
Nyssa Sylvatica – Beetlebung 
 

 
Frank MacKeever 1968.  Native and Naturalized Plants of Nantucket. 
 
Uses:  roller for slipping boats into sea; mallet heads, chisel handles, bungs, pestle-
like beetle or biddle,  
 
 

 

tNYSSACEAE (Sour Gum Family) 
tNyssa L. Pepperidge, Tupelo 

N. sylvatica Marsh. Black Gum, 
Pepperidge 
N. multi/fora Wang. 

(Native) (May-June) (C) 
Note: Tl,e Pepperidge is one of the 
most beautiful trees on Na11tucl1ct. 
Its shiny, dark green leaves turn 
lo crimson in the fall. More con­
sideration sl,ould be given lo the 
use of it as a tree for roadsides, 
law1is, terraces, naturalistic plant­
ings, etc. Many a ship slipped 
into the sea 011 rollers ma<le from 
the tougJ, wood of this tree. 
A11d ma11y of t/1e mallet /,cads 
a11d chisel handles which helped 
to carve out these ships were 
fashioned from its wood. Tl,c cos~ 
of whale oil in some of their holds 
were stoppered with bungs of 
Peppcridge. At home, the women,. 
folk of the me11 who sailed these 
s!,ips were masl,ing their fruits and 
vegetables with a pestle-like ulemil 
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which was knor• t.o them as a 
"beetle" or "biddle." The use of 
the wood, for beetles a11d bungs, 
led lo the coi11ing of a11otl,er name 
for the tree-"Bettlebung." Dr. 
Ricl,ard H. Eyde, of the Depart­
ment of Botany, Smitl,sonia11 
lmtitutio11, IVashington, D. C., !,as 
published. an outstanding and 
com/Jrehensive study of Nyssa 
sylvatica, and ·related species. His 
mo11ograph appears in tl,c Journal 
or the Arnold Arboretum, XLIP 
(1963), 1. 1 highly recommend its 
consultation by all who arc 
interested in this genus, and 1 am 
grateful to Dr. Eyde for examining 
and determining the specimens of 
this Nantucket collection. 


