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Finding Cur lyheads–Jocelyn Sladen SUMMER 2007 

Soon after the VNPS Piedmont Chapter was formed, a wildflower called “Curlyheads” , botanically known 
as Clematis ochroleuca, was selected as the chapter’s plant logo.  A sketch of a blossom and paired leaves 
appeared for years on early versions of letterhead and newsletters, evidently little noticed.  Then, at a 
meeting last winter, board members of the Piedmont Chapter realized how little they knew about 
Curlyheads:  what it was, where it grew, why it was chosen.  Few  had seen it in the wild.  Generally ready 
to accept any reasonable excuse for a wild plant field trip,  the group quickly decided that a search 
expedition was needed.  The membership was alerted via The Leaflet and the web site, invited for a long 
trek with results unknown, and advised to bring a sandwich. 

Botanically, Clematis ochroleuca is in the large Ranunculus (Buttercup) family.  Unlike more familiar 
species of clematis, it is upright in habit, not a vine.  It typically ranges through Piedmont woodlands from 
Virginia to Georgia, generally in more open areas of rich woodland.  Deer have caused considerable loss in 
many areas.  In bloom, it bears a single, purplish and yellow flower at the end of a stem.  Historically, 
Clematis ochroleuca was known to grow within the Nature Conservancy’s Wildcat Mountain Natural Area 
(northern Fauquier County), blooming there in early May. 

A hardy group of VNPS members gathered on May 1 at the 1150 foot summit of Wildcat Mountain, 
hoping to seek and see the mysterious dicot in its own habitat, and determine whether it merited status as 
chapter logo.  As a guide, we had the good fortune to enlist Gary Fleming, vegetation ecologist for the 
Virginia Natural Heritage Program, who uniquely knows the Wildcat Mountain area,  having 
accomplished an extensive survey of the flora here years earlier.  

The heavens beamed.  We had struck May at its lovely best.  Sunshine 
glowed through the chartreuse green of young leaves in the woodlands of 
Wildcat Mountain, alongside vivid deep pink of Redbud against blue sky 
above.  Starting out through young, open woodlands, we soon found 
ourselves up to our shins in a virtual sea of Perfoliate Bellwort (Uvularia 
perfoliata), just coming into flower.  Alert spotters found Pennywort 
(Obolaria virginica) along the trail.  This is a short stubby gentian with 
purplish flowers, not a beauty contestant, but distinctive.  The trail led 
steeply downward into the mature, mixed deciduous forests of the Nature 
Conservancy’s 682 acre preserve which cloaks the west slopes of Wildcat 
Mountain.   Farmland until the late 1930©s, a long-abandoned historic 
frame dwelling and its 19th century spring house still occupy a clearing 
amid abundant Paw-paw (Asimina triloba) and Spice Bush (Lindera 
benzoin).    From here, trails with offerings of Wild Pink (Silene 
caroliniana), Pussytoes (Antennaria plantaginifolia),  Wild Azalea 
(Rhododendron periclymenoides), Early Saxifrage (Saxifraga 
virginiensis) and Adder’s tongue fern (Ophioglossum vulgatum), led north 
towards the rock ridges that would be our destination. Several hikers 
engaged in serious trailside debates on how to tell Huckleberry bushes 
from Blueberry, but others just admired the ferns and the patches of 
Birdsfoot violet (Viola pedata).    (continued on page 2) 
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Finding Cur lyheads (continued) 

At a fork in the main trail, a lesser path led north along a ridge line, and here we 
spotted Yellow Star Grass (Hypoxis hirsuta) –  not a grass but an Amaryllis – 
and Wild Indigo (Baptisia tinctoria), which sources say was used as a source of 
bright blue dye by mountain people.  But Curlyheads?  None yet.   

