                                 LIZARD’S TAIL

    When looking at wetland flora, the most attractive ones may have the smallest flowers. One of those is the Lizard’s Tail (Saururus cernuus L.).

    Lizard’s Tail is a member of the Lizard’s Tail Family (Saururaceae or Piperaceae). The generic name, Saururus, is Greek for “lizard’s tail”. Sauros is “lizard” and oura is “tail”. The specific epithet, cernuus, is Greek for “drooping” or “nodding”, which often describes the shape of this plant.

    Another scientific name for this plant was Saururus lucidus Donn. At different times and places, other common names for this species are American Swamp Lily, Breast Weed, Swamp Lily, Swamp Root, and Water Dragon.

                 DESCRIPTION OF THE LIZARD’S TAIL

Perennial

Height: Its height is about ½-5 feet.

Stem: Its stem is leafy, narrow, rounded, branched, and is jointed at the nodes. It is hairy when young but becomes smooth when older.

Leaves: Its leaves are simple, alternate, asymmetrical, and arrow- or heart-shaped with rounded lobes. Their indented leaf bases clasp the stems. Their apices are acuminate. They are waxy, dark green, about 3-6 inches long, and about 1½-3½ inches wide. Each leaf has palmate veins. Its margins are entire and are smooth or wavy. The petioles form sheaths around the stems.

    Turtles (Order Testudines) often eat these leaves. However, these leaves are too toxic for herbivorous Mammals (Class Mammalia).

Flowers: Its flowers are clustered upon 1-2 dense, slender, elongated cylindrical, stalked, tapering racemes or spikes. These spikes are about 4-12 inches long and are located at the ends of the stems. Until the fruits mature, these spikes nod or bend at their tips.

    Each flower is radially symmetrical. It has no petals or sepals. However, it has 6-8 showy white or yellow-white, 1/8-1/4 inch long stamens; and has 3-4 fleshy, white pistils that are united at their bases and have 3-4 styles. It also has green, boat-shaped bracts.

    These flowers are fragrant. Bees (Superfamily Apoidea) and Flies (Order Diptera), who are attracted by their fragrance, pollinate these flowers. 

    The flowers begin blooming from the base of the spike and end at the top. Flowering season is usually May-September.

Fruit: Its fruit is a cluster of green or brown, seed-like capsules or nutlets. Each fruit is succulent, fleshy, wrinkled, rough, and warty. Each fruit contains 3-4 seeds. Wood Ducks (Aix sponsa L.) and other aquatic birds eat these fruits.

Roots: Its fibrous and spongy root system consists of numerous fragrant rhizomes, which form thick, dense colonies. These large, clustered colonies provide habitat for many aquatic animals but also prevent other plant species from establishing themselves.

Habitat: This emergent plant’s habitat consists of swamps, marshes, shallow ponds, stream margins, ditches, wet deciduous woods, mudflats, and other areas of shallow water. It prefers shaded wetlands. It tolerates a wide range of pH levels.

Range: Its range covers most of the eastern U.S. as far west as the Great Plains, excluding northern New England, and southern Ontario and Quebec.

Uses:

    Lizard’s Tail had a few medicinal uses. Both the Native Americans and the early European settlers used this plant.

    This plant was used as an astringent, an antispasmodic, an emetic, a febrifuge, and a sedative. The dried leaves were brewed into a tea for treating breast and back pains and for treating stomach ailments. The root infusions were used as a wash for treating rheumatism and other general illnesses. The roots were also roasted or boiled, mashed, and were used as a poultice for sores, wounds, spider bites, and other inflammations. 

    Lizard’s Tail also had another use. It was used in water gardens.
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