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Whorled and Showy Milkweeds 
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Both whorled and showy milkweeds are commonly found in certain areas 
of the state and both are reported to be poisonous to livestock in varying de
grees. Hence the two will be discussed in this bulletin. 

WHORLED MILKWEED 

(Asclepias mexicana) 
' Whorled milkweed is a descriptive name for a useless plant. "Whorled" 

because the leaves are produced in whorls at regular intervals along the stem, 
and "milkweed" because the foliage contains a white milky juice. This is a 
livestock poisoning weed found in many counties of the state, especially in 
eastern Oregon. There are several different whorled milkweeds. The one 
described in this bulletin is the principal one in ·oregon. Fortunately it is not 
so poisonous as the whorled milkweed found in the southwestern states 
(Asclepias galiodes). 

Whorled milkweed is a perennial that reproduces by seed and creeping 
roots. It is commonly found in open areas in dry waste places, ditchbanks, 
pastures,. meadows, and occasionally in cultivated fields. It grows from 2 
to 4 feet tall. There are six long, slender, smooth leaves from i to ½ inch wide · 
produced in each whorl along the stem . Leaves are often folded along midrib, 
giving them an even narrower appearance. Flowers are small and purplish or 
greenish white. They are mostly produced at the top of the plant on slender 
stems arising from the axils of the leaves. Seeds are golden brown, oval, flat, 
i inch long, and possess long silken strands enabling wind and water to carry 
them great distances. Seeds are produced in brown slender pods from 2½ to 4 
inches long. Stems and upper roots are stiff and woody. 

Unless no other forage is available, livestock will not eat whorled milk
weed when green because of its strong disagreeable taste . When dried this 
taste disappears, but the poisonous quality remains. It is dangerous to feed 
hay containing this weed. 

The Nevada Experiment Station has conducted extensive experiments on 
the poisonous qualities of whorled milkweed and reports that the leaves are 
the most poisonous, the seed pods are less so, but the whole plant should be 
considered dangerous. When green whorled milkweed was fed to sheep, no 
serious trouble came from Jess than ½ pound . From ½ to 1½ pounds made the 
animal sick but it generally recovered. Amounts of 1 ½ pounds or more were 
usually fatal. In general, one-third the green weight will cause the same effect 
when fed dry in hay. When fed ·to yearling cattle weighing 250 pounds a green 
weight of 2 pounds or less, or i pound dry weight was practically harmless. 
From 2 to 5 pounds green weight or ¾ pound dry weight was dangerous, and 
more than 5 pounds green weight or ¾ pound dry weight was usually fatal. 
There is some evidence that the poison is cumulative.t 

Sympt oms of poisoning. Symptoms of poisoning are usually evident 
from 10 to 15 hours after the plants have been eaten . Affected animals first 
lose their appetite, are weak, their gait uncertain, and the pulse weak. If enough 
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of the plant has been consumed to cause severe poisoning, the weakness will be 
followed by complete loss of muscular control, most noticeable in the hind 
quarters, and the animals may stagger and fall. Spasms follow at irregular 
intervals, and then the legs are generally extended and stiff. These spasms occur 
particularly when the animal is disturbed. Spasms occurred in all fatal cases 
observed. Sheep that died were sick for from 5 to 24 hours. Those that re
covered after being poisoned were sick for from 12 to 72 hours. Cattle showed 
about the same symptoms as sheep. 

SHOWY MILKWEED - Asclepias speciosa---Showing stem with leaves and flowers, seed 
pod open and disseminating seed, and nature of root growth. 

Remedies. There is no known satisfactory cure for animals poisoned 
with milkweed poisoning. If plenty of desirable forage is available, animals 
will not eat the plant. Good range and pasture management will prevent most· 
of the losses while on pasture. Hay containing whorled milkweed should not 
be fed. 

Control. Whorled milkweed is a difficult pest to eradicate. Its creeping 
roots often penetrate far into the soil. The Colorado Experimeht Station has 



carried on extensive experiments on its eradication.* Work there was on the 
Asclepias galioides (a slightly different milkweed), but since its nature of 
growth is the same as the whorled milkweed in Oregon, results would probably 
be applicable to our milkweed. Colorado workers found that much better results 
were obtained if cultivation were delayed until just before the plants formed 
seed. The land should be plowed once at this time, followed by a second plowing 
in the early fall. It is desirable to fall-seed the land to a crop that will shade 
the weed and compete for moisture and plant food. Whorled milkweed seems 
to have exhausted much of its root reserve just before it seeds, and can be 
more easily killed at this time. Small patches can be grubbed out by hand. 
Grubbing should be started at the same time as plowing. Small patches can 
also be treated with chemicals. Extension Bulletin 510 gives detailed discussion 
on control of perennial weeds. 

SHOWY MILKWEED 

(Asclepias speciosa) 

Other common names: Common milkweed, Broadleaved milkweed. 

Showy milkweed is found in both eastern and western Oregon. It is an
other perennial poisonous to livestock and grows under the same conditions 
as whorled milkweed. It commonly grows from 2 to 4 feet tall. Like whorled 
milkweed, it usually grows in patches or clumps. Large soft leaves are borne 
opposite each other in pairs. They are genera lly from 5 to 8 inches long and 
1½ to 3 inches wide, oblong, wider at the base than tip, smooth on top, but 
covered with soft white down underneath. Seeds are produced in pods about 

· 3 to 6 inches long and 1 to 2 inches wide. Flowers are rather inconspicuous, but 
form a large cluster at the top of the stem. Pods are also covered with white 
hairs. This weed is not nearly so poisonous as whorled milkweed, but probably 
causes the loss of some livestock each year. 

Symptoms . According to the Nevada Experiment Station, symptoms of 
poisoning are quite different from those produced by the whorled milkweed. 
First stages are extreme dullness, loss of appetite, and a tendency to lie down. 
The breath becomes irregular and is expelled with a grunt in severe cases. 
Spasms are entirely absent. · 

Control. The same method of control recommended for whorled milkweed 
is applicable . 

This is one of a series of 39 bulletins discussing 58 perennial weeds in 
Oregon and their control. A list of bulletins in this series will be found on 
the last page of Extension Bulletin 510. The individual bulletins are punched 
so that several may be bound together if desired. 
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