Trip leader Gary Fleming led staunchly forward.  The 
woodlands opened to our left as the path led beside the 
flat top of a broad greenstone rock outcropping.  A 
Fringe Tree (Chionanthus virginicus) in full fragrant 
bloom seemed to grow from the rock itself, framing a 
splendid view of the Blue Ridge mountains and valley 
below.  Then someone called out, “Bingo!”   
Curlyheads had been found.  Though not quite in 
bloom, the scattering of plants were imposing 
nonetheless with their upright elegance of form, their 

leaves in perfect pairs like wings.  Slim straight stems arched prettily above the 
single opening flower.  Other springtime botanical prizes grew all around, 
including Alumroot (Heuchera americana),  patches of delicate Pink Corydalis 
(Corydalis sempervirens) and Columbine (Aquilegia canadensis), the latter 
spectacular with its pale leaves and brilliant flowers against the ancient 
greenstone rock.   

While most of the group found 
lunch spots on the welcoming 
rock, Gary Fleming pursued the 
search, picking a careful path 
through the rocks and underbrush 
below.  Those who know Gary 
understand that if there are good 
things to be found it is well to 
keep him in view.  And 
botanically, Gary practically 
owns these particular  woods.  He 
soon beckoned us to join him in a 
patch of woodland nearby.  He 
had found our Curlyheads in full 
bloom there, letting us more fully 
appreciate this outstanding 
resident of the Piedmont.  Several 
other plants of special interest 
grew in the immediate area.  
Hairy lip fern (Cheilanthes 
lanosa) nestled in rock crevices.  
Lesser Horse-gentian (Triosteum 
angustifolium), an uncommon plant (and not a gentian!), grew near the rock 
face, its yellow flowers tucked in the leaf axils.  

We headed back.  Curlyheads had won us over and we felt delighted to have 
found  our Piedmont Chapter logo in bloom, deep in the splendor of its Piedmont 
woodlands.  It is a hike we hope to repeat next year.  Stay tuned.
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Thursday Jun 21 7 PM  Garden Hints  
Hear garden writer David Roos at the John Page Turner House on Main Street in The Plains.  Then walk 
to Linda Hofstetler’s gorgeous compact garden at 6463 Main Street for a look at professional garden 
design with many natives.  Call Carrie Blair at 540-364-1232 for information. 
 

Saturday July 21  9AM-11AM Banshee Reeks Nature Preserve Pond Program  
Open to VNPS Members Only.  Learn about native water plants from Ron Circe, Banshee Reeks Manager 
and Bruce E. McGranahan, Loudoun County Environmental Program Manager (and expert on wetlands).  
(See article below.)  
 

Saturday July 21 Noon-2PM  What is VNPS?   
Learn about the Virginia Native Plant Society.  A description of the organization will be given by Society 
members following the Pond Program at Banshee Reeks.  Open to the public.  BYO picnic lunch.  For 
more information, contact Cathy Mayes at 540-364-4525 or Mayescd@aol.com. 
 

 

Saturday July 28  5PM Wet Meadow Walk  
See rich, wet meadows at Karin and Bob MacDowell’s on Catoctin Creek near Waterford, VA, while Purple 
Fringeless Orchids are blooming.  Bring field guide and binoculars and BYO picnic and chair for a social on 
the porch afterward.  GROUP LIMITED - RSVP EARLY (540) 882-9000. 
 

Saturday August 4 8AM Carter’s Run Flower Walk 
Look for Purple Fringeless Orchids and other interesting flora at VNPS Registry site at Carter’s Run 
(Fauquier County, south of Marshall).  Meet at Bloom store (Rt. 17) outside Marshall to carpool.  Must 
know who is coming, so contact Jocelyn Sladen (540) 349-3248 or jocelyn616@earthlink.net.  
 
 

Pond Program at Banshee Reeks–Cathy Mayes 

Don’ t miss this unique opportunity to learn about ponds in the Piedmont region at at a program to be held 
at the Banshee Reeks Nature Preserve.  Farm ponds abound in this area, but surprisingly little has been 
written about native, water plants and their care.  In this program you will see pond restoration in progress 
and learn to identify plants that live in pond habitats.  The program will be conducted by Loudoun 
County’s Bruce McGranahan, Environmental Program Manager, and Ron Circé, Banshee Reeks manager, 
beginning at 10:00am Saturday, July 21. 

