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Rubus pensilvanicus Poiret 
Common Names: Pennsylvania Blackberry, Yankee Blackberry, High Bush Blackberry (1, 5, 
10).  
 
Etymology: Rubus in Latin means “bramble, 
blackberry, or raspberry” (16). Pensilvanicus means 
“of Pennsylvania”.  
 
Botanical synonyms: Rubus abactus Bailey, R. 
alumus (L.H. Bailey) L.H. Bailey, Rubus ostryifolius 
Rydberg (4,6,7), and probably Rubus frondosus (15). 
 
FAMILY: Rosaceae (the Rose family) 
 
Quick Notable Features: 
¬ Alternate, palmately compound 3-7 foliate leaves, 

green on both sides, pubescent beneath 
¬ Stems with substantial straight or slightly reflexed 

prickles, but definitely not glandular 
¬ Fruit black at maturity, an aggregate of drupelets 

that remain attached to the sepals at maturity  
 
Plant Height: The erect or high-arching plant can be 
up to 3 m tall (9).  
 
Subspecies/varieties recognized: none located in 
the literature 
 
Most Likely Confused with: Other members of Rubus such as R. idaeus, R. laciniatus, R. 
occidentalis, R. flagellaris, R. hispidus, and R. allegheniensis. Among scrambling and climbing 
plants, it might also be confused with Rosa setigera, and Rosa multiflora. 
 
Habitat Preference: Known from thickets, forest edges, recently burned areas, open 
woodlands and disturbed dune areas (9, 11, 18). In addition it increases “drastically” in clearcuts 
and multiple-tree cut areas (14). 
 
Geographic Distribution in Michigan: R. pensilvanicus is found in most of the counties in the 
four southern-most tiers of counties in Michigan (19 of 28), but is sparsely scattered in counties 
further north in the Lower Peninsula as well as in the Upper Peninsula (2). 
 
Known Elevational Distribution: R. pensilvanicus has been found at elevations of 2000m in 
California, where it is introduced and naturalized (12).  
 
Complete Geographic Distribution: Native to eastern North America, R. pensilvanicus is also 
found as an introduced plant as far west as California (7). In its native range it extends from 
Newfoundland to Ontario in Canada, and from Minnesota south and eastward to South 
Carolina, Tennessee, and Alabama (1, 11). 
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Vegetative Plant Description: A perennial plant, which sends up vegetative stems from a 
“stemcrown” each year (20).  The non-glandular leaves are compound, alternate, bearing 3-7 
(most often 5) leaflets, generally arranged in a palmate manner. Leaves can bear thorns on the 
undersurfaces of both the petioles and blades, as well as often being pubescent on the 
undersurface. The leaflet margins are either singly or doubly serrate. The terminal leaflets are 6-
20cm long and 4-10cm broad, basally rounded or cordate, ovate, acuminate (9). The stipules 
are linear, and leaflets are 6-12cm long while petiolules are 10-20mm long. The plant produces 
arched purplish canes that are generally thorny but not glandular (5, 7, 9, 11). The flower and 
fruit bearing leaves may only bear 3 leaflets or they can even be simple. 
 
Climbing Mechanism: Rubus pensilvanicus 
is a scrambler, using its spines to anchor 
itself on supports as it ascends (pers. obs., 
RJB). 
 
Flower Description: Flowers are each 2-
3cm across, borne on a bracted raceme with 
5-10 flowers. The long pedicels are hairy, 
glandless, bear few to no prickles. The basal 
pedicels are subtended by leaf-like bracts, 
while the upper are subtended by stipule-like 
bracts (2,9).   The bisexual flowers have 5 
unfused white petals and 5 reflexed unfused 
sepals, all of which are fused to form a 
hypanthium adnate to the ovary (5,7). 
Stamens are many, inserted at the edge of 
the hypanthium cup (13). Low pollen viability 
was reported in a study of genetic 
differences within a population from Missouri (20). The ovaries are multiple per flower on a 
receptacle surrounded by a small hypanthium, each with a thin style. 
 
Flowering Time: In the Great Plains the species flowers in April through June (11).  
 
