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Common Name of Plant: Wild Senna
Scientific Name of Plant: Senna hebecarpa  
Average Height of Plant:  up to 6’
Blooming Time: mid-late summer
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Ask the Botanist
What are the leaves like?
The leaves of a wild senna are compound with 10 to 20 leaflets in each.  The green leaflets are up to 2 ½ inches long and ¾ inches wide.  The shape of the leaflet is oblong, and has smooth margins and a pointed tip.  The smooth leaves are thin, easy to bend, and have petioles.  The leaves grow horizontally to the ground and face all directions.  The leaves appear alternate on the stem and are cool to the touch. They turn yellow in the fall.

What type of flowers bloom on this plant?
Each flower is about ¾ inches across. The 5 sepals and 5 petals are both yellow with black-topped stamen inside.  Each flower has a pistil with long white hairs. There are 3 upper petals and 2 lower petals in a flower which usually become curved and look like a claw-like.  The petals often turn white as they get older. The hairy pistil eventually develops into a seedpod. Wild senna bloom in late July to early August for about a month. The flowers do not have an odor. 
What is unusual about the seedpods or seeds of this plant?

The seedpods are about 4" long when fully mature and resembles pea pods. Each seedpod has 10-18 segments, one for each seed inside.  Eventually, these seedpods become dark brown in appearance and hang straight down from the stems. 

How is this plant important to animals?   Has it also been used by people?
The caterpillars of the sulfur butterflies rely on it as food.   The seeds may be eaten by upland game birds. The flower attracts bumble bees with its nectar.  Animals won’t eat the leaves. These flowers also have nectar on the tips of the petals that attract primarily ants. Some scientists think the extra nectar areas discourage ants from taking nectar from the center of the flowers since ants can’t pollinate the flowers.
It has been used by humans as a medicine. It’s called a Cherokee drug (analgesic) and it’s taken for cramps. A paste of roots and water, called a poultice, was put on sores. It’s also taken for fever, heart trouble, and pneumonia.

Is there anything else unusual about this plant?
The root system consists of a central taproot and rhizomes. This plant often forms vegetative colonies. This plant needs a lot of space to grow.  It is classified as a shrub and pea family. It is tolerant of hot dry sights once it’s established. 
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