoary puccoon. None is right 
next to the trail, but they can be noticed from a distance by their bright 
orange flowers.

20. After you pass through some scarlet oaks and ascend a little rise, look 
for more puccoon, hyacinth, betony, grove sandwort and two new species. 
Columbine flowers have five downward-facing red petals with five dramatic 
clubbed spurs rising up from between them. Its delicate leaves are rue-like. 
Robin plantain grows in patches of roundish hairy leaves that cover the 
ground in rosettes. At the top of each nearly-naked, ankle-high stem is a 
daisy-like flower with large numbers of filamentous pale lilac “petals.” 
There’s one patch about ten feet to the left of the trail and, a little farther on, 
a smaller patch a foot or two from the trail on the right. But if you reach this 
patch, you’ve passed the trail on the right that will take you to the woodland 
plants of Vestal Grove.
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20a. Here you can take a side trip by taking the left fork up hill. On the 
knoll notice cut-leaved toothwort (clusters of four-petaled white flowers 
which rise above a whorl of three leaves, each of which is divided into three 
slender parts), betony, and rue anemone. Continue to the edge of the more 
open grassland where a patch of shrubs and small trees includes one with 
peg-like thorns, dark bark and white five-petaled flowers that bloom before 
the leaves open. This is wild plum, which will mature regular edible plums 
by late summer. In this patch, and here and there along the trail, look for 
whorls of whitish, furry leaves with naked flower stems of pussytoes – an 
early bloomer that’s hard to describe, though they do indeed look like furry 
little cat feet.

21. Now, if you return to that last fork, and turn left along a slope, in a 
disturbed area (at least for now), you may find the uncommon pioneer plant, 
tower mustard. It’s most recognizable by its smooth leaves and knee-high 
stalk of erect seed pods (the “tower”). The flowers at the summit of the 
forming seeds are small, 4-petaled, and white.

22. As you approach the big bur and scarlet oaks, watch for the delicate 
columbine-like leaves of rue anemone. Each ankle-high thin stalk is topped 
by a burst of leaves and flowers, all emerging from the same point. The 
flowers are white or pale pink and may have six, eight, or ten petals. Also 
watch for bunches of pale-and-delicate-but-rich blue five-petaled flowers of 
woodland phlox.

23. Throughout this woodland (Vestal Grove) watch for the three-petaled 
dull red flowers and three mottled leaves of prairie trillium, the three-
petaled white flowers and three paler green leaves of large-flowered 
trillium, clusters of five-petaled blue-violet bell-shaped flowers of Jacob’s 
ladder (rising from the fancifully ladder-like compound leaves with their 
many paired leaflets), along with more golden Alexanders (point 6) and 
wild geranium (point 12). If you’re lucky and your eyes are sharp you may 
also see in late May an uncommon parasitic plant with the unfortunately 
creepy name of one-flowered cancer root. It has no leaves and no 
green. One pale lavender flower tops each of the bunched, pale, naked, 
ankle-high stalks.

24. One last species is worth a special note here. After the path crosses an 
open swale on a log bridge it enters a denser bur oak woods, then a sunny open 
patch, then denser woodland again. When you’re in that second woodland, 
watch on the right for bushy knee-high plants with the characteristic flowers 

of the forget-me-not family. The coiled inflorescence gradually unfurls as 
the small yellow flowers open. This is woodland puccoon.

24a. As you enter the woodland called Vestal Grove you’ll find many species 
of plants in bloom. Some early ones are spring beauty – a few inches high, 
long-oval thick leaves, five-petaled white flowers with pink veins. Swamp 
buttercup has large five-petaled yellow flowers. You should also find two 
species of violets – identified by five-petaled flowers in which the lower 
petal is wider and often has fancy stripes running up to the opening to the 
nectar spur. Leaves of these low plants are typically heart shaped. The blue 
species here is called common blue violet, and it is common in parks, yards, 
woods and prairies. The yellow one is called simply yellow violet. It is a fine 
plant of oak woodlands. Another striking plant here in early Spring is wild 
leek. It does not bloom this time of year but consists of bunches of long, 
wide dark-green, onion-scented leaves. These plants will finish up their 
photo-synthesizing, and their leaves will dry up and disappear before the 
flowers mysteriously emerge from bare ground in mid summer.

25. As you leave Vestal Grove, you’ll walk over a little savanna knob with 
scattered old bur oaks. This area was recently cleared of dense brush. The 
vegetation here will be rapidly changing from year to year until it stabilizes 
as a natural community. You may want to note its progress if you return 
again next year.

Thank you for enjoying the flora of Somme Prairie Grove. We’re sorry that 
you have to cross a busy street to get back to your car, but we’re glad (aren’t 
you?) that this area is protected by that inconvenience from overuse.

We’d be so pleased to hear any comments on this trailside wildflower guide 
or on the preserve generally.

Good field guides for identifying wildflowers:

Wildflowers – Northeastern/North-central North America by Roger Tory 
Peterson and Margaret McKenny. Excellent drawings and descriptions. 
Organized by color.

Newcomb’s Wildflower Guide by Lawrence Newcomb. A key guides you 
quickly to the right group of plants.

Tallgrass Prairie Wildflowers by Douglas Ladd. Excellent photographs 
of the prairie species and many of the savanna wildflowers and grasses. 
Excellent summary of prairie ecology.
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