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Biological inventories by the Toronto and Region
Conservation Authority in 2008 and 2011 led to the
discovery of Hairy St. John’s-wort (Hypericum hirsu-
tum L.), a new record for the North American continent.

On 2 October 2008, while conducting a vegetation
survey adjacent to the Pickering Nuclear Generating
Station, P. A. H. (at that time a staff biologist with the
Toronto and Region Conservation Authority) discov-
ered two patches of an unfamiliar species of Hyper-
icum (St. John’s-wort) in Pickering, Durham Region-
al Municipality, Ontario (43.813, −79.053). It could
not be identified at that time using literature on local
and regional floras. Seeds were collected in 2008 and
grown at Grow Wild Native Plant Nursery in Omemee,
Ontario. A voucher specimen was prepared in Sep-
tember 2011 from the cultivated material (M. J. Old-
ham & P. Heydon 39413; CAN, DAO, HAM, MICH,
NHIC, TRT, UWO) (herbarium acronyms follow Thiers
2011*). The Pickering site was revisited on 19 Septem-
ber 2011 by P. A. H. and M. J. O., and no plants were
found during a brief search. However, the site is quite
overgrown and it is possible the species still persists at
that location. 

On 20 July 2011, G. C. M. discovered and photo -
graphed the same species at the Guild Inn property in
Scarborough (east Toronto), Ontario (43.748, −79.190),
approximately 18 km west of the Pickering site. On
13 September 2011, a voucher specimen was collect-
ed from the Scarborough population (G. Miller 131;
CAN). The species was tentatively identified as Hyper-
icum hirsutum by G. C. M., and photographs were
sent to Peter Ball (University of Toronto) and Anton
Reznicek (University of Michigan), both of whom

agreed with this identification. Norman Robson (Nat-
ural History Museum, London, U.K.) provided final
confirmation based on these photographs. 

Hairy St. John’s-wort has not been previously report-
ed from Ontario (Morton and Venn 1990; Newmaster
et al. 1998), Canada (Scoggan 1978-1979; Gillett and
Robson 1981; Brouillet et al. 2011*), or North America
(Kartesz 1999; Robson, in preparation). A 19th-century
North American reference (Strong 1850) fits the des -
cription of the plant only in part and is likely spurious
and based on another Hypericum species. Hypericum
hirsutum will be placed in the family Hypericaceae in
the upcoming Flora of North America treatment (Rob-
son, in preparation). Hypericum hirsutum is placed in
section Taeniocarpium and is native to China, Europe
(except the Mediterranean region), northwestern
Africa, and southwestern Asia (Xiwen and Robson
2007; Robson 2010). Section Taeniocarpium consists
of 28 Eurasian and North African Hypericum species,
none of which has previously been reported from North
America (Robson 2010).

Superficially, Hypericum hirsutum is similar to
Common St. John’s-wort (H. perforatum) and Spotted
St. John’s-wort (H. punctatum), but it can be distin-
guished from these and from other North American
Hypericum species by its combination of conspicu-
ously hairy stems and leaves (Figure 1) and stalked,
black glands on the sepals and petals (Figure 2). Hyper-
icum hirsutum is a perennial with stems to 1 m and yel-
low petals 15 to 22 mm across.

Both of the sites in Ontario where Hypericum hirsu-
tum was found were fairly disturbed but there was no
evidence of deliberate planting or escape from adjacent
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gardens (the species is not known to be in cultivation
in southern Ontario). Of the two patches at Pickering,
one was in a hedgerow with associated species, includ-
ing Trembling Aspen (Populus tremuloides), Common
Buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica), Bell’s Honeysuckle
(Lonicera × bella), Red-osier Dogwood (Cornus
stolonifera), Smooth Brome (Bromus inermis) and
Tall Goldenrod (Solidago altissima). The other patch
was in an adjacent old-field meadow dominated by Tall
Goldenrod and Smooth Brome, with associated species
such as Red-osier Dogwood, asters (Symphyotrichum
spp., especially S. ericoides, White Heath Aster), and
Purple Crown-vetch (Securigera varia).

