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POKEWEED

(Phytolacca americana)

SEEDLING DESCRIFTION

The two seed leaves (cotvledons) of poke-
weed sesdlings ore preen, pake under-
nesith, and about ¥3 anch wade by 1 inch
long (12 by 25 mm), The seedling sem
(hvpocodyll 13 tender, succulenl, preen,
anmdd often Ilnp_'ll wilk |1||.r|1|-e: Tree leaves
are lghtly Tokded mo the buod Ihu}' e
armooth, lender, and ;ru|-r_' green, with a
|;'r|.'|1.-.-|.‘||.".|'[.- Bloodn  on e |;'H.J|:‘“|:-||:-Iir|;.:|.'|J
bower surface. Leaf marging continme
down the sbems as bright red lines. Since
pokewead is a perennial, its overwintering
roods send up shoots every spring. Unlike
true seedlings, these shoots have no sead
keaves, The true leaves emerge as o com-
pact, erect cluster

BIOLOGY
Pokeweed 15 g nonwoody | herhaceous
perennial that grows 3 1o 10 feet (0% 0 3
m) tall. The large, Meshy taproot can grow
I foot (30 cmd long and 4 mches (10 cm)
thick in older plams. The taproms book
something like potatoes, with brown skm
and white inner flesh. The plam asell’ i
widely branched. shaped much like a
small tree. The smooth, succulent stems
are often bright red but may be purple or
green. While all pans of the mature plani
are poisonous, the first voung shoots tha
emerge in spring are edible wihen cooked
The mature beaves are alemately ar-
ranged and prow 4 1o 12 inches long and
ahaut hall' as wide, They are poimted o
bath ends, have smooth or slightly wavy
muarging, and are attached to the stem by
lead salks l:rvlml.,'n:l LS 1V inch (12 io
3 mmj long. The mature lenves, roots,
amd stems are poisonous 0 livestock and
people, and have a bitter, narcodic taste,
Pokewsesd may bloom anytime from
May to Oitober. Bermes form one month
after bloseoms open, and both fruat and
Iowers miry AT I-::-g..-.lin.-.r on the same
|1|..'|||.': Indivichial Mowers ame omly Y oinch
(b mm) across and are arranged in grace-
ful clusters up to B inches (20 cm) long. A
stout red flower stem (pedecel) abour Vs
inch (9 mm) long attachkes each fower o
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the central Dower stalk. The Bowers are
r.lq:r‘h:-::[ {have both male and lemalke parisl,
and their five pink or pale green petallike
wpals surround fen stamens

Pokeweed berries are green at firss,
wming dark shiny purple when ripe. They
are about VY inch across and neady found

Pokewered shonts emerge in early spring
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. The deep purple berries have given pokevweed She e

or slightly Mattened. The whole clusier
droops heavily when the berries are fully
mEbure

Esch berry contains ten shiny black
seeds neatly armanged in a ring. Seeds are
MNattened of bens shaped, aboat Y inch (3
mim) across, and poisonows to homans,

w ared bright read ¥-shaped brancher are distinguinbing feafres
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POKEWESE MerOOUCCs MAINLY DY Socd.
Its large perennial taproot docs not extend
far horizontally underground, but it may
produce several vertical shoots such that
the weed grows in clumps,

Frost kills the upper parts of the plant,
but the dried branches remain wpright all
winter, bleaching to a pale tan and eventu-
ally disintegrating the following spring.

SIMILAR SPECIES

The Phvredacca genus has several dozen
species, most of them coarse shrubs or
treelike plants native to the ropical re-
gions of China, Japan, India, South Amer-
ica, and Africa. Mo other weeds in Morth
America  resemble  mature  pokewesd
enough to cause confusion.

MATURAL HISTORY

Pokeweed is a native of Morth America
and has become established in Europe. In
North America, it is most common in the
castern United States and southeastemn
Canada. It grows as far west a5 Texas bt
is rare in the Great Lakes region. s range
extends north into Ontario and south as far
as Mexico.

Pokewesd prefers rich, moist soil and
cultivated land. Its habitat inchudes bam-
vards, open woods and thickets, waste
areas, and recently disturbed ground. k
grows along creek banks, pond margins,
ditches, roadsides, and fencerows.

Mature pokewesd CONLAINS & POAsOMOUS
chemical compound called phyiolacca-
toxin. One of the ingredients that makes
this compound s0 toxic is saponin, a
soaplike substance found in some podson-
ous plants, including foxglove (DNginalis
prrpiired), com oockle (Agrosieruma gitk-
age), bitteraesd (Aciinea odorana), and
bouncing Het (Saponaria  oficinalis).
Pregnant cows have boen known o mis-
carry from eating the mature feaves and
stems of pokeweed. Generally speaking,
though, livestock are rarely tempeed to cat
these extremely bitter top parts, The roots
are the most toxic part of the plant, and
pigs have been poisoned after digeing
them up and eating them.

