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Wintergreen
A simple joy on a late winter or early 

spring walk is finding shiny, living leaves 
and brightly colored berries along the 
side of the trail. Wintergreen, a beau-
tiful New York native, is adorned with 
thick green- to burgundy-colored leaves 
and brilliant red berries. Crush one of 
the berries or break a leaf and you will 
be rewarded with the distinctive win-
tergreen scent. Although it grows close 
to the ground at a height of two to 
six inches, wintergreen is considered a 
shrub. It is a member of the heath family, 
which includes rhododendrons, azaleas, 
heaths and heathers. The common 
name wintergreen and the species 
name procumbens (meaning prostrate), 
describe how the plant is found poking 
its glossy leaves and scarlet berries up 
through pine needles and snow on the 
forest f loor. 

In 1753, the plant’s genus was named 
for Jean-Francois Gaultier, a Canadian 
physician and botanist who was studying 

the plants of Quebec. A common name 
in Quebec for wintergreen is a “petit  thé 
du bois,” which translates to “little tea 
of the woods.” Both the leaves and the 
berries were used to make tea, as another 
common name, teaberry, indicates. 

 A waxy, 1/4” long, pinkish-white 
f lower blooms in the summer and looks 
like a drooping bell, but it is actually 
made up of five petals. The f lower’s shape 
is similar to that of blueberry, a close rel-
ative. Bumblebees pollinate the f lowers 
to produce the small berries, which are 
filled with orange-yellow seeds. 

Wintergreen has been valued as a 
medicinal plant for centuries. The 

Mohawk tribe brewed the leaves, which 
contain methyl salicylate (the active 
painkiller found in aspirin), into a pain-
relieving tea. The Iroquois used it for 
analgesic purposes and to relieve cold 
symptoms. Native Americans cooked 
the berries into pies or ate them raw. 
Oil of wintergreen, derived by steam 
distillation of the leaves, was used 
as a f lavoring agent in candies, such 
as “Teaberry” brand chewing gum. 
Wintergreen f lavor was later derived 
from the more common sweet birch and 
now it is synthesized artificially.

As you enjoy walking year round 
in the woods of New York, remember 
to look down for this attractive plant 
closely hugging the ground. If you are 
lucky, you will find the lustrous green 
or burgundy foliage and the attractive 
scarlet berries that many bird and animal 
species enjoy eating.

Barbara Nuffer works in DEC’s Division of 
Air Resources in Albany.
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Snagging in the Rain—Oswego County
On a rainy day in late October, ECOs William Burnell and Matt 

Dorrett conducted a foot patrol of a popular fishing area along 
the Salmon River in the town of Albion. Since it had been rain-
ing for most of the day, the officers weren’t confident that the 
foot patrol would pay off. After a lengthy walk, the officers came 
upon several fishermen at a bend in the river. With binoculars, 
the officers determined that two of the men had weighted 
treble hooks attached to the end of their line and were attempt-
ing to snag salmon. After a short interview, the men admitted to 
the officers that they were trying to snag fish. The officers also 
found a small tackle box with a dozen more weighted treble 
hooks inside. These are illegal to use or even possess on the 
Salmon River. When asked why they were using illegal hooks 
in broad daylight, the anglers’ responded, “We didn’t think you 
guys worked in the rain!” The men were charged with several 
violations including attempting to take fish by snatching, pos-
sessing snatch hooks and possessing marijuana. 

Wintry Rescue—Saratoga County
Forest Rangers Suzanne Heare, Mike Bodnar and Werner 

Schwab were conducting a snowmobile compliance check-
point at a trail intersection near the Wilcox Lake Wild Forest. 
The rangers had already issued five tickets for various violations 
and checked approximately 100 snowmobiles when they were 
alerted to a possible snowmobile accident about one mile away. 
The rangers responded and encountered a snowmobile on its 
side in the trail, and the injured operator. The rangers radioed 
local EMS responders and requested to meet them at the trail 
system parking lot. They treated the injured subject and used 
a local club’s trail groomer to transport the patient to awaiting 
EMS providers. The victim was reportedly treated for minor inju-
ries and released from a local hospital the same day. Through 
witness interviews, ranger investigation revealed the ski on the 
injured party’s snowmobile hooked some low hanging brush on 
the edge of the trail, causing it to flip. Luckily no one else was 
injured and the operator was not seriously hurt.  

Long Arm of the Law—Hamilton and 
Nassau Counties

In November, ECO Keith Kelly responded to a deer-jacking 
complaint in the town of Long Lake. The complainant said that 
during breakfast she heard a gunshot and when she looked out 
her kitchen window, she saw a vehicle on the roadway. As she 
watched, a man got out of the truck with a rifle and the vehicle 
began to roll backwards. Apparently the man was so excited 
that he forgot to put the vehicle in park. After chasing his truck 
down the road to stop it, the man entered the woods and recov-
ered the four-point buck that he had shot. Over the phone, the 
woman gave ECO Kelly a detailed description of the man, his 
vehicle and license plate number.  Unfortunately, ECO Kelly did 
not get there in time, but through his investigation he found out 
the man lived in the town of Westbury on Long Island. ECO Kelly 
relayed this information to Nassau County ECO Erik Dalecki who 
met and interviewed the man at his home later that same day. 
When faced with the detailed account from the eyewitness, the 
man admitted to taking the deer illegally. He was ticketed for 
discharging a firearm within 500 feet of a residence, taking deer 
from a motor vehicle and taking deer from a highway. ECO Kelly 
recovered the deer, which was hidden at a camp in Long Lake.

Ask the Ranger
Q: Do I have to register and insure my snowmobile to ride on 
snowmobile trails on DEC land or easements administered by 
DEC?  

A: Yes. All snowmobiles operated in New York State must be 
registered and insured in New York. The exception is when 
the operator owns the land he or she is operating on, or if the 
snowmobile is operated on a trail in an adjacent state that 
occasionally crosses into New York.  

Contributed by ECO Lt. Tom Caifa
and Forest Ranger Lt. John Solan

Real stories from Conservation O�  cers 
and Forest Rangers in the � eld

On Patrol Carl Heilman II

Wintergreen
By Barbara Nuffer


