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WEED IDENTIFIGATION 15

COMMON MILKWEED

(Asclepias syriaca)

three Branches 81 the top. When any pan of the
plaml 15 broken, a socky {
the wound.

g , forming four v
Exch |:|||ir emerges 4 to 6 mches (1010 15 omi)
apart Leaves are oblong and have roumded
ends, smooth margins, and often o timy poant
at the tip. They are deep green amd smooth an
the upper surface amd pale green and doany
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below. They measure 3 io 10 inches (7.5 to 25
em) loag and 2 1o 3 inches (5 to |2 om) wide,

Common mdlkweed blooms in early sum-
mer, is flowers arramged in nearly sphetical
clusters (umybels) at the tip of the stem and in
the axils of the upper leaves. Clasters are 2 io
4 imches (3 to 10 cm) in dinmeter, wssally a
soft lavender-pink codor, but sometimes van-
os shades of yellow or green. Individual
flowers are abmat ' inch long. Each has a
crown of five kooded petals on top and (ve se-
pqh below that curve back along the Tlowser
etalk.

The flowers ane perfect {ie., they have
male and Female parts), but they must be
cross-pollinated by ingects for seeds to form.
The sweel nectar albtacts boes, wasps, and
ither flying imsects, which enter the crown of
the flower and walk along the petals bowand
the sownce of fosd. Thelr feet slip inte a nar-
row opeming beteesn the petals where pollen
contaimers called pollinia are hidden,

Each pollinium is shaped like a borseshoe,
with a tiny pellen sack amached o cach end
amd o u-shaped kandle in beoween, The insect
books its beg onto the handle, dislodges the
poedlinium with a g, asd carries it 0 another
flower. Upon alightisg, the insect again slips
ils Feel mbo the mafmow opening, but this time
when it pulls is beg fres, the polliniam comes
o amd sticks onto the stigma of the female
Nower pan. Pollinstion has occurmed.,

The pollinia will be deposited only if earlier
imsect visitors have emptied the receplache.
Oeheraise the forager flies nway with another
pollinium aneched to its keg, The patienl ob-
server may see @ honeybee with several pol-
[T stnang along its fegs like borseshoes on &
fence mil. When the petals grp the kg too
tightly, some milkwesd fowers may hold
abandoned legs with pollinia still atiached, or
dead insects that wene unahle fo pull fres.

One 1o five fowers From each bmbel be-
come ferfilized amd produce seed. The seed
pod, calked a follicle, is at first Deshy and pale
green and coversd with soft-pointed bumps.
The Fodlicles grow 1o 5 inches long and |V
inch (4 cm) wide, drying and twming broan
when the seeds matune |n lale summer ond
fall, Then the pod splits lengthwise, releasing
the flat brown seeds. Bach seed has & mft of
silky hair (pappus) aiached and is easily
carmied alodt by the wind.

Common milkwesd alse reproduces by
rootstalks, which pencerste the earth to well
below plow depth. Often, several siems arise
close together From a single crown, Horiwontal
roots cause new shools w cmerge some dis-
tance Trom the parent pland, sa a stand of milk-
woed may develop from a single plant.

SIMILAR SPECIES

Aboul teenty-five species of milkwesd grow
in the Unbted Stases. Since many are ioxic (o
lwestock, It B important 0 recogrize other
members of this genus. Swamp milkweed,

purple milkwssd, and butterfly-weed ofien
grow on farmiand, They can be sestificd by
their flowers and leaves.

Ewlrn'p milkweed (A, imcarmamln) has nar-
oW l.up:rnd leaves that grow o 7 imches (15
cm} long and abowt 1% inch wide. Common
milkweed leaves ane (wice &8 wide and oval
rather than pered. Swamp milkweed flowers
are similar v tbose of common milkwesd., bus
are only half as larpe. As its name implies,
swamp millwesd prows inowet and swampy
land. Commaron mdlkwesd prefers drier soils,

Purph: milkwesd (A, purpurascens) groas
anly 3 feet (9 cm) tall, whereas commion
milkwesd prows 3 o 5 feet (30 to 150 cm)
high. Purple milkweed has a sparse leaf ar-
rangement Facher than the full, heavy amange-
maent of common milkwesd leaves,

