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Nannyberry Viburnum
(Viburnum lentago)

General Description

A large native tree-like shrub, occasionally found in North
Dakota wooded areas. Attractive for its shiny foliage, red
fall color and fruit display.

Leaves and Buds
Bud Arrangement - Opposite.

Bud Color - Lead gray, valvate in nature.

Bud Size - About 1/2 to 3/4 inch, long pointed, slightly
curved.

Leaf Type and shape - Simple, elliptic-ovate, acuminate
tipped.

Leaf Margins - Finely-toothed, petiole mostly winged with
wavy margin.

Leaf Surface - Shiny foliage, glabrous or scurfy on the
veins beneath.

Leaf Length - 2 to 4 inches.

Leaf Width - 1 to 2 inches.

Leaf Color - Dark green, red autumn color.

Flowers and Fruits
Flower Type - Flat cymes.

Flower Color - Creamy-white, no fragrance.
Seed Type - Drupe, 1/2 inch long.

Seed Color - Drupe turns reddish, changing to bluish-
black when mature.

Form
Growth Habit - Mild suckering, becomes more open at
maturity with arching branches.

Texture - Medium, summer; medium, winter.
Crown Height - 10 to 14 feet.
Crown Width - 8 to 12 feet.

Bark Color - Slightly pubescent to essentially glabrous,
brownish-gray.

Root System - Shallow.

Environmental Requirements

Soils
Soil Texture - Adapted to a variety of soils.
Soil pH -5.0 to 7.5.

Windbreak Suitability Group - 1, 2, 3, 4, 4C, 5.

Cold Hardiness
USDA Zone 2.

Water
Limited drought tolerance.

Light
Full sun to partial shade.

Uses

Conservation\Windbreaks
Medium to large shrub for farmstead windbreaks, and
riparian plantings.

Wildlife
Food for wildlife, good cover.

Agroforestry Products
Products - Cut or dried flowers.

Food - Fruit used fresh, processed and dried. Native
Americans ate it raw. White settlers used the bark for tea.

Medicinal - Used as diuretic, nerve sedative, for asthma
and hayfever, and treatment of cramps and palpitation.

Urban/Recreational
Good for naturalizing and borders, attractive reddish fall
colors are common.

Cultivated Varieties

None.

Related Species
American Cranberrybush (Viburnum trilobum)
Arrowwood Viburnum (V. dentatum)
European Cranberrybush (V. opulus)
Wayfaring Tree Viburnum (V. lantana)

Pests

Powdery mildew can be a pest under humid conditions.
No major pest problems.
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Alternate Names
Sheepberry, wild raisin, sweet viburnum, nanny-
berry

Uses

Nannyberry is a shade-tolerant, understory species
useful in landscape plantings as shrub borders, taller
barriers, hedges, and windbreaks. It produces good
seasonal displays of flowers, fruits, and fall leaf
color. The fruits are sweet and edible and are eaten
by many species of birds and wildlife.

Status

Please consult the PLANTS Web site and your State
Department of Natural Resources for this plant’s
current status (e.g. threatened or endangered species,
state noxious status, and wetland indicator values).

Description

General: Nannyberry is a native, deciduous, multi-
stemmed shrub or small tree that may reach 36 ft. in
height. The plant is also known as “sheepberry”
because its fruit smells like wet sheep wool when
over ripe. Nannyberry is leggy and somewhat open
at maturity with an irregular to rounded crown.
Suckers often form at the base. The bark is dark gray
to black in a pattern of small blocks. Leaves are
simple, opposite, and ellipse to egg-shaped with
finely toothed margins. They are 2-4” long and

Plant Materials <http://plant-materials.nrcs.usda.gov/>

hairless, or nearly so, on both sides. The %2-1”
petiole has a wavy, mostly winged margin. Mature
foliage is dark glossy green, becoming deep maroon
to red in the fall. Small, creamy-white, bisexual
flowers in flat-topped clusters appear May-June. The
2" berry-like fruits (drupes) are blue-black and form
hanging clusters from July - September.

Adaptation and Distribution

Nannyberry is adaptable to a wide range of sites, but
is commonly found natively in moist areas with rich
loam to clay-loam soil, such as low woods, swamp
borders, or near stream banks. It also occurs on
moist, wooded slopes, but tolerates drier sites.
Although quite shade-tolerant, it achieves relatively
larger size in more open areas.

Nannyberry is distributed throughout the north and
northeastern United States. For a current distribution
map, please consult the Plant Profile page for this
species on the PLANTS Website.

Establishment

Nannyberry seed requires alternating temperatures
and a cool moist period to germinate (Dirr, 1990).
The plant can be readily propagated by softwood
cuttings. Hanging branches may also root, or layer,
where they touch the ground. Nannyberry has
fibrous roots and is easily transplanted and
established.

Management

Although nannyberry grows naturally as a multi-
stemmed shrub, it can be maintained as a small tree
by pruning stems and removing suckers at the base.

Pests and Potential Problems

Powdery mildew, which may affect leaves in late
summer, decreases aesthetic value but will not kill
the plant. The viburnum leaf beetle (Pyrrhalta
viburni), first a problem in Quebec and Ontario in
1978, has moved to New York and Maine and is now
a concern in urban landscapes and nurseries. V.
lentago leaves can be damaged or skeletonized by the
adults and larvae, although V. opulus is the beetle’s
preferred host. The beetle larvae hatch in early May,
feed for about 4-5 weeks then pupate in the soil.
Adults emerge by mid-July, feed, mate, and lay over-
wintering eggs on viburnum twigs. Chemical control
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is best applied to young larvae. Over-wintering eggs
should be pruned out and destroyed before hatching.

Cultivars, Improved, and Selected Materials (and
area of origin)
Nannyberry cultivars are not readily available.
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