
  

Trifolium stoloniferum Muhl. ex A. Eaton 
Running Buffalo Clover 

 
 

Family: Fabaceae 
 
Synonyms: None 
 
Description: Stoloniferous perennial; leaves long-petioled 
rising from ground level from a central crown or stolons 
except for short-petioled, opposite pair subtending the 
flower head; leaves of runners have 1-2 cm long ovate-
lanceolate stipules; flower heads 9-12 mm round with 
white corolla, often with pink-purple veins. 
 
Flowering: May - June 
Fruiting: June - July 
 
Similar Species: Trifolium stoloniferum is similar to the 
common white clover (T. repens) and the rare buffalo 
clover (T. reflexum), both of which grow in similar 
habitats. These three species can be distinguished as 

follows: T. stoloniferum -- stoloniferous, flowering stems unbranched, with a pair of leaves in 
upper portion; T. repens --stoloniferous, flowering stems naked, arising directly from the 
rhizome; T. reflexum --not stoloniferous, flowering stems leafy and often branched. Brooks 
(1983b) provides a chart outlining the differences between these species.  

 
Total Range: USA: IN, KY, MO, OH, WV 

Ohio Range: Belmont, Butler, Brown, Clark, 
Clermont, Clinton, Franklin, Hamilton, Lawrence, 
Montgomery and Warren counties. 
 
Ohio Status: www.ohiodnr.com/dnap  
 
Habitats: Mesic habitats with partial to filtered 
sunlight including woodlands and mowed lawns (U.S. 
Fish & Wildlife Service 2007). 
 
Threats: Habitat destruction, habitat succession 
leading to severe shading and competition with non-
native invasive plants are the most serious threats.  A 

lack of disturbance or too much disturbance may also be a concern.  The amount of disturbance 
necessary to maintain a population is yet to be determined.  This species once relied on bison to 
provide the right balance of periodic disturbance, soil enrichment, seed dispersal and seed 
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scarification to maintain itself (U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 2007).  It is unknown whether these 
requirements can be fulfilled sufficiently enough to maintain running buffalo clover populations 
in Ohio. 
 
Conservation Potential:  There are many unknown factors relating to the success of this 
species.  More information needs to be gathered regarding the dependence of this species on 
disturbance and its reproductive requirements.  With the loss of bison in Ohio’s landscape, other 
undulates may not be promoting adequate seed germination and dispersal.  Existing populations 
must be managed to prevent succession and maintain filtered sunlight.   
 
Inventory Guidelines: Collecting is discouraged; the identification can be determined from 
photos; note stoloniferous habit.   
 
Comments: Running buffalo clover apparently was locally common in southwestern Ohio 
before 1900.  It is uncertain if the number of herbarium specimens only reflects the level of 
activity among Cincinnati botanists.  After having been presumed extirpated, the species has 
been found to still be locally common in parts of southwest Ohio. 
 
The largest populations occur in West Virginia with one site totaling over 100,000 root crowns 
(NatureServe 2007).  Kentucky has the most populations with 71 occurrences and Ohio is third 
with 12 (NatureServe 2007). 
 
In Ohio, several populations have dropped significantly in numbers within the last few years.  
Recent surveys have failed to find any plants at the only site in Warren County.  Roberts & 
Cooperrider (1982) list this species from Sandusky County. This record is based upon a 
misidentified specimen of Trifolium repens (OS).  Furlow (1991) reports it from Lake County 
but there is no specimen to verify the account.   
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