                                  INDIAN HEMP

    There are a few species of wildflowers that strongly resemble the Milkweeds but are not closely related to the Milkweeds. One of those species is the Indian Hemp (Apocynum cannabinum L.).

    Indian Hemp is a member of the Family Apocynaceae, the Subfamily Apocynoideae, and the Tribe Apocyneae. The generic name, Apocynum, is from the Greek word apokynon or apokuon, which is “away dog” or “do away with dog”. Apo is “away” and cyn or kuon is “dog”. The specific epithet, cannabinum, is Latin for “like hemp” or “of hemp”, which is rope. 

    Other scientific synonyms for this plant were A. album Greene, A. angustifolium Wooton, A. arenarium Greene, A. bebbianum Greene, A. bolanderi Greene, A. canadense Shecut, A. carolinii Nieuwland, A. cervinum Greene, A. cinereum Nieuwland, A. cordigerum Greene, A. cuspidatum Greene ex Beguinot and Beloserky, A. densiflorum Greene, A. dictyotum Greene, A. estellinum Greene, A. farwellii Greene, A. greenarum Beguinot and Beloserky, A. hypercifolium Aiton, A. nemorale Gerrit Smith Miller, A. oblongum Greene, A. pubescens Mitchell ex R. Brown, A. purpureum Tausch, A. salignum Greene, A. sibiricum von Jacquin, A. subuligerum Greene, A. suksolorfii Greene, A. thermale Greene,  A. tomentulosum Nieuwland, Cynopaema cannabium (L.) Lunnell, and Forsteronia pavonii A. de Candolle. 

    This plant species is closely related to the Spreading Dogbane (Apocynum androsaemifolium L.). Both species can hybridize with each other to become the Intermediate Dogbane (Apocynum medium Greene).

    The common name, Dogbane, is Anglo-Saxon for  “killer of dogs”. Bane is from bana, which is “murderer” or “destroyer”. At different times and places, other common names for this plant are American Hemp, Amy Root, Bitter Root, Black Hemp, Black Indian Hemp, Bowman’s Root, Canadian Hemp, Choctaw Root, Colic Root, Common Dogbane, Dogbane, Dog’s Bane, Dropsy Weed, General Marion’s Weed, Glabrous Hemp, Hairy Dogbane, Hemp Dogbane, Honey Bloom, Indian Hemp Dogbane, Indian Physic, Milkweed, North-and-South Root, Old Amy Root, Prairie Dogbane, Rheumatism Root, Rheumatism Weed, St. John’s Dogbane, Silkweed, Snake’s Milk, Wandering Milkweed, Western Wall, Wild Cotton, and Worm Root..

                  DESCRIPTION OF THE INDIAN HEMP

Perennial

Height: Its height is 1-6 feet.

Stem: Its stem is reddish purple, stiff, erect, smooth or hairy, waxy, and is widely branched near the top. Its bark is tough and fibrous. If broken, this stem exudes a milky latex sap.

Leaves: Its leaves are simple and opposite. Each leaf is about 2-6 inches long and about ½-3 inches wide; oval, oblong, elliptical, or lanceolate; glabrous; has rounded or tapering bases and pointed or rounded tips; and an entire margin. They have red or white veins that are raised upon their underside. They have longer petioles near the bottom and shorter petioles near the top. They are upright or horizontal. If broken, they also exude the latex milky sap. During the fall, these leaves turn yellow before dropping. The Dogbane Leaf Beetles (Chrysocus auratus [Fabricius]) eat these leaves.

Flowers: Its flowers are arranged in 2-inch wide, loose, terminal, branched clusters at the ends of the stem or at the ends of the branches. Each flower is white or greenish white; about ¼ inches long and about 1/8-¼ inches wide; radially symmetrical; and is tubular, urn-shaped, or bell-shaped. Each flower also has a calyx of 5 large united green sepals, a corolla of 5 united petals with 5 spreading lobes, 5 stamens that alternate with the lobes, and a pistil with all parts in 2’s. Butterflies (Order Lepidoptera), Flies (Order Diptera), and Wasps (Order Hymenoptera) pollinate these flowers. Flowering season is May to September.