Symptoms of poisoning begin right after
cating. The first symptom is a buming
feeling in the stomach, followed within
two hours by vomiting, dinrrhea, and gas-
troenteritis (inflammation of the lining of
the stomoch and infestines), As the toxin
enters the bloodstream and central nervous
system, more peneral symploms appedar,
inchading salivation, sweating, vision dis-
turbances, weak pulse, and  shallow

DfEAlning,. LACAin eSS WOCH U MArcous
effect of the toxin paralyzes the respira-
tory system. Autopsy reveals severe liver
damage and bleading and ulceration of the

A veterinarian may recommend an anti-
dote for livestock known to have eaten
pokewesd, The treatment may include a
stimulant for the respiratory system, as
well as o sedative for the digestive and
nervous systems, [hlute tannic acid is
sometimes adminiened.

Despite the poisonows nature of the ma-
ture plant, country cooks have long wsed
the young shoots as a deliciows potherb,
The young shoots are gathered in spring,
when no taller than & inches and before the
stem tums purple. Both stem and beaves
ure edible and should be cut about 2
inches above the groand. The greens must
be bollad twice, in two chamges of water,
and each change of waner must be thrown
away, Then the greens are flavored with
salt and pepper, and butter or bacon, and
are served hot. Prepared in this manner,
“poke salad™ is meritious and nontoxic.
But only the voung shoots of early spring
can be safiely used; the root parts and older
leaves must be carcfully avoided.

Wild birds find the large juicy berrics
of pokeweed a good source of food. Spe-
cies whose diets rely heavily on the berries
include mouming doves, bluchinds, cat-
birds, and mockingbirds. Opossums and
raccoons also eat the fruit,

When mixed with alcohol, the juice
from the berries produces a good red ink,
Cotton or wool dyed with pokeberry juice
takes on a beautifol crimson shade, but the
color fades rapidly since no one has dis-
covered a way 10 permanently fix the dye
tor choth,

Despite its toxic nature, pokewsed ex-
tract can be usad 1o our advantage. Current
resiearch reveals that the extract is & mol-
luscicide: it kills smails. Pesticides made
from pokeweed may be wsed o discour-
age snails in vegetable crops and to con-
trol parasitic diseases spread by snails.

Like many poisonous substances, poke-
wesd extract can be medicinally beneficial
in small guantities. Early Americans
treated rheumatism, ulcers, and parasitic
skin disorders with juice from the roots.
The berries were wsed @0 treat tremors,
hemorrhzids, and constipation.

Mary sohstions to medical problems
have come directly Trom the wild plants
that we call weeds. Scientists are investi-
gating pokeweed exiract as a possible
anti-cancer drug.

LNE SCRCANTIC NAME 07 POKCWoed I8 Oc-
rived from piveos, the Latin word for
plant, and lecea, which refers to the decp
reddish purple of the berries. The most
froquently used species name, americana,
refers 1o its native land, The less common
species name, decandra, means “having
ten stamens.” The common name poke is
o contraction of pucooon or pocan, which
the Adponguin Indians of Delaware called
the familiar wild plant. Other common
names  for  pokewesd inchede  parget,
coakum, American cancer, cancer jalop,
scoke, pigeonberry, inkberry, Virginia
pokewesd, and pokeberry.

CONTROL

Cirassland that is badly infested with poke-
weed may be plowed up and planted in a
cultivaied crop for two yvears, if the soil
type and topography allow. If plowing is
not possible, plants can be destroyed by
being chopped off below the root crown.
Pokewesd is susceptible to mamy of the
herbickdes commonly used 0 controd
broadleaved weeds.

Pokewesd has a perennial roof sysiem
Therefore, a systemic herbicide, wich
reaches the roots, will be more effective
than a contact herbicide, which merely
bums off the upper part of the plant, Sys-
temic herbicides should be applied w the
leaves in late summer, when the plant is
mature, actively growing, and translocat-
ing nuirients 1o the roots for winter
StoTIgE,

For specific recommendations, consult
vour counfy Extension agent or the most
recent Weed Comtrol Manial and Herbi-
cide Cufde, available through Meister
Publishing Company, 3TH41 Eusclid Ave-
nige, Willoughly, Ohio 44094, Follow la-
bl instructions for all herbicides and ob-
sefve mestrictions on grazing and har-

vesting procedures.
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