Banshee Reeks Nature Preserve is a 700-acres preserve that includes 2 miles of Goose Creek frontage.  It 
contains pristine and successional habitats, including forest, meadows, and wetlands.   Dr. John Fitzpat-
rick, Director of Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology, called it, “a truly glorious and biologically important 
treasure.”   In addition to preservation, County staff and a large group of volunteers are conducting 
ecological and historical research at the site, including restoration and naturalization of its ponds. 

The park’s unusual name is, of course, backed by legend.  The word "banshee" is a Gaelic term for a 
female spirit; the word "reeks" is Gaelic for hills and dales.  As the story goes, sometime around the 1840s, 
the owner of the farm was a gentleman of Irish or Scottish decent. After a night in town, he came back to 
the farm and heard strange cries and sounds in the woods that he thought were banshees.  Since the farm 
was very hilly, he is supposed to have said that he heard "banshees in the reeks".  In the years since, the 
name has become Banshee Reeks. 

The farm became Loudoun County’s first nature preserve in 1999.  It is located on The Woods Road south 
of the Leesburg.   

Dr iving directions from U.S. 15:  Heading south from Leesburg about ¼ mile south of the Leesburg 
Bypass, turn left onto Route 621, Evergreen Mills Road.  Proceed South on Evergreen Mills Road about 5 
miles.  Turn right onto The Woods Road (Route 771).  After about a mile, you will come to the entrance to 
Banshee Reeks on the left. 
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Tulip Poplar–William Needham (William Needham’s Hikers Notebook 
articles can be found online at www.mwrop.org/W_Needham/h_notebook.html))

Common Name:  Tulip poplar, Yellow poplar, Tulip tree, Tuliptree magnolia, Yellow wood, Canoe wood, 
Tulip-bearing poplar, Saddle tree, Lyre tree, Old wife©s shirt, White wood, American whitewood.  The 
tulip appellation refers to the flowers and to the leaves.  The flowers have vertical petals and variegated 
tones similar to those of tulips.  The unusual four-lobed leaves suggest green silhouettes of tulip flowers.  

Scientific Name:  Liriodendron tulipfera.  The generic name is derived from the Greek lirion meaning lily 
and dendron meaning tree.  The more descriptive species name means wild (Latin fera) tulip.  The 
etymology of tulip is tulbend, the Turkish name for the turban; tulips have a  rounded shape like that of the 
Asian headdress.  

The Tulip poplar is the only representative of the genus Liriodendron in the Americas; it was thought to be 
the only generic survivor of the Pleistocene Ice Age until 1875 when a second species of the genus was 
discovered in China.  The genus was originally named Tulipfera in 1687  but it was reclassified by the 
Swedish botanist Linnaeus in 1737, presumably because he thought the flower looked more like a lily than 
a tulip, while in reality it is not related to either.  The name poplar is also a misnomer.  The Tulip poplar is 
in the Magnolia family with no taxonomic relationship to the  poplars, which are in the Willow 
(Salicaceae) family.  The provenance of the name is a matter of conjecture, though it is likely that early 
European settlers thought the North American tree was related  to the European white poplar.  

(continued on page 5)  
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Editor 's Corner  

Everyone has said that the Trillium 
at the G. Richard Thompson 
Wildlife Management Area were 
better than ever this year.  I walked 
through May 9, and they certainly 
were magnificent.  I wonder if we 
say they are the best every year?  
May 9 was late enough to see the 
Yellow Lady’s Slippers 
(Cypripedium parviflorum). 

To see some Pink Lady©s Slippers 
(Cypripedium acaule), I went to 
Edinburg Gap the following week.  
The hike started disappointedly:  
the Visitor Center is closed; we saw 
no Pink Lady©s Slippers on the 
Nature Trail by the Visitor Center.  
But we saw several Lady©s Slippers 
along the Tuscarora Trail on the 
ridge, and on the slower, uphill 
walk back on the Nature Trail we 
saw three, plus a few non-flowering 
leaves.  However, the number of 
orchid plants on the Nature Trail is 
greatly reduced.  

