Mayapple (Podophyllum peltatum)
General Plant Description

The mayapple (Podophyllum peltatum), commonly known as mayflower, belongs to the
Berberidaceae family, which is part of the Ranunculales order in the basal eudicots. It is a
perennial, herbaceous plant native to North America, particularly found in the Appalachian
region.

Key identifying features of Podophyllum peltatum include:

Mayapple is native to the eastern United States and parts of southeastern Canada, primarily
thriving in forest understories across Appalachia. As a herbaceous perennial, it spreads through
rhizomes, forming dense colonies that cover large areas of the forest floor. The plant has a
smooth, single or occasionally forked stem, with flowers typically produced only on forked
stems. These stems emerge from underground rhizomes in early spring. Its large,
umbrella-shaped, waxy-textured, peltate leaves have deep lobes that can reach up to 12 inches in
diameter. The leaves unfold from tightly wound buds, creating a broad, lobed canopy that shades
the forest floor below.

Beneath the leaf canopy, mayapple produces white to pale yellow flowers with six to nine petals
that nod in late spring. These blooms, often hidden from view, have a subtle fragrance that
attracts pollinators. By late summer, the plant yields an egg-shaped, yellowish-green fruit that is
1-2 inches long. When fully ripe, the fruit is edible, and its seeds, embedded in a soft, gelatinous
pulp, are dispersed by animals like raccoons and box turtles. Mayapple prefers moist, rich soils
in deciduous forests, shaded slopes, and lowland areas with high organic matter. It thrives in
undisturbed woodlands where it can form extensive colonies under a closed canopy. The species
reproduces both sexually, through seed dispersal, and asexually via its underground rhizomes,
enabling it to establish expansive clonal colonies.

A flowering mayapple showing its characteristic white bloom partially concealed beneath the
umbrella-like leaves. These flowers typically appear in late spring and attract pollinators like
bumblebees. (see Figure I) https://www.lewisginter.org/native-bloom-mayapple/
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A cut-open mayapple fruit revealing its gelatinous pulp and embedded seeds. The ripe
fruit is edible, while the unripe fruit and other plant parts contain toxic compounds. (see
Figure 2) https://learnyourland.com/foraging-the-elusive-mayapple/

Figure 2

Biological & Ecological Significance

Mayapple plays a significant role in forest ecosystems by forming dense groundcover that
suppresses competition from other understory plants. It is often found in early to
mid-successional forest stages and contributes to soil stabilization through its rhizomatous
growth.

In terms of ecology, mayapples have mutualistic connections with seed dispersers and
pollinators. Bumblebees and other native pollinators are drawn to the blossoms, and ripe fruits
are eaten by a variety of mammals, such as raccoons and box turtles, which aid in the spread of
the seeds (Jones, 2018). Research shows that because box turtles' digestive systems facilitate
seed germination, they are essential to the spread of mayapple seeds (Miller & Thompson, 2021).

Mayapple is also a topic of medicinal attention since it contains bioactive chemicals, particularly
podophyllotoxin, which has antifungal and anticancer effects (Smith & Lee, 2020). This
substance is a building block for the synthesis of etoposide, a chemotherapy medication used to
treat cancer. However, deer and other browsing animals are discouraged from herbivory by the
poisonous alkaloids found in the unripe fruit and all other plant parts (Clark, 2017). Seasonally,
the toxicity changes, with decreasing quantities as the fruit ripens and higher concentrations in
the spring.

Cultural Importance

The Mayapple has been used by Indigenous peoples and Appalachian communities for medicinal
and practical purposes. Indigenous tribes, including the Cherokee and Iroquois, utilized the
plant’s rhizomes as a purgative and treatment for skin conditions. Traditional Appalachian folk
medicine also recognized its properties, employing extracts to remove warts and treat digestive
ailments (Robinson, 2019). Some Indigenous groups also used a poultice of crushed Mayapple
roots to treat snakebites and skin infections.



Beyond medicine, the ripe fruit has been used in jams and jellies, although careful processing is
required due to the toxicity of unripe parts. The Mayapple also holds cultural significance as a
seasonal marker in Appalachian forests, signaling late spring when its flowers bloom. Early
settlers often referred to Mayapple as "wild mandrake" due to its association with folk remedies
and superstitions regarding its underground rhizomes.

Two notable regional accounts highlight its importance:

1. A 19th-century Appalachian herbalist’s diary describes the use of Mayapple resin in
treating warts and tumors, a practice still referenced in some folk medicine traditions
today (Thomas, 1893).

2. A personal account from a West Virginia forager recounts childhood memories of
collecting ripe Mayapple fruit to make preserves, emphasizing its role in traditional
foodways (Keller, 2022). The forager noted that elders would instruct children on how to
determine the ripeness of the fruit to avoid its toxic properties.

Conservation and Modern Use

Due to its pharmacological significance, there has been increased interest in the conservation of
Mayapple populations. Overharvesting for medicinal compounds has led to localized declines in
some areas, prompting research into sustainable cultivation practices. Conservationists advocate
for responsible foraging and the protection of wild populations in undisturbed habitats.
Additionally, some botanical gardens and conservation groups have initiated propagation
programs to ensure genetic diversity is preserved (Williams et al., 2023).

Range Map Reference

A county-level distribution map for Podophyllum peltatum can be found through the Biota of
North America Program (BONAP). This map highlights its prevalence in the Appalachian region
and surrounding areas (see Figure 3).
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