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Ceanothus americanus 
New Jersey tea 

 
Natural history  

The genus Ceanothus 

belongs to the buck-

thorn family 

(Rhamnaceae). There 

are approximately 50 

species within the ge-

nus, but almost all are 

found in the western 

half of the United 

States and only Cean-

othus americanus (New Jersey tea) is found 

along the East Coast. The full native range of 

C. americanus extends from Quebec to Minne-

sota and south to Texas and Florida. New Jer-

sey tea is often found in dry, open woods, 

woodland edges, pine barrens, and in difficult 

locations characterized by sandy or rocky soils 

such as banks along highways. Plants fix nitro-

gen through root nodule associations with bac-

teria from the genus Frankia. New Jersey tea is 

an important nectar plant for native insects, 

including many butterflies, whose larvae also 

feed on the plant. Further it is a specialist plant 

for several species of Lepidoptera, some of  

 

 

which are endangered in the northeast U.S. 

Leaves can be used to make tea.  

 

Ornamental traits 

New Jersey tea is an attractive, compact, de-

ciduous shrub that reaches 3 feet tall.  Its slen-

der, upright stems form dense, broad mounds.  

Plants are most known and recognized by their 

1-2ò long spiked inflorescences, composed of 

small white, fragrant flowers. Inflorescences 

are produced on long stalks that originate from 

the leaf axils at distal ends of shoots. Flowers 

appear in mid June to July, when little else is 

blooming. The simple, alternate leaves are 2 to 

3ò long and narrowly oval with a pointed tip. 

Leaves are dark green in color. Fruit capsules 

are three-lobed and start out red and turn black 

when ripe.  

Wild C. americanus at: A) Edge of woods, Mansfield Hollow State Park, CT.  B) Gravel soil and 

full sun, Windham County Airport, CT.  

Ceanothus americanus flowers and fruits 
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Landscape uses 

New Jersey tea performs best in full sun and 

well-drained soils, but once established plants 

it will tolerate dryness.  It is a good candidate 

for sites that have sandy soil that is excessively 

well drained.  Plants will handle light shade, 

however, wet areas should be avoided. New 

Jersey tea can be used in mass plantings on 

sunny slopes or to stabilize a bank. It is a good 

foundation plant due to its compact size and 

adaptability to inhospitable conditions. New 

Jersey tea is an excellent shrub for butterfly 

gardens.  

 

Propagation and culture 

Optimal seed germination (30-50%) is 

achieved by exposure to two minutes of boil-

ing water followed by 60-90 days of cold 

moist stratification. I was able to achieve 50-

60% success propagating New Jersey tea from 

softwood stem cuttings taken in June, treated 

with 3000 ppm IBA-talc rooting hormone, and 

stuck in a peat:perlite:vermiculite rooting me-

dia. Plants grow well in containers using an 

acidic bark:peat:sand media mix with con-

trolled release fertilizer. Spring planting into 

the landscape is recommended for container 

grown plants. Plants established in the garden 

may be pruned for shape during dormancy. It 

is not uncommon in some winters for New Jer- 

sey tea to experience dieback, however, plants 

generally regenerate from lower portions of the 

plant much the way subshrubs do.  It is unclear 

whether dieback is due to cold injury or poor 

winter drainage, or that its just part of the way 

the plant grows.  

Clonal production of Ceanothus americanus 

over three growing seasons. A) Softwood stem 

cuttings. B) Small pot liner. C) Quart sized con-

tainer plant. D) Recently potted one-gallon con-

tainer plant. 

Sexual  propagation of Ceanothus americanus. 

Left : Recently germinated seedlings with coty-

ledons. Right: Three month old plants. 

A B 

C 

D 
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Comptonia peregrina 
Sweet fern 

 
Natural history  

Native to eastern North America from Nova 

Scotia to North Carolina, western South Caro-

lina, and northern Georgia, and west to Sas-

katchewan, Minnesota, Illinois and Tennessee. 

In Connecticut, plants are found in dry piney 

woods, exposed gravelly slopes, abandoned 

pastures, barrens, road cuts and highway em-

bankments. Plants are able to grow in dry, 

sandy and infertile soils with full sun exposure. 

Plants tolerate infertile soils because they fix 

nitrogen through root 

nodule associations with 

actinobacteria. Used by 

the Native Americans as 

a tonic to promote over-

all good health. Attracts 

birds such as grouse and 

killdeers.  

 

Ornamental traits 

Sweet fern is desirable 

for the sweet fragrance 

it produces, most no-

ticeably on warm sunny 

days, and its dark green, 

fern-like foliage. The 

alternate, simple leaves 

are linear, 5 to 12 cm 

long and 1 to 1.5 cm wide with coarsely  

 

 

toothed margins. Grows up to 3 ft tall and, in 

full sun, has a dense mounded habit. Plants are 

monoecious or dioecious and the edible fruit or 

nutlet is enclosed in a burr-like cluster of 

bracts. Like other members of the bayberry 

family (Myriaceae), sweet fern spreads slowly 

by underground rhizomes to eventually form  

 

Wild Comptonia peregrina in Willington, CT colonizing the gravelly bank of a flood basin in early 

spring, autumn and winter (left to right). 

Above: Wild Comptonia peregrina alongside a 

dirt road in Maine and fern -like foliage. 

Left : Winter stem and cluster of bracts. 
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colonies. In a suitable location, plants may  

spread 2-3 ft from the mother plant over the 

course of a few years. 

 

Landscape uses 

Sweet fern should be used in mass plantings or 

in repetition in the landscape. Can be a unique 

addition to an herbal garden. Plants can be 

used to stabilize a gravelly bank by a driveway  

or road due to its rhizomatous nature and salt 

tolerance. Plants will tolerate light shade, but 

will not develop as dense a habit as in full sun. 

Avoid wet areas, since sweet fern dislikes ñwet 

feetò. 

 

Culture 

Spring planted 1 or 2-gallon container plants 

will establish quickly. Plants may benefit from 

light mulching during establishment. Fertilizer 

should not be needed since plants fix nitrogen. 

This plant is low maintenance once established 

and requires only occasional removal of old or 

damaged shoots. 

 

Propagation 

Sweet fern does not propagate from stem cut-

tings and seed propagation is challenging since 

plants produce relatively few seeds and the 

seed has a complex dormancy. The easiest way 

to propagate is by rhizome or ñroot cuttingsò. 

Dig plants in the fall and cut rhizomes into 2 in 

sections. Lay sections in community flats or 

small pots filled with vermiculite or a well 

draining peat based medium and cover sections 

lightly with media. Keep in a cool place over 

the winter where they wonôt freeze and donôt 

let the media dry out. Buds will break along 

the rhizomes and grow into plants in spring. 

Alternatively, dig sweet fern sod (mats of rhi-

zome found in the top few inches of soil) from 

natural plantings and transplant directly into 

the landscape in fall or early spring. Mulch and 

keep moist until established. 

A) New shoots expanding from rhizome cutting. 

B) One-gallon container plant. C) Container grown plant established for one year in landscape. 

A 

C 

B 