Bunierfly-weed (A, dwberosal, alse called
buwiterfly milkweed, has brilliant arange-red
flowers armanged in a slightly elongated cluster
imstend of the lavender umbel ol common
milkwesd, Butterfly-weed does nod have the
m_ill;!.' sap 1'_|,'|;|il;.|l of mist malkweeds,

The voung leaves of bemp dogbane [(Apocy-
At cenmabieum) look moch lke those of
common milkweed, ard both plants exude &
milky jusce when broken, But the main stem
of hemp doghane 15 branched, forming a
bashy plant, while milkwesd stems ane simiplhe
or brunch oaly al the top. Hemp dogbane docs
nat belong 1o the milkweed famiby, ks flowers
are small and pale green — quite different
from the showy purple clusiers of milkweed
— amd i3 paired scedpods ook like long
curvid iborms. Secdpods are up to 6 inches
loimg and only half the dismeter of o pencil,
Common milkweed seedpods may be this
bomg, but are soft and plemp.

HATURAL HISTORY

Mative b Morth America, comomon milkweed
prefiers dry open land and is often scen along
unmowed rosdsides and |B waste ancas, mead-
ows, and com felds. It prows abundanthy
throughout the temperale castern part of the
continent. cxosp for the Gulf Coast, and in-
frequently grows on westem praines,

Some milkwesd species are poasonous b
livestock. amd others are suspect, so they are
it desirable in pastures and cropland. All
parts, cither fresh or dried, are polemially
woxic, and an animal that eats only 2 percent of
its weight may become ill. Thus, a S00-poursd
steer could he potscned by eating |0 pourds of
muilkwesd. Milkweed is & sticky forage af best.
Animals prefer beter fare, but they may eat il
if confined o pastenes where they have litle
chiice.

Symploms of milkweed poisoaing include
staggering, violenl spasms,  difficalty i
breathimg, amd a rapsd weak pulse, The best
treatment is b adminisier a cathartsc and pro-
vide plenty of waler and foed,

The damper apparceily lics in esting the
plant faw. Amesican Indisns used cooked

miblicweed for food and medicne. Unopened
fowers, immature secd pods, amd voung
shoots may be bailed in several changes of
salied water. When served with baater, lh::}'
resemble asparngus,

Old names for common milkwesd include
wild coftonm, Virginia silk, and  silkwsed.
These nmames refer 1o the uses people have
found for the Multy contents of the seed pods.
The early seltlers swuffed mattresses amd pal-
lows with it, and dusing World Wars [ amd 1
ihe dommy filling went indo life preservers and
flight jackets.

The sticky “milk™ that oozes from the plant
muy be brritsing to the skin,

The genus name for all milkweeds, Ascle-
pias, dertves from the name of the ancient
Cireek phiysician Acsculapius and refers to the
medicinal propenies of the mobs. Asclepios
extract b5 an ingredient in medicines used 10
Ereal asthima, dyspepsin, amd coughs.

CONTROL

Mowing wesdy areas before seeds ripen pre-
vents milkweed from spreading into crops.
Cultivation destrowvs seedlings. but most of the
roods are well below plow depth and can semd
up new plants from bueds.

Rotating mbo crops ihst provide an early
shade conopy helps suppress weed growth, If
common milkweed becomes an established
problem in feld crops, il can e conerodled by
applying a systemic herbicide while the weed
is actively growing. If thess chemicals are ap-
plied in spring. the milkweed mast be at leasi
12 e 1% mnches (30 o £3 cm) tall for effective
contnal.

A pood me to use systemic herbicides on
milkweed s early to midsummer when milk-
weed b5 in bud. At this stage the plant has used
mosl of its stoned energy o produce Nowers,
s depdeted oot system is ready to be Fed, and
bath sutriests and herbickle will be guickly
ranslocgicd from the top growih iolo the un-
dergrours parts,

For specific recommendations, consull your
county extension agent or the most pecent
Weed Conrred Mmnmal and Herlicide Guide,
available through Measter Publishing Com-
pany, 37841 Euclid Avenue, Willoughby,
Ohin 44094, Follow labe] mstrscions for all
herhicides and abserve restrlctions an grazing
and harvesting procedures.
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