January 2026 Plant of the Month

Kalmia latifolia L., Mountain Laurel

The January Plant of the Month starts the new year with a common widespread species. Kalmia
latifolia, our common mountain laurel, is found throughout the state, from lowlands to uplands.
Its ubiquitous distribution, evergreen foliage, and its showy floral display makes this species a
common sight in native New Jersey forests. Hough (1983) cites this widespread distribution,
adding its most common in the Pinelands of Southern New Jersey.

The genus Kalmia in New Jersey is represented by 3 species: Kalmia latifolia, our Plant of the
Month, K. angustifolia, sheep laurel, and K. polifolia, bog laurel. Sheep laurel is widespread in
acidic wet and mesic woodlands throughout the state, but it too is better represented in the
Pinelands Pitch Pine Lowland forests. Bog laurel is a northern species with a limited natural
distribution in the northwestern counties, and in Burlington County. It's presence in Burlington
is attributed to the cranberry industry importation of select vines from there bog laurel is more
common. The Plant of the Month flowers range from white to pink. The shrub is tolerant of a
variety of habitats, and can be seen on rocky slopes of Sussex and Warren counties to the oak
forests of central and southern counties, as well as under Atlantic white cedar is lowland
swamps. The species is truly widespread.

Moerman (1998) cites numerous topical drug applications by northeast Native Americans for
scratches and as a salve, but notes multiple times it is poisonous and should not be ingested. It's
tough, strong wood was used in carvings, and no doubt for other utilitarian uses. Mountain
laurel flowers in May and June.
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