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“A search for populations of Provancher’s fleabane (Erigeron philadelphicus var.
provancheri) along the Housatonic River in Connecticut and Massachusetts": Summary
of 2020 fieldwork (final report submitted to New England Botanical Club for 2020 Les
Mehrhoff Botanical Research Award).
Introduction: Provancher’s fleabane, Erigeron philadelphicus L. var. provancheri (Victorin &
Rouss.) B. Boivin, is a humble but remarkable plant, subtly yet patently recognizable from its two
conspecifics, the widespread Philadelphia fleabane (var. philadelphicus) and Vancouver Island
fleabane (var. glaber), an estuarine plant currently known only from British Columbia. It was first
described in 1940 by Brother Marie-Victorin based on a collection from Bellechasse County,
Quebec. This globally rare taxon is endemic to eastern Canada, New York and New England,
and is also ecologically restricted, occurring exclusively on riverine or lacustrine outcroppings,
typically on calcareous or shale substrate types, often growing in rock crevices or small soil
patches. It was discovered in Connecticut in 2017, in the course of routine fieldwork I was doing
along the Housatonic River. That find sparked further interest, which ultimately led to this
research project, the basic aim of which was to investigate the current extent of Provancher’s
fleabane within a section of the Housatonic where additional occurrences seemed plausible.
Provancher’s fleabane is a compact, short-statured perennial, rarely exceeding 18 cm in height.
It is further characterized by glabrous to glabrate stems, involucral bracts and basal leaves, the
latter remaining intact through anthesis. It also has smaller capitula than the nominate variety
(10-15 mm wide) and rays that are generally white or whitish (to pale pink). See Fig. 1.
2020 project overview: Despite some uncertainty about the phenology of this subtaxon,
searching was begun as planned in early July, starting near the single known population locus in
lower Litchfield County, CT. The approach simply entailed walking portions of river shoreline
and closely inspecting exposed rocks in a zone generally no more than a few meters wide.
However, closures of normally public-accessible sites in response to unprecedented overflows
of visitors due to the COVID crisis, and resultant difficulties in obtaining permission from key
landowners or managers (e.g., FirstLight Power, National Park Service), soon hampered
continuation of survey in Connecticut. For different reason but with similar effect, progress
stalled on accessing most of the pre-outlined search areas in Massachusetts when further
research revealed that these consisted largely of a myriad of private landownerships.
Notwithstanding these difficulties, in most cases either permissions were eventually obtained or
workarounds such as survey by kayak were devised. Fortunately, it was also discovered that
the flowering period of Provancher’s fleabane extends to as late as the first week of September,
at least sporadically. In total, searches were conducted on thirteen dates spanning a threemonth period (12 July, 13 July, 18 July, 19 July, 24 July, 29 July, 18 August, 23 August, 3
September, 4 September, 8 September, 9 September, 12 September), during which time nearly
19 miles of river shoreline (counting opposite sides separately) out of approximately 35.5 miles
of potential search areas combined between the two states were covered (5.7 mi. in CT, 13.1
mi. in MA). This amounted to over 41 hours of actual survey time, not including a comparable
sum of time traveling between and hiking into sites.
Results: Plants were found on eight survey dates, all at localities within Litchfield County. This
may break down to as few as three or as many as six discrete sites, depending on separation
criteria and site names along the river currently in use. Although the exact locations are not
disclosed here due to their sensitivity, it may suffice to note that these were located near the
northern and southern ends of the county, and almost exclusively in what now clearly seems to
be exemplary habitat, i.e., calcareous riverside outcroppings (Fig. 2). The two exceptions were
a few post-flowering plants found along a partly shaded, eroded soil bank, and two plants on a
gravelly shoal, both at one site in the town of Cornwall. Even within patches of primary habitat,
plants tended to be clustered and unoccupied area was often considerably greater. Several
more examples of seemingly suitable habitat that were not searchable at the time due to lack of
access approval were noted and will be slated for possible future survey effort.

Abundance data were collected in the form of counts of flowering stems and/or rosettes, i.e.,
non-flowering, putative first-year plants. Deciding which was the better metric was problematic:
stems are easier to count, and give indication of reproductive status of the population or cluster,
while distinguishing individual rosettes is difficult due to their tendency to grow in linear, overlapping fashion along rock crevices. It is also unclear whether rosettes are interconnected or
represent strictly separate genets. However, some sub-populations contained very few or no
flowering stems. Therefore, depending on circumstances, one or the other, or where feasible, a
mixture of both, were recorded. Resolving this issue hereafter may require better understanding
of the growth habit and other ecological aspects of this variety.
In Berkshire County, reconnoitering located exceedingly few convergences of the river with
bedrock of any kind, even a on small scale. Features identified from imagery often turned out to
be isolated, unvegetated midstream boulders, emplaced riprap, or even non-rock material. The
final search, which covered a 12-mile section from northern Sheffield downstream to Ashley
Falls that seemed the most promising in terms of proximity to the northern-most CT population,
proved fruitless. Apart from noting some of the same associate species as were compiled in CT,
searching failed to find tangible evidence of Provancher’s fleabane.
Although searching yielded an unexpected mix of not found and found results, in all valuable
baseline data was collected. Datasets composed of GPS-recorded points, survey tracks and
attendant photos will be shared with CT Natural Diversity Database and MA Natural Heritage &
Endangered Species Program pending determination of most appropriate acceptable formats
and protocols. Lists of associated flora could help clarify the ecological context for future
surveys and refine existing natural community descriptions. Data on four state-listed or watchlisted plant species that were incidentally encountered during the survey in Connecticut, which
includes known and previously unmapped populations/sub-populations, will also be forwarded.
This survey on the whole demonstrated the limitations of using general-purpose aerial imagery,
even of recent date and reasonably high-resolution, to correctly distinguish fine-scale riverine
outcrop features. On the other hand, finding plants within three of 14 targeted areas validated
the basic search method and confirmed the close affinity of Provancher’s fleabane to this habitat
type, at least along upper reaches of the river in Connecticut. Although no comparable habitat
was seen in MA, apart from one small carbonate rock exposure in the Stockbridge-Lee area that
was inaccessible (it is enclosed within an active papermill operation), this should not be taken as
conclusive evidence of its absence, nor as grounds to discontinue searching entirely, since
Provancher’s fleabane does occur on different rock type(s) and settings in the Hudson River
watershed in New York (Ahles, 1952; S. Young, pers. com.).
Additional notes: A casual but noteworthy observation was severe trampling at several sites.
While such disturbance might have been at extreme level in 2020, and the potential impact of
suppression via trampling was difficult to gauge, particularly on first-time site visits, it clearly
seems to count among the worst unnatural threats to this taxon, at least in populated western
CT. This bears further study, possibly through exclosure trials, and discussion of possible
remedies with owners/managers of the sites supporting large populations. Natural threats,
which presumably include flooding/overwash, ice scour and weathering, siltation, and grazing
(geese seen on many occasions in the river apparently browse on shoreline vegetation) are
likely more significant. Yet judging from my observations thus far, the innate ability of plants of
this variety to cope with such adversities must be remarkably high.
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Figure 1. Flowering plant in typical rock crevice situation, showing squat growth habit with an
inflorescence ~5 cm in height and few but proportionally large pseudanthia. Note additional nonflower-bearing rosettes nearby. Photo taken 18 July 2020.

Figure 2. Calcareous (mapped as dolomitic marble) riverside bedrock exposure at a site in
northern Litchfield Co. Crevices, shallow pools and seeps (not visible) form a variable complex
of microhabitats along and across the river corridor. Photo taken 9 September 2020.

