                                 WOOD NETTLE
    While walking through a forest, one may brush up against a plant and be stung by that plant. That stinging plant might be the Wood Nettle (Laportea canadensis [L.] Weddell).

    Wood Nettles are members of the Order Rosales or Urticales, the Family Urticaceae or Cecropiaceae, the Subfamily Urticoideae, and the Tribe Urticeae.
    The generic name, Laportea, is Latin for “of Laport”. It was named for Francois Louis de la Porte (or De Laporte), a19th Century French naturalist who had visited America. The specific epithet, canadensis, is Latin for “of Canada”

    Previous scientific synonyms for this species were Laportea canadensis (L.) Gaudichaud-Beaupre, L. pustulata (Liebmann) Weddell, Urticastrum divaricatum (L.) Kuntze, Urtica canadensis L, U. divaricata L., and U. pustulata Liebmann. Other common names for this species are Albany Hemp, Canada Lettuce, Canada Nettle, Canada Wood Nettle, Canadian Wood-Nettle, and Giant Stinging Nettle.
                 DESCRIPTION OF THE WOOD NETTLE
Perennial
Height: Its height is 1-5 feet.

Stem: Its stem is light to medium green, erect, stout, zigzag, weak, solid, rounded, longitudinally grooved, and is bristled with densely covered, stiff, stinging hairs.

Leaves: Its leaves are simple, alternate near the bottom, and opposite near the top. This is the only Nettle species with alternate leaves. Each leaf is about 2½-8 inches long, about 2-8 inches wide, and is broadly ovate. It has a 4 inch long, grooved petiole; a pointed tip; a rounded or wedged base; brown and narrow stipules; and coarsely serrated or crenated margins. Its leaf venation is pinnate. The young leaves are wrinkled and are covered with stinging hairs but lose these hairs as the leaves age. These leaves may be eaten by White-tailed Deer (Odocoileus virginianus Zimmermann) and the larvae of some species of Butterflies and Moths (Order Lepidoptera).
Flowers: Its flowers are arranged in loose, slender, spreading, feathery, and branching cymed or panicled clusters. The female flower clusters are larger and more elongated than the compact male flower clusters. Each flower is about 1/8 inch wide and is white to green. The male flowers are located in the lower to mid leaf axils and have 0 petals, 5 narrow sepals, and 5 stamens with clear filaments and white anthers. The female flowers are located in the upper leaf axils or near the apex in groups of 3-7 and have 0 petals, 4 unequal sized sepals (2 large and 2 small), and 1 rounded pistil with a long and thin white style. These flowers are wind-pollinated. Flowering season is June to September.

Fruit: Its fruit is a dark, dry, ovoid, and curved achene seed. It is slightly winged.  Its surface is faintly wrinkled.
Roots: Its root system consists of a rhizome and thick, red-brown, fibrous roots. These roots can form large plant colonies of this plant.

Habitat: Its habit consists of wet or moist deciduous forests, bottomlands, wooded floodplains, and streambanks.

Range: Its range covers southeastern Canada and the eastern U.S. as far west as the Great Plains.

Toxicity:

    The stiff, tiny hairs are like small hypodermic needles. They have bladder-like bases and capillary tubes. They contain formic acid, like that of Ants (Family Formicidae). 
    When touched, the hairs bend and the base constricts and forces the acid through the tube. This acid can cause a painful sting and can burn exposed skin. A reddish, itchy rash (called urticaria) can develop and may last up to 24 hours. 19th Century naturalist John James Audubon wrote that this plant was once used for flogging lawbreakers.

    If exposed, the burn can be treated with juice from a nearby plant: the Jewelweed (Genus Impatiens). This acid probably discouraged many herbivores and has saved this plant in many habitats.

Uses:

    Despite the stinging hairs, this plant had some uses. Both the Native Americans and the European settlers used this plant.

    Wood Nettle had medicinal uses. A plant decoction was used for treating broken hearts, to neutralize love potions, and to ease childbirth. An infusion of smashed roots was used for treating tuberculosis and was used as an astringent, an anthelmintic, a diuretic, an emetic, a febrifuge, and a tonic.

    Wood Nettle had some edible uses. The young leaves and young shoots are edible if cooked to remove the stinging acid. This plant can be made into potherbs, soup, and tea. If the stinging hairs are peeled, the stems can be eaten raw but have a bitter taste and may cause gastrointestinal distress. These plants are rich in vitamins A, B, C, D, and K. They also contain protein and minerals, such as calcium, magnesium, potassium, copper, cobalt, zinc, and sulfur. This species’ edibility is superior to all of the other Nettle species.
    Wood Nettles stems were used as fiber. It was used for making basketry, cordage, twine, canvas, and fishing nets. It was about 50 times stronger than cotton. Many Native American tribes were observed using this plant as fiber. Remains of this fiber have been found in Ohio’s Hopewell Indian excavations.
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