On top of the ridge we encountered 
many blooming Azaleas.  The scent 
filled the air, which told me they 
were Hoary or Mountain Azaleas, 
formerly known as Rhododendron 
roseum and now, R. prinophyllum.  
The Pink or Wild Azalea, also 
known as Pinxter Flower (formerly  
R. nudiflorum, now R. 
periclymenoides), requires you to 
stick your nose in the blossom to 
smell the perfume.  To me the 
Hoary Azalea also seem to have 
more red and no white in the 
blossom.  I also checked the back 
of the leaves for the sure identifier:  
R. prinophyllum has soft hair all 
over the back of the leaf while R. 
periclymenoides only has hairs on 
the midrib.  A Pinxter Flower was 
growing near our lunch spot, so I 
have pictures of both, and also took 
pictures of the back of the leaves, 
but, unfortunately, you cannot 
smell them. 

-  Richard Stromberg  
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Tulip Poplar  (continued)   

That the Tulip tree was well known to the early settlers is a matter of 
record.  According to Thomas Hariot, who spent eleven months in the 
littoral region of Roanoke Island as a member of the first English 
attempt to colonize North America in 1585, the local Indians made 
their canoes out of a single tree described as "Rakiock, a kinde of… 
sweet wood…  the timber being great, tal, streight, soft, light, and yet 
tough enough… to be fit for the masts of ships."  That Rakiock was 
likely the Tulip tree is supported by reports that the Cherokee also used 
the Yellow poplar to make canoes, a practice that was adopted by the 
early colonists; it is purported that Daniel Boone had a Tulip tree 
canoe, though this is likely apocryphal.  The alternative name Canoe 
wood is a result of this etiology.  

The relative abundance of the Tulip poplar with its straight trunk, lack 
of knotty lower branches, and hard wood promoted its popularity in 
early America.  Sir William Strachey, one of the earliest denizens of 
Jamestown, described the tree in 1612.  The unusual appearance of the 
leaves and flowers made it a curious exotic species from the savage 
forests of the  New World.  John Tradescant is reputed to have exported 
the tree to Europe in 1656 where it was widely cultivated after 1663.  
The more unusual names Saddle tree, Lyre tree and Old wife©s shirt are 
various interpretations of the leaf shape according to European 
metaphorical associations.  

Yellow poplar wood was once the mainstay of the American hardwood 
lumber industry.  The soft, fine-grained wood has a creamy-white 
sapwood and was accordingly called whitewood, this name then 
extending to the tree as a whole, particularly along the Eastern 
seaboard.  The alternative name Yellow wood is attributed to the 
French inhabitants of the central regions of North America.  Since 
1785, lumbermen have asserted that there are two really two varieties, a 
Yellow wood variety growing along streams with a preponderance of 
yellow heartwood and a thin layer of whiter sapwood and the White 

wood variety in 
more xeric uplands 
with mostly white 
sapwood.  
Regardless of the 
color, it was the 
primary wood for 
the manufacture of 
organs, its fine grain 
affording a tight, 
precision cut for the 
running of the 
necessary pipes and 
(continued on p. 6) 
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Tulip Poplar  (continued) 
valves.  It was also used for more mundane objects like fence posts and railroad ties. More recently, it has 
been made into furniture parts, frames, and veneers and used in the manufacture of door frames, window 
sashes, and other moldings and trim for home construction.  

The inner bark of the root and trunk and the leaves have long been recognized for their medicinal 
properties. The Cherokee Indians used the leaves as a poultice for sores and to make an ointment to apply 
topically for inflammation.  Other Native American tribes made tea from the bark to treat fever and 
indigestion; the bark was also chewed as an aphrodisiac stimulant.  The medicinal use of the Tulip tree 
was adopted by the colonists for a variety of folk remedies including toothache and malaria.  By 1787, it 
was recognized that a tincture of the root and bark was useful as a febrifuge to treat rheumatic fever.  It 
was listed in the U.S. Pharmacopoeia between 1830 and 1880 as a stimulant tonic with diaphoretic 
(perspiration inducing) properties for use against intermittent fevers. A substance  was isolated from the 
bark in 1831 by Professor J. P. Emmet which he named liriodendrin.  Subsequent work in 1886 resulted 
in the identification of the active constituent of the bark as an alkaloid that was named tulipferine.�
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