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Good afternoon Friends, as I begin to write this article, I �nd 
it hard to believe that it has been over two years since I last 
had the opportunity to contribute an article to the newsletter. 
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Our Beautiful Skunk Cabbage
M.J. Harvey

One of the truly great plants of British Columbia is the skunk 
cabbage, Lysichiton americanum. It got its rather insulting 
common name by accident. ­is came about because early 
explorers on the east coast of North America had discovered 
an aroid plant in swamps from Nova Scotia to Georgia with 
small, ground-hugging brown and greenish striped �owers 
that gave o  a really bad smell of putrid �esh.
­e smell is actually useful to the plant because when it �owers 
in very early spring there is a shortage of pollinating insects. 
­e fake carrion-type of smell it gives o  attracts �ies, which 
are highly mobile strong �iers, to distribute the pollen. It is of 
course pure deception and yes, plants do tell lies. To ensure a 
good volatilization of the, ahem, perfume, the spadix heats up 
by a biochemical reaction. ­is heat will also melt any snow 
covering the in�orescence.
Having discovered a black and white striped animal in the 
same region, European explorers badly transliterated the 
Abnaki name as “skunk” and putting two and two together 
called the plant “skunk cabbage”—Symplocarpus foetidus.
On the west coast, from Alaska to California, is an unrelated 
(apart from being another aroid) swamp plant but, remem-
bering the east coast species, the early explorers gave it the 
knee-jerk name of western skunk cabbage. “What is in a name? 
A rose by any other name would smell as sweet.” Oh yeah! Are 
we a ected by a name? You bet! Many people would grow it if 
it had a more appealing name.
­e problem with the name skunk cabbage is that it is in-
stantly memorable. When telling someone what it is you don’t 
have to repeat it. I once wrote a joke article for the Hardy Plant 
Group proposing that the name should be changed to “marsh 
candles”. ­is is possibly a better name but of course was a 
non-starter.

By contrast, the genus name is charming. Lysichiton is from 
Greek lysis, shedding or spreading, and chiton, cloak. I like to 
think of the plant as a Walter Raleigh type, gallantly throw-
ing its yellow cloak, the spathe, in front of the woodland 
fairies, naiads no doubt, to prevent their feet getting muddy. 
Incidentally, I looked up the name derivation in the Dictionary 
of Plant Names by Allen Coombes—we were at Kew together.
Having spent 27 years on the East Coast I am familiar with 
the eastern skunk cabbage and I can tell you that when I came 
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A stroll through Finnerty Gardens can be a magical journey. 
Soft mossy paths guide you under a ceiling of gnarled Garry 
Oaks and towering Douglas Fir. Magni�cent rhododendrons, 
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