
Native Plant of the Month 
 

By Sue Gwise, Consumer Horticulture Educator & Master Gardener 
Coordinator 

One of the earliest species of tree to bloom in the spring is the downy 
serviceberry (Amelanchier arborea). The pendulous clusters of white flowers 
appear just as the leaves begin to open. It is also sometimes referred to as a 
‘shadbush’- this refers to the bloom time which coincides with the movement of 
shad fish up rivers to spawn. ‘Downy’ serviceberry is a nod to the young leaves 
which are densely covered with hairs, giving them a cottony appearance. 

The downy serviceberry is basically native to all states east of the Mississippi. It 
usually grows as a small tree or a multi-stemmed shrub, up to 25 feet tall. 
Although in some locations it can grow to over 60 feet in height. The early flowers 
are a welcome sign of spring and very showy. Unfortunately, the bloom period 
only lasts about a week and is easy to miss if you are not looking! 

A member of the rose family, the serviceberry produces an edible fruit that is 
about a quarter inch in diameter. The fruit is classified as a ‘pome’, just like an 
apple. The pome starts out green and ripens from red to dark purple in June. 
Serviceberries are valued for their blueberry-like flavor- the birds love them 
too! If you expect to harvest any of the fruit, you will have to cover the tree 
with netting before ripening occurs. 

In autumn, the serviceberry has vibrant colors that range from yellow to red. 
The bark is also attractive. It is smooth, gray, and streaked darker longitudinal 
fissures. It is suited for natural settings as a woodland border, or near a stream 
or pond. The best growth is achieved in a sunny location with moist well-
drained soil, but it will tolerate partial shade conditions. 

Dozens of cultivars are available with variations such as fast growth, long lasting 
fall colors, heavy fruit yields, and pink flower buds. A related species is the 
saskatoon (Amelanchier alnifolia). It is widely grown in Canada for commercial 
fruit production. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu.  

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 

The attractive, striped bark of the 

serviceberry (Cornell University) 

The serviceberry in full bloom 

(Cornell University) 

Serviceberry fruit (Mother Earth News) 

https://www.facebook.com/ccejefferson/
https://twitter.com/cce_jefferson
https://www.instagram.com/cce_jefferson/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCSt2HmdzWnSyAqmWRF7TOVA?view_as=subscriber
https://www.linkedin.com/company/cornell-cooperative-extension-of-jefferson-county/

