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Essential Facts for Spicebush
Lindera benzoin

Family:  Lauraceae

Latin Name:  Lindera benzoin

Common Name:  spicebush

Growth:  Perennial shrub, 3 to 9 feet tall, yellow flowers

Hardiness:  Zone 4b-9a

Light:  Partial Shade

Soil:  Rich, acidic to basic soil 

Water:  Mesic, moderately moist

Use:  Tea, flavoring, medicinal

Propagation:  Seed, clonal via rhizome sprouting, cuttings

History
In 1783, Carl Peter Thunberg honored 
Johann Linder (1676-1724), a Swedish 
botanist and physician, by naming the 
genus Lindera in honor of him. The 
specific epithet benzoin is an adaptation 
of the Middle French benjoin (from 
Arabic luban jawi) literally “Java Frank- 
incense” and refers to an aromatic 
balsamic resin obtained from several 
species of trees in the genus Styrax.

The common name for both Lindera 
benzoin var. pubescens and Lindera 
benzoin var. benzoin is northern spice-
bush, though both grow well in the 
south. L. benzoin var. pubescens grows 
as far as the Gulf Coast states and can 
be distinguished by slightly hairy stems 
and lower leaf surfaces. L. benzoin var. 
benzoin grows further north than the 
more southerly species and as far south as 
just above the Gulf Coast area, and has 
mostly glabrous stems and leaves.
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Spicebush had multiple medicinal uses 
by Creek, Cherokee, Rappahannock, 
Mohegan and Chippewa tribes, who also 
used the plant to make a beverage and 
to flavor game. It has little commercial 
value now and can be hard to find in 
nurseries for landscape use. 

Description
In the same family with other aromatic 
shrubs (Laurus nobilis, Cinnamomum 
spp., Persea spp., and Sassafras spp.)  
spicebush is a deciduous North Ameri-
can shrub that seldom grows more than 
8-9 feet tall with a nearly equal, loosely 
rounded spread. Its entire, obovate 
(egg-shaped), alternate leaves turn a 
bright yellow in fall. Small yellow flow-
ers growing in clusters held close to the 
stem appear in early spring. It is a dioe-
cious plant with only the female plants 
producing fruits (drupes), assuming the 
presence of both male and female plants. 

Culture 
Spicebush is primarily an understory 
species found in the wild in open forests 
and along forest edges in rich, moder-
ately moist soil and can also be found 
along stream banks. It has a wide grow-
ing range across the country, subject to 
winter kill only at the northern extreme 
of its range. This is an excellent landscape 
shrub with multiple season interest. It 
is most spectacular in group plantings 
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GRAS status (FDA generally recognized 
as safe).  

Harvesting 
The drupes are harvested when fully ripe 
(red) and used immediately as a flavor-
ing or dried for later use. Twigs, used 
medicinally, and the dried drupes are 
available online (no GRAS status). 

Sources
Plant Information Online is a source 
to links to North American seed and 
nursery firms. It is a free service of the 
University of Minnesota Libraries.
http://plantinfo.umn.edu
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rather than as a specimen. It tolerates 
drought quite well once established and 
is a slow growing shrub.

The drupes ripen to a bright red in late 
summer providing food for many bird 
species. Raccoons, opossums and deer 
eat them as well and the shrub is a food 
source for the spicebush swallowtail 
butterfly.

Propagation
Seed can be harvested in the fall, cleaned 
and sown the same fall to provide warm 
stratification before the winter cold 
stratification cycle. Seed should be sown 
0.25 to 0.5 in. deep. Softwood cuttings 
taken in June or July and placed in sand 
or a soilless mix root quickly.

Uses
Some describe the fragrance of the 
leaves, twigs and drupes as citrus-spicy 
or woodsy-floral, not unlike allspice, but 
more subtle and without the nutmeg 
overtones. The dried drupes have a strong 
pepper-like taste mellowing to fruity that 
would be interesting in a variety of baked 
items such as gingerbread. Recipes for 
spicebush in ice cream and rice puddings 
have appeared in magazines, but 
unfortunately the plant does not have 
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