                          SULLIVANT’S MILKWEED
    Many of us are familiar with the Common Milkweed (Asclepias syriaca L.), which is found in most fields. However, there are other Milkweed species that are also native to this area. One of them is the Sullivant’s Milkweed (Asclepias sullivantii Englemann ex. A. Gray).

    The Sullivant’s Milkweed is a member of the Order Gentianales, the Family Asclepiadaceae, the Subfamily Asclepiadoideae, the Tribe Asclepiadeae, and the Subtribe Asclepiadinae. Some newer references place it within the Family Apocynaceae.

    The generic name, Asclepias, was named for Asclepius (or Aesculapius), the Greek god of healing, because of this plant’s medicinal uses. The specific epithet, sullivantii, was named for William Starling Sullivant, a 19th Century American botanist from Ohio. Other common names for this species are Smooth Milkweed and Prairie Milkweed.
          DESCRIPTION OF THE SULLIVANT’S MILKWEED
Perennial
Height: Its height is 2-5 feet.

Stem: Its stem is erect, sturdy, smooth, thick, stout, hairless, single, and unbranched. It is pink to greenish-white. When broken, this stem exudes a milky sap.
Leaves: Its leaves are simple and opposite. Each leaf is about 4-8 inches long, about 1½-3½ inches wide, oblong to broadly ovate, sessile or nearly sessile, thick, succulent, and hairless. It has a rounded tip with a small point and has a cordate, rounded, or broad base. Its margins are smooth and wavy. Its veins and midveins are reddish pink to purple. The upper leaves all point upwards upon the stem. When broken, these leaves also exude a milky sap. 
Flowers: Its flowers are arranged in 1-3 rounded, umbelled clusters located near the top of the stem or in the axils of the upper leaves. Each umbel is about 2-3 inches wide and has about 15-40 flowers.

    Each flower is rose, pink, or purple; about ¾ inch long; about ½ inch wide; and is radially symmetrical. It is individually stalked with 1-1½ inch long pedicels. Its 5 petals have reflexed lobes that obscure the 5 reflexed sepals. Above them is the 5-lobed, crowned corona, which has a circle of 5 inflated, erect, scoop-shaped hoods that each enclose a curved horn-like appendage that points to the center. The corona is a central column of 5 united stamens and 2 pistils that are all united at the tip. All flowering parts are attached at the base of the ovary. This flower is fragrant. Flowering season is June to August. They stay in bloom for about 1 month.
    The corona has narrow slits upon its sides. When an insect lands upon the corona to drink the nectar, it places the legs within these slits because the corona is slippery. When the insect leaves, it removes the legs and picks up some pollen to pollinate another flower and to facilitate cross-pollination. The pollen is located inside 2 waxy sacs that resemble saddlebags. Milkweed has a low success rate of pollination. Some insects may get trapped within the slit and die. This plant can hybridize with the Common Milkweed.  Bumblebees (Genus Bombus), other Bees (Superfamily Apoidea), Ants (Family Formicidae), Flies (Order Diptera), and Ruby-throated Hummingbirds (Archilochus colubris L.) all drink the nectar and some may pollinate these flowers.

Fruit: Its fruit is a pod or a follicle. Each pod is smooth, greenish, about 3-4 inches long, and about 1-1½ inches wide. Its upper half has soft, pointed warts or projections. These pods split open to release the seeds, which are packed in overlapping rows.
Seeds: Its seeds are brown, flattened, ovate, and have tufts of long, silk (or coma) hair (pappus). These seeds are distributed by the wind.

Roots: Its roots are fleshy. Its rhizomes are deep and can form clonal colonies.

Habitat: Its habitat consists of meadows, old dry fields, fencerows, roadside banks, and mesic to hydric prairies.

Range: Its range covers the Great Lakes states, the Great Plains states, and Ontario.

Uses:

    All species of Milkweeds have uses. The silky hairs were once used to stuff pillows and mattresses. About 8-9 lbs. of this silk covers about 5-6 cubic feet, enough for a mattress, a coverlet, and pillows.

    During World War II, the tufts were used in life preservers and in flight suits. These tufts are about 5-6 times more buoyant than cork. They are warmer and are about 6 times lighter than wool. Because of the demand for Milkweeds, some farmers grew them as crops.

Toxicity:
    All parts of this plant are toxic. The amount of toxicity varies with each Milkweed species. 

    The sap is toxic to humans and to other Mammals (Class Mammalia). It is avoided by livestock. 
    The milky latex sap contains cardiac glycosides, a bitter alkaline chemical, and the resinoid galitoxin. Toxic symptoms may include depression, weakness, staggering, labored breathing, high body temperatures, pupil dilation, coma, and death. However, there have been no recorded cases of human fatalities. The sap can also cause contact dermatitis to some people.
    Because it these toxic chemical, few Insect (Class Insecta) species eat this plant. Monarch Butterfly (Danaus plexippus L.) caterpillars feed upon these leaves and accumulate the bitter chemicals within its system. This makes them unpalatable to predatory Birds (Class Aves).
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