
    JANUARY 2022          WNY GARDENING MATTERS                ARTICLE 177

Cornell Cooperative Extension is an employer and 
educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, Protected 
Veterans, and Individuals with Disabilities; 
and provides equal program and employment 

opportunities.

© Copyright 2022  All Rights Reserved

Wintergreen

by Lyn Chimera

American wintergreen (Gaultheria procumbens) is an 
appealing evergreen groundcover of the heath family 
native to the woodlands of the Northeast of the US. 
Wintergreen has leathery, glossy oval to oblong leaves 
that emit a pleasant teaberry scent when crushed. It has 
white flowers tinged with pink in summer and produces 
attractive red berries. The leaves turn shades of purple 
in fall.

Wintergreen grows in spreading patches expanding 
slowly by stolons (horizontal branches that grow at the 
base) from New England through the Carolinas. It grows 
best in climates with cool summers. Space plants 10-14 
inches apart for growth as a ground cover.

Wintergreen reaches 4-6 inches tall at maturity. It is 
best grown in organically rich, evenly moist, acidic, well-
drained soils in part to full shade. Established plants 
tolerate some dry soils. It has a wide range of berries 
which serve as winter food for some wildlife such as 
pheasant, grouse, squirrels and deer. Foliage was once 
used to make oil of wintergreen which has astringent, 
stimulant and diuretic properties. Wintergreen has 
been a popular flavoring for chewing gum, candies and 
toothpaste. (The flavor of wintergreen comes from 
methyl salicylate related to a similar chemical in aspirin 
but it should not be eaten by humans!)

Spotted Wintergreen, (Chimaphila maculata), is another 
evergreen ground cover native to a wide range from 
New England west to Michigan and south to Georgia. 
(It is in a different plant family than the wintergreen 
mentioned above.) Spotted Wintergreen has lance 
shaped evergreen leaves striped with white along the 
mid vein. It’s quite a striking plant. It blooms white to 
pink. One big difference between the two wintergreens 
is the fruit of Spotted Wintergreen is a light brown seed 
capsule.

Spotted Wintergreen is rhizomatous (an underground 
stem that grows roots) that needs very well-drained, 
preferably acidic sandy soils, in shady conditions. 
Use in a dry woodland setting as a ground cover 
or under shrubs to provide color. The foliage is 
considered toxic to sheep and is avoided by deer. 
 

Both wintergreens are excellent ground cover for shady 
areas, woodland gardens, rock gardens, foundations 
or native plant areas. Plants are an interesting 
complement to other acid-loving shrubs such as azaleas, 
rhododendrons, kalmias and blueberries. However, both 
are considered endangered and are illegal to gather from 
the wild. If you have the right spot, give a wintergreen a 
try.    


