

















Common Name: Black elderberry
Alternate Names: Blue elder, Elderberry,
Blue elderberry, American elder, wild
elder, Europen black elderberry
Scientific Name: Sambucus mexicana,
Sambucus niger, Sambucus caerulea
Plant Family: Caprifoliaceae

Identifying Characteristics:
Size: The elderberry is 2 to 8 m tall (6 to 24 ft)

Leaves: Pinnately compound with 3-9 leaflets
per leaf; the leaflets are oval to elliptical,
smooth-surface or hairy, with a highly pointed
tip and often with an asymmetrical base. The
margins of the leaflets are serrated. Leaves
are deciduous.

Flowers: Flowers are white or cream-colored,
small, and borne in terminal clusters (4 to 33
cm in diameter) that bear dozens to hundreds
of flowers. The flower is radially symmetrical
and 5-lobed.

Bark: The bark of mature trees is dark and
rough.

Habitat: Common, particularly in stream
banks, riverside woodlands, and in open areas
in the forest understory. Although elderberry’s
preferred habitats are the bottoms of canyons
where water persists longest during the
summer, it is also often found on dry hillsides.

Bloom time: Flowers from May — September

Information sources:
Math/Science Nucleus: http://msnucleus.org and
http://msnucleus.org/watersheds/mission/trees.html; USDA Natural

Did you know? The flowers develop into blue
berries which are an important source of food for
birds and mammals. The blue berries were also
dried and preserved for eating by Native Americans,
and used by the early California immigrants to make
jam and wine.
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Phenological observations of interest:
First Leaf, All Leaves Unfolded, First
Flower, Full Flower, End of Flowering, 50%
Color, 50% Leaf Fall, First Ripe Fruit

Distribution Area:

Map courtesy of USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database (plants.usda.gov)
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First Leaf All Leaves Unfolded First Flower Full Flower
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End of Flowering First Ripe Fruit 50% Color 50% Leaf Fall

First Leaf: Report the date at which the first leaves are completely unfolded from the bud. You will want to make sure
there are at least three branches where First Leaf has occurred. The leaves need to be opened completely (flat). For
snowberries leaves can be quite small when they open up to first leaf, often within a few days of the buds opening up.

All Leaves Unfolded: Report the date when nearly all (at least 95%) of the growing leaf buds have already reached the
completely unfolded stage described above (First Leaf).

First Flower: Report the date at which the first flowers are completely open on at least three branches. You must be
able to see the stamens among the unfolded petals (they protrude outside of flower). Flowers are generally in small
clusters, but only one open flower is needed to consider the cluster in flower.

Full Flower: Report the date when 50% of the branches with flowers are have fully opened flowers. Note that some
shrubs, especially in southern areas never reach full flowering (never have 50% of flowers open at one time). For these
plants just record first flower and end of flowering.

End of Flowering: Report the date when the last flower has withered, dried up, or died.

First Ripe Fruit: Report the date when you notice the first fruits becoming fully ripe or dropping naturally from the plant
(but not including fruits blown off plant in high winds or by animals before they are ripe). Ripening is usually indicated
by a change in color to a bright white.

50% Color: Report the date when 50% of the leaves have started to change color. (usually yellow or brown)

50% Leaf Fall: Report the date when 50% of the leaves have fallen off the tree or shrub. Snowberry leaves are often
quite tough and tend to persist longer than for other shrub species. They often fall all at once in a strong fall storm as
late as November in northern climates.

Photographs courtesy of Paul Alaback, University of Montana.
Phenophase descriptions written by Paul Alaback, University of Montana.
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