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President’s Message
The Forgotten Elderberries  
of Kern County
by Richard Spjut

ELdERBERRY, OR SIMPLY ELdER, IS A COMMON  
 name for the genus Sambucus in the family Adoxa-
ceae. Technically, the fruit is not a berry but a drupe 
— generally defined by the inner layer of the ovary 

forming a 
hard pro-
tective layer 
(endocarp) 
around the 
seed, such 
as exempli-
fied by the 
stone in 
the peach, 
in contrast 
to that of 
a berry, 
such as an 
avocado 
with only 
one seed 
without 
the exter-
nal stony 
layer. The 

elder drupe further differs in its development from 
a 3–5 locular ovary that, at maturity, separates along 
loculed margins into 3-5 pyrenes, each pyrene with 
one seed.

The name “elder” may have its origin in Anglo-Saxon 
mythology, possibly relating to an ancient vegetation 
Goddess known as “hylde Moer”, or to other histori-
cal names like “hyllantree”, or “Aeld”, which means 
fire. Elders were sacred and were not to be harmed, 
except when one needed to take parts from them for 
medicinal use. It has been reported that Judas hanged 
himself from an elder; however, elder is not native 
to Palestine, although it could have been cultivated 
there. Archeological sites elsewhere have elder 
pyrenes that date to 2500 BC and before. however, 
the “Judas tree” is generally considered a species of 
red-bud (Cercis siliquastrum). Elders contain cyano-
genic glucosides that are poisonous to humans when 
consumed fresh.

Ernest Twisselmann, in A Flora of Kern County, 
California (1967), reported two species in the genus 
Sambucus, — S. cerulea (blue elder) and S. mexicana 
(Mexican elder) — where the Jepson Manual recog-

Fig. 1. Fruits of red elder (Sambucus mi-
crobotrys) with 3 pyrenes visible through 
the outer transparent layer in a dried her-
barium specimen, J. F. smith (Consortium 
of the Pacific Northwest Herbaria). 

nizes only one — S. nigra L. subsp. caerulea Bolli (Dis-
sertationes botanicae, 1994). however, I distinguish 
the blue elder as a species from the European black el-
der (S. nigra), and from two others in kern County – S. 
fimbriata and S. velutina – names that have mostly been 
relegated to synonymy since the early 20th century. 
herein they will be given reconsideration.

First, it may be noted that the blue elder, Sambucus 
cerulea, was discovered dec. 1, 1805, on the Lewis and 
Clark Expedition in the mountains of Oregon near 
Fort Clatsop. It was named and briefly described by 
Constantine S. Rafinesque-Schmaltz in 1838 (Also-
graphia Americana). It should be noted that “caeru-
lea” and “coerulea” are alternate spellings. The Interna-
tional Code of Nomenclature Article 60.1 states: “The 
original spelling of a species is to be retained, except 
for the correction of typographical or orthographical 

Fig. 2A-B: Comparison of portion of herbarium specimen col-
lected in Idaho, Pamela Brunsfeld et al. – A (left): identified 
Sambucus racemosa var. melanocarpa (Consortium of the Pacif-
ic Northwest Herbaria) with the illustration in Munz & Keck, A 
California Flora. – B (right): misidentified S. mexicana, where in 
that flora it keys to S. melanocarpa. the epithet “melanocarpa” 
is in regard to the black color of the fruit.

Fig. 3A-B Close-up of type specimen (A) and leaf portion (B) 
for Sambucus velutina collected by A. L. Heermann from Poso 
Creek in Kern County, August 1853. Note velvety hairs. 

errors”… example, “‘Scirpus cespitosus L.’ (1753) is not 
to be altered to ‘S. caespitosus’”; therefore, Sambucus 
cerulea (original spelling) is not to be altered to S. cae-
rulea. The difference between S. cerulea and S. nigra is 
like the difference between day and night, the drupes 
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Twisselmann evidently recognized Sambucus mexi-
cana based on the species key in A California Flora 
by Munz & keck (1959), not their misidentified or 
mislabeled illustration of S. mexicana. In their flora, 
this keys to S. melanocarpa, which is not known 
from kern County. 
Another problem is 
that S. mexicana was 
originally described 
as having black, not 
blue, drupes, and their 
arrangement in the 
inflorescence being 
more distinctly like 
the spokes of an um-
brella (umbel). These 
are characteristics of 
S. canadensis. Richard 
Bolli considered the 
Mexican elder the 
same (synonymous) 
with that of the Cana-
dian elder, although 
I distinguish them from one another. Therefore, one 
might ask what is the name for the kern County elder 
that is not S. cerulea or S. mexicana?

“sky blue” vs. “black”. Molecular data further sup-
port their distinction as species (Eriksson & Dono-
ghue, Systematic Botany, 1997).

It so happens that long ago, in August 1853, A. L. 
Heermann collected an elder in kern County that 
Elias Durand and Theodore Hilgard named S. 
velutina in Plantae heermanniae, 1854 — the epithet 
chosen for the velvety hairs on the plant. Indeed, the 
type specimen is the furriest elder I have seen. Leroy 
Abrams, who had recognized velvet elder in 1910 
(Bulletin NY Botanical Garden), further noted with 
Roxanna Ferris in the Illustrated Flora of the Pacific 
States (1960) that it was first discovered along Posé 
[Poso] Creek, 7 miles north of the Kern River in a flat 
along a stream in the lower foothills where the veg-
etation contrasted with the “barren and parched hills 
which were without trees or any green vegetation.” 
“This velvety tomentose leaf form of S. mexicana [S. 
velutina] occurs rather commonly in the San Joaquin 
Valley, California, and is not to be confused with the 
tomentose leaf forms of S. caerulea [sic] found at the 
higher elevations in the Sierra Nevada.” 

Another species of elder was also discovered 
in kern County, Sambucus fimbriata, named and 
described by Edward Greene in 1910 (Leaflets of 
Botanical Observation and Criticism). It was report-
edly collected by Frederick Coville and Frederick 
Funston during their death Valley Expedition on 
5 July 1901 from the “Cañada de las Uvas” at 2,700 
feet in the mountains of kern County; the name for 
the Grapevine Canyon Route given by Lieutenant 
Pedro Fages because of the wild grape vines he saw 
growing there, after crossing the Old Tejon Pass 
in pursuit of military deserters in 1772 (Wikipe-
dia). Sambucus fimbriata is distinctive for its round 
glabrous leaflets with open venation near the leaf 
margin, in contrast to reticulate venation in another 

round leaflet species 
described by Greene, 
S. orbiculata. The 
name, S. mexicana, 
has been misapplied 
to both species. The 
genus Sambucus 
includes anywhere 
from 9 to 30 species. 
keys and descrip-
tions with references 
are provided on 
the Sambucus web 
page for the Trees 
and Shrubs of Kern 
County, http://www.
worldbotanical.com/
sambucus.htm ✿

Message (Continued)

Figs. 4A-C: A (lower left): Close-up of leaflet of type specimen 
for Sambucus fimbriata collected in the Grapevine Canyon in 
1901, showing dichotomous venation near margin, in compari-
son to reticulate venation in another type specimen (B) for S. 
orbiculata; B & C (top left and right) collected in the santa Lucia 
Mts. in 1898, both described by edward Greene in 1910 (U.s. 
National Herbarium, Smithsonian Institution). 

Fig. 5. Grapevine Canyon in 1868, plate 106 from Alexander 
Gardner (Wikipedia). type locality for Sambucus fimbriata  
collected in 1901.