Pollinator: No referenced material was found on pollination, however websites on the similar 
species (possibly same) R. frondosus indicates that both long and short-tongued bees, 
butterflies, and bee-flies are attracted to nectar and pollen rewards (15). 
 
Fruit Type and Description: The fruit of Rubus pensilvanicus is a squarish to subglobose 
aggregate of drupes that is 1-3 cm long. The fruit is black and quite juicy, reported to be always 
both juicy and fine-tasting. The fruit does not separate from the receptacle when broken from 
the stalk (unlike raspberries) (9, 11). 
 
Seed Description: Each drupe has one seed with almost no endosperm, a feature common to 
the genus Rubus. The 3mm long seeds are yellow and have an areolate-reticulate surface (10), 
again fairly common among species in the genus (11).  Interestingly, the species belongs to a 
group of species of Rubus in which apomixis (seed set without pollen delivery) is common (20). 
 
Dispersal Syndrome: While no specific dispersal mechanism for the species can be found in 
the literature, it seems likely that the seeds are dispersed by birds and small mammals who 
forage on the juicy aggregates. 
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Distinguished by:  Rubus hispidus and Rubus flagellaris have ascending or trailing first-year 
stems that can root at the tips, but their second-year stems are prostrate. This is distinct from 
the erect or ascending first and second-year stems of R. pensilvanicus that do not root at the 
tips. R. pensilvanicus is distinguished from Rubus setosus by the stout thorns and the larger 
stature of R. pensilvanicus.   The two most similar species in Michigan are probably R. 
allegheniensis (which has stipitate glands on the inflorescence axes) and R. canadensis (which 
has fewer prickles and has pubescent leaf under surfaces). Voss (2) treats R. pensilvanicus as 
a complex, with several other species included (see list at end of his treatment on his page 354 
in Volume II of Michigan Flora). Rubus pensilvanicus may be identical to R. frondosus, but the 
Illinois Wildflowers site (15) distinguishes them by the presence of stipular floral bracts and 
rounded (not cordate) leaf bases in R. pensilvanicus. 

Rosa setigera has pink flowers that are very rarely white like the flowers of R. 
pensilvanicus. Rosa multiflora usually has 7 pinnately arranged leaflets per leaf, as opposed to 
the 3 – 7 palmately arranged leaflets of R. pensilvanicus. Rosa multiflora bears stipules with 
finely divided margins, which distinguish it easily from R. pensilvanicus.  
 
Other members of the family in Michigan (number species): Rubus (48), Agrimony (5), 
Amelanchier (6), Argentina (1), Aruncus (1), Chamaerhodos (1), Comarum (1), Crataegus (42), 
Dalibarda (1), Dasiphorda (1), Duchesnea (1), Filipendula (1), Fragaria (2), Geum (9), Gillenia 
(2), Malus (4), Photinia (2), Physocarpus (2), Potentilla (11), Prunus (16), Pyrus (1), Rosa (18), 
Sanguisorba (3), Sibbaldiopsis (1), Sorbaria (1), Sorbus (3), Spiraea (6), Waldsteinia (2). 
 
Ethnobotanical Uses: None found yet. 
 
Phylogenetic Information: Rubus parviflorus belongs to the section Anoplobatus within the 
genus Rubus (19). The genus Rubus is a member of the subfamily Rosoideae in the family 
Rosaceae. The Rosoideae subfamily is distinguished by having many carpels and stamens, and 
an aggregate of achenes or drupes as fruits (18). Rosaceae dates back 76 million years and is 
within the order Rosales, which has been dated back 88-89 million years. Rosales is in the 
subclass Rosidae, a member of the eudicots (9).  
 
Interesting Quotation or Other Interesting Factoid not inserted above: An interesting study 
from Ohio (17) suggests that plants with aposematic coloration (that is colored brightly to stand 
out form the “background”) may be using the aposematic coloration of stem prickles to advertise 
spinyness and thus decrease herbivory. R. pensilvanicus has multicolored prickles and served 
as an example of such use in the flora of Ohio. 

A study of molecular divergence in the genus Rubus (19) found that there was little 
molecular difference between most species within each section, confirming the difficulty in 
morphological differentiation. This same study also threw doubt on the use of prickles and leaf 
type as strong morphological characters.  
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