












Asclepias asperula ssp. asperula (Decne.) Woodson

DISTRIBUTION
In Idaho, known only from Franklin County. Our subspe-
cies is widespread across Utah, eastern Nevada, Arizona, 
New Mexico, west Texas, and west, central, and southeast 
Colorado. A. asperula ssp. capricornu is scattered across 
central Kansas and adjacent Nebraska, Oklahoma, 
central Texas, and northern New Mexico (Kartesz 2015).

HABITAT
Dry barren slopes, gravelly soils, open shrublands 
and woodlands

FLOWERING IN IDAHO
Early June through mid-July

FLOWERS
Umbels terminal, solitary, many flowers densely packed 
into a sphere
	 - Horns absent
	 - Hoods reddish-violet to purple on back  
          and white inside, 8-10 mm long with blunt tips 
	 - Corolla pale yellow-green, often purple-tinged 
	   toward outside edges, 9-12 mm long, spreading 
	   with tips curved forward
	 - Calyx pale yellow-green, 3.5-5.5 mm long

	 FRUITS 
	 6-10 cm long, with minute straight hairs, smooth;  
	 seeds 7-8 mm long

STEMS
30-60 cm tall, unbranched, ascending and spreading; 
usually many in a cluster

LEAVES
Medium green, hairless or with minute straight hairs
	 - Lanceolate to linear lanceolate, usually folded  
	   lengthwise; 8-18 (20) cm long; 0.8-2 (2.5) cm wide
	 - Base acute to obtuse; tip acute
	 - Alternate to nearly opposite
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Horsetail milkweed
FALSELY REPORTED

Horsetail milkweed, Asclepias subverticillata (A. Gray) Vail, has been 
falsely reported from Blaine County based on three herbarium 
specimens: Atwood 28631 at Lava Lake, Atwood 28495 at Huff Creek, 
and Evers 100919 at the lava beds of Craters of the Moon National 
Monument. I examined the Atwood specimens and high-quality scans 
of Evers, visited the collection sites, and determined that all specimens 
are actually narrowleaf milkweed (A. fascicularis). A single collection 
reported from Bear Lake, in Bear Lake County (Isabel Mulford 272, 
9 Aug 1898, at MO) is a poor-quality specimen that was originally 
identified as narrowleaf milkweed. Later it was widely cited as horsetail 
milkweed (e.g., Woodson 1954, Cronquist et al. 1984). Milkweed expert 
Mark Fishbein recently examined the specimen and determined it is 
A. fascicularis (pers. comm. 19 May 2017).  Therefore, horsetail milkweed 
is not documented in Idaho. It is well-documented from central Utah 
and northern Colorado south into Mexico. 

MILKWEED LOOK-A-LIKE

Dogbane
Hemp dogbane (Apocynum cannabinum), spreading dogbane (A. andro-
saemifolium), and their hybrid (A. ×floribundum) have milky sap, opposite 
leaves, and are easily confused with milkweed, especially when young. 
Many authors place milkweed in the same family with dogbane — in the 
Dogbane Family (Apocynaceae). Like milkweed, dogbane flowers have five 
petals; however, the petals are fused into a simple bell shape, rather than 
the distinctive corona and corolla of milkweed. The follicles, or “pods,” 
of dogbane resemble long, thin green beans (up to 16 cm long). They are 
markedly thinner than the stout, somewhat inflated follicles of milkweed.
    At maturity, hemp dogbane can be as tall (30-120 cm) as showy milk-
weed and swamp milkweed. Spreading dogbane is shorter (20-50 cm) and 
smaller overall. The hybrid is intermediate. Both species are widespread and 
common across Idaho; the hybrid is widespread, but less common. Dogbane 
does not support monarch butterfly larvae.

GROWN IN IDAHO

Garden Species
Butterfly milkweed (Asclepias tuberosa), tropical milkweed (A. curassa-
vica), their cultivars, and other species are sometimes planted in Idaho 
gardens and home landscapes. No milkweeds are known to have escaped 
or become invasive in Idaho; however, it is important not to plant non-
native species in the wild. Many milkweeds are adapted to disturbed 
sites and could become invasive in a suitable environment. Tropical 
milkweed and African milkweed (A. fruticosa, = Gomphocarpus fruticosus) 
are invasive elsewhere in the US (Kartesz 2015). Honeyvine (Cynanchum 
laeve) is a close relative of milkweed and is used by monarch larvae. It is 
native to the eastern and mid-western US, and has been reported from 
Canyon County, Idaho (Blaine Linford sn, 15 Jul 1966, ID; also Richard Old, 
pers. comm., cited in Kartesz 2015). Among gardeners, it has a reputation 
as being invasive.

Tropical milkweed. Photo by 
Bill Harryman. 
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Swamp milkweed. Photo by Bob Kibler. 

KEY TO THE

Native Milkweeds of Idaho

1a. Stems lying on ground; leaves light blue-green with a white waxy coat, hairless, broadly ovate 
to round, 4-7.5 cm long, 3-6 cm wide . . . . Davis’s milkweed, A. cryptoceras ssp. davisii

1b. Stems upright; leaves sage green or medium green without a white waxy coat, with or with-
out hairs, linear to lanceolate to ovate, clearly longer than wide . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2

    2a. Leaves sage green, with soft, woolly hairs; ovate, or sometimes lanceolate when young; 
    10-18 cm long, 4-8 cm wide; opposite . . . . . . . . . . . . .  showy milkweed, A. speciosa 
     
    2b. Leaves medium green, hairless or with short hairs; linear to lanceolate; 5-18 cm long, 
    0.8-2.5 cm wide; opposite, alternate, or whorled . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3

        3a. Hoods reddish-violet to purple on back and white inside with blunt tips; horns absent;
        corolla pale yellow-green, often purple-tinged toward outside edges; leaves alternate to 
        sub-opposite  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . spider milkweed, A. asperula ssp. asperula

        3b. Hoods white to light pink; horns pale pink or white, exerted from hoods; corolla white, 
        pink, or rose; leaves opposite or whorled . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 

            4a. Leaves 1-6 cm wide with an obtuse base (>90° angle where the two sides join the 
            stem); usually opposite, but sometimes whorled; upper stems with short hairs; seeds 
            7-10 mm long . . . . . . . . . . . . swamp milkweed, A. incarnata spp. incarnata

            4b. Leaves ≤1.5 cm wide with an acute base (<90°); whorled, often with small bundles 
            of leaves in the axils; upper stems hairless; seeds 5.5-7 mm long . . . . . . . . 
	      narrowleaf milkweed, A. fascicularis

Front Cover Photo: Showy milkweed. Photo by Lynn Kinter, Idaho Department of Fish and Game.