Fruits: Its fruits consist of 2 straight, slender, smooth, cylindrical, and pointed single-chambered pods. These pods are about 4-8 inches long and are red-brown. When mature, they split open along 1 side and twist to release their numerous seeds.

Seeds: Its seeds are brown, flattened, and have apical tufts of long, silky hairs that act as parachutes. These seeds are dispersed by the wind.

Roots: Its root system consists of spreading, long, horizontal rhizomes. New plants can grow from these rhizomes.

Habitats: Its habitat consist of open woodlands, woods’ edges, old fields, meadows, prairies, glades, pastures, waste areas, roadsides, fencerows, ditches, hillsides, thickets, and stream banks. They prefer moist areas to dry areas.

Range: Its range covers much of southern Canada and the entire U.S., except southern Florida and southern Texas. They are more common in the East.

Toxicity:

    All parts of the plant are toxic. Although this plant has a bitter taste, it is toxic to livestock if ingested. However, more recent research has shown that this plant is not as toxic as originally believed.

    Indian Hemp contains toxic glycosides, tannins, and resins. Some of these glycosides are cardioactive glycosides, such as cymarin, apocannoside, cyanocannoside, apocymarin, apocynamarin, K-strophantin, and genistroplantidin. Some of these glycosides also have anti-tumor activity.

    Symptoms of poisoning are increased body temperature and blood pressure, coldness of extremities, dilation of eye pupils, discoloration of mouth and nostrils, sore mouth, sweating, and death. The toxic resins can cause gastric disturbances. The acrid milky sap can cause blistering and contact dermatitis.

    Research has shown that touching this plant releases chemicals that make it more toxic to humans. However, these toxic chemicals also attract more insects to this plant.

Medicinal Uses:

    Despite this plant’s toxicity, it did have a few medicinal uses. Some of the Native American tribes and early European settlers used this plant. Indian Hemp was listed in the U.S. Pharmacoepia (1831-1916) and in the National Formulary (1916-1960).

   The roots and rhizomes were harvested in the fall. These roots were most potent if used fresh. The immature, green fruits were harvested in the summer.

   The roots were made into a tea or a decoction for treating numerous ailments. It was used as an alterative, a cathartic, a diaphoretic, a diuretic, an emetic, an expectorant, a febrifuge, a heart stimulant, a purgative, and a tonic. It was used to control common colds, pneumonia, bronchitis, convulsions, dizziness, nervousness, dropsy (congestive heart failure), syphilis, arthritis, bursitis, rheumatism, pleurisy, ague (malaria), sore throats, intestinal worms, fevers, jaundice, liver ailments, asthma, and dysentery. It was even thought to cure rabies. This heart stimulant is more effective than digitalis but is more irritable to the digestive tract and to the mucous membranes.

    The tea was also used as a hair wash to prevent baldness. The root’s smoke was inhaled to fight headaches. The sap was used for venereal warts. The latex sap was hardened and was used as chewing gum. Some of the tribes even ate the seeds.

Other Uses:

    The Native Americans and the early European settlers used the fibrous bark for cordage, rope, clothing, bags, pouches, fishing lines, and nets. This rope was stronger and more durable than European hemp rope.

    The bark was often harvested in the fall after the frost killed off the tops of the plant. The stems were placed in water to decompose before the bark was peeled. 

    The use of this fibrous bark goes as far back as the Archaic Period (8000 B.C.-500 B.C.). Ohio’s Adena (800 B.C.-A.D.1) and Hopewell (100 B.C.-A.D. 500) Cultures both used these fibers. The historic tribes often traded this bark with the Europeans. Captain John Smith of Jamestown (1612) and Ohio Moravian Missionary David Zeisberger of the Tuscarawas valley (1779) mentioned these fibers in their writings.

    Indian hemps are also a phytoremediation plant. They are able to hyperaccumulate toxins, such as lead, into their biomass.

Invasive Properties:

    In gardens, Indian Hemp is considered to be an invasive species. In cornfields, Indian Hemp can cuts yields by 10%. In soybean fields, Indian Hemp can cut yields by 40%.

    This plant is best controlled mechanically. It is difficult to control with herbicides.
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