Asclepiadaceae — The Milkweed Family

Fran Dennett

The milkweed family is named because of the white “milky” sap which is present in almost all its 130 genera and about 2000 species.  They are only found in the Americas and Africa.  Perennials, sub-shrubs and vines are represented.  The acrid poisonous sap make the butterfly larvae which feed on milkweeds toxic to predators — good defensive protection.  Aspclepias tuberosa (butterfly-weed), Stapelia (carrion flower) and Hoya (wax plant) are members of this family.
In general, height varies from 1-6 feet, depending on the species.  The long, narrow simple leaves may be arranged alternately or whorled on the stem.  The small waxy flowers are on short stems and in clusters.  The colour range is white, purple, and in solids or bicolours of yellow, red, and orange.  The blooming time varies with the species.  They require full sun and well-drained soil.  Hardiness varies with species.  Propagation is usually from seed most being warm germinators but some require cold treatment to germinate.  This could explain in part why some require a cool climate and will not survive in warm winter locations.  The plants are pest and trouble free and should be more widely grown if only to feed the Monarch butterfly and aid in their survival.  The common species are generally available but if you want the more unusual species you will have to seek them out.  Gray’s Manual of Botany lists 24 species native to central North America and is usually found growing in meadows.

I am familiar with the following three species:

Asclepias tuberosa (Butterfly-weed, Pleurisy-root, Chigger-flower) is native to central and southeastern US and southern Ontario.  Zone 5b may be its northern limit.  The flower colour ranges from yellows, to oranges, to reds and bicolours and blooms in late summer.  This mounding shaped perennial is about 2-3 feet tall and about two feet wide.  If you are lucky enough to get it established it will develop a tuberous root system which helps the plants in times of drought.  Butterfly-weed demands full sun and well-drained soil.  A. tuberosa needs cold treatment to germinate and if you start it early — January/February — it may bloom the first year.

Asclepias incarnata (Swamp Milkweed) requires moist soil but according to Gardens North will thrive in ordinary gardens.  The species colour is pink, but Gardens North has cultivars in deep rose pink, bright pink and white.  This plant is 4-5 feet tall and blooms  from mid to late summer.  I found it blooming on the shoreline at our cottage right up to mid October.  A. incarnata is a warm germinator and easy from seed.

Asclepias curassavica (Blood Flower) is a tender sub-shrub (treat as an annual in zone 5b) from South America.  It grows about 3 feet tall and has narrow lanceolate leaves about 6 inches long.  The flowers are orange-red with the usual milkweed seed pods.  They are easy warm germinators and in my garden were still blooming November 1st when they were pulled out.  I will have seeds available at our seed exchange at the January meeting.

If you wish to grow other Asclepias species try Richter’s Herb catalogue, the internet or wild flower groups.
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