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Common Name of Plant: Prairie Dock
Scientific Name of Plant: Silphium Terebinthinaceum
Average Height of Plant:  6-7’
Blooming Time: July-September
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Ask the Botanist
What are the leaves like?
Each green leaf has a thick sandpapery surface texture, particularly on the underside, and is up to 18 inches long and 12 inches wide. On younger leaves, the upper surface is hairless and shiny, while the older leaves become dull and rough.  The simple, spade-shaped leaves are stiff and have petioles. The edges of the leaves are saw-toothed.  The leaves stand upright and face in all directions. 

What type of flowers bloom on this plant?
The yellow flowers look like small sunflowers and are similar to those on the compass plant. The flower stalks grow literally as high as an elephant’s eye. Masses of sunflower- like blooms appear on 6-7 foot stalks in late summer for a month or longer.  The composite blooms contain yellow ray flowers with yellow disks in the centers. 
What is unusual about the seedpods or seeds of this plant?

The seeds of the prairie dock are yellow and are present on most plants.  The seeds form in clusters at the top of the stalk and are not in capsules.  These seeds are rather light and are can be easily blown several feet by the wind.  The seeds, formed in the disc of the flowers, do not have hairs to carry it by the wind. 
How is this plant important to animals?   Has it also been used by people?
The flowers attract lots of bees and hummingbirds to pollinate it.  Some beetles and wasps eat it.  Goldfinches, chickadees, and sparrows eat the seeds and help disperse them.  Cattle and bison eat it too, but cottontail rabbits don’t eat it because they like shorter plants with tender leaves. The leaves of prairie dock are too rough for them. Grubs feed on the long tap root. Prairie dock was used by Native Americans to treat burns. The roots were used to make a tea to treat coughs and asthma. The leaves, however, can be potentially toxic. 

Is there anything else unusual about this plant?
The species name comes from a Greek word meaning “like turpentine” due to the resins in the stem that smell like turpentine. Prairie dock has a stout taproot that can penetrate the soil to about 12’ deep, and may form offsets only to a short distance away from the mother plant. It develops really slowly, but it is almost indestructible when mature.  The roots are so deep that the plant can pump up cool water deep in the ground.  On a hot day when you feel the leaves, they feel cool.
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