In Scarborough, about 30 plants of H. hirsutum
were found in a strip about 15 m long at the edge of a
young forest dominated by Red Ash (Fraxinus penn-
sylvanica). The shrub layer in the vicinity is largely
Common Buckthorn and Choke-cherry (Prunus vir-
giniana). Ground vegetation consists of Yellow Trout-
lily (Erythronium americanum), Dog-strangling Vine
(European Swallow-wort) (Cynanchum rossicum),
and Garlic Mustard (Alliaria petiolata). Common St.
John’s-wort, Heal-all (Prunella vulgaris), Wood Avens
(Geum urbanum), and Erect Hedge-parsley (Torilis

japonica) are also present. The soils in the vicinity of
the Scarborough site were moderately moist silty clay
loams. 

In the British Isles, where it is native, H. hirsutum
grows in semi-wooded successional areas, riverbanks,
and damp grasslands (Stace 1997).

The origin of the Ontario populations of Hypericum
hirsutum is unknown. Hypericum perforatum is abun-
dant in eastern North America and is frequently used
for its medicinal properties. It is possible that H. hirsu-
tum is also occasionally used for such purposes, delib-
erately or accidentally mixed or confused with H. per-
foratum. The plant is possibly overlooked and could be
present in other locations in the region or elsewhere in
North America, where it should be watched for.

As a new introduced exotic species, this plant should
also be assessed for invasive potential. It did not appear
to be aggressively spreading in the two locations in the
Toronto area where it was observed, but it was well
established and was spreading locally at the Scarbor-
ough site, which is municipally owned. The Pickering
population does produce viable seed, as approximately
70% of the seed germinated after a period of 90 days
of moist-cold stratification.

FIGURE 1. Stem and leaves of Hairy St. John’s-wort (note conspicuously pubescent stems and leaves), Guild Inn, Toronto,
20 July 2011. Photo: Gavin Miller.
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We hope that Hypericum hirsutum will not become
a major threat to ecosystems, but invasiveness can
sometimes manifest itself only after a long latency
period. For example, Cynanchum rossicum, which is
one of the worst invasive species in natural areas in
southern Ontario, became evident as a problem only
decades after it had first appeared (Kricsfalusy and
Miller 2008; Miller and Kricsfalusy 2008*). Cappuc-
cino (2004) attributed this to a positive feedback situ-
ation (the Allee effect), whereby plant vigour and com-
petitive ability increase as populations increase.

Voucher specimens 
ONTARIO, Durham Regional Municipality, Pick-

ering, Montgomery Park Road, adjacent to Pickering
Nuclear Generating Station, overgrown old field dom-
inated by Solidago canadensis, Symphyotrichum lance-
olatum, S. novae-angliae (New England Aster), Vicia
cracca (Tufted Vetch), Epilobium parviflorum (Small-
flowered Willowherb), Securigera varia, and Poa pra -
tensis (Kentucky Bluegrass), plant grown from seed
collected in 2008 by Paul Heydon, 4 or 5 plants orig-

inally seen at site in 2008, 43.813, −79.053, 19 Sep-
tember 2011, M. J. Oldham & P. Heydon 39413 (CAN,
DAO, HAM, MICH, NHIC, TRT, UWO); Metropoli-
tan Toronto, Scarborough, Guild Inn/Guildwood Park
(Scarborough Waterfront block ‘B’), about 30 plants
seen at edge of somewhat disturbed forest of Red Ash
by parking lot, with Fraxinus pennsylvanica, Rhamnus
cathartica, Cynanchum rossicum, Torilis japonica,
Hypericum perforatum, 43.748, −79.190, 13 Septem-
ber 2011, G. Miller 131 (CAN).
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FIGURE 2. Inflorescence of Hairy St. John’s-wort (note stalked black glands on the sepals), Guild Inn, Toronto, 20 July 2011.
Photo: Gavin Miller.
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