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Common Name of Plant: Whorled Milkweed
Scientific Name of Plant: Ascelpias verticillata
Average Height of Plant:  1 ½ - 2’
Blooming Time: June - September
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Ask the Botanist
What are the leaves like?
The leaves grow in whorls of 4 to 8 leaves around the central stem.   The simple leaves are smooth-edged and grow up to 3 inches long.  The narrow leaves are about 1/8 inch across which gives the plant less surface areas to lose water during occasional droughts. Each leaf has a pointed tip and a central vein that is easy to see.
What type of flowers bloom on this plant?
The composite, greenish-white flowers grow at the top of the plant. Each flower cluster is about 2 -3 inches across and consists of about 20 individual flowers.  These individual flowers are about ¼ inch high and 1/3 inch wide with 5 green petals and 5 white hoods.  The flowers have nectar but do not have a fragrance.  
What is unusual about the seedpods or seeds of this plant?

The 3 to 4 inch seed pods cluster around the top of the stem. Inside the pods are egg-shaped seeds each containing a tuft of white hairs.   These hairs cause the seeds to be dispersed by the wind. When the seeds are ripe, the pod splits open along a seam to release the seeds. 
How is this plant important to animals?   Has it also been used by people?
Many insects such as bees, wasps, butterflies, and beetles eat the nectar of whorled milkweed with bees and wasps being the best pollinators. Monarch caterpillars feed on the foliage and flowers.  Yellow milkweed aphids suck juices from the plant and ants often are seen feeding on the honeydew of these aphids.  Ladybird beetles and green lacewings maybe present feeding on the aphid themselves.  Mammals usually avoid eating whorled milkweed because of its bitter white “milk” which is poisonous.  Some Native American tribes used whorled milkweed to treat snakebites and throat and nose ailments. Other Native American used it to make string and rope from the fibers. Pueblo Indians eat green pods and uncooked roots.
Is there anything else unusual about this plant?
Whorled milkweed is among the most poisonous of milkweeds.  Cattle have been known to poison themselves by eating too much whorled milkweed, but they rarely eat enough for it to be fatal.  The white “milk” in whorled milkweed is thought to help hold water in the plant as adaptation to survive periods of drought.  
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