                            PURPLE MILKWEED
   Many people who think of Milkweeds will probably think of our Common Milkweed (Asclepias syriaca L.). However, there are other native species of Milkweeds that are common to this area. One of those species is the Purple Milkweed (Asclepias purpurascens L.).

    Purple Milkweeds are member of the Order Asclepiadales or Gentianales, the Family Apocynaceae or Asclepiadaceae, the Subfamily Asclepiadoideae, the Tribe Asclepiadeae, and the Subtribe Asclepiadinae.
    The generic name, Asclepias, was named by the Swedish botanist, Carl Linnaeus, for Asclepius or Asklepios, the Greek god of medicine and healing. The specific epithet, purpurascens, is “purple”.
    Other common names for this plant are Marsh Milkweed, Red Milkweed, and Woods Milkweed.

            DESCRIPTION OF THE PURPLE MILKWEED
Perennial
Height: Its height is about 1½-4 feet.
Stem: Its stem is upright, stout, light green, rounded, smooth or slightly hairy, and solitary. When cut, it exudes a thick white milky sap.
Leaves: Its leaves are simple, opposite, thick, dark green and glossy above, and slightly hairy below. Each leaf is narrowly ovate to oblong lanceolate, has wedged tips and bases, has entire margins, and is about 4-8 inches long and about 3-4 inches wide. The leaf veins are at right angles to the central reddish midrib. Its petioles are about 1 inch long. When cut, these leaves also exude a thick white milky sap. Monarch Butterfly larvae (Danaus plexippus L.), Milkweed Beetles (Tetraopes tetraophthalmus Forster) and Milkweed Leaf Beetles (Labidomera clivicollis Kirby) all eat these leaves.
Flowers: Its flowers are arranged in 1 to 6 1½-3 inch wide, domed umbelled clusters at the top of the stem. Their flower stalks are about 4 inches long. Each flower is about ½-¾ inches long; radially symmetrical; and has 5 small sepals with reflexed lobes, 5 petals with reflexed lobes and are united at their base, 5 stamens, and 2 pistils that are united at their tips. All flowering parts are attached at the base of the ovary. Its color is a deep magenta-red, reddish-purple, or dark pink, but is not truly purple. These flowers stay in bloom for about 1 month. Flowering season is May to August.

    The stamens are all united with the 2 styles to form a central columnar structure (corona). Between the stamens and the petals are 5 spreading, erect, and scoop-shaped ¼ inch long hoods. Inside of each hood is a short, horizontal, pointed horn.  
    These flowers are pollinated by Insects (Class Insecta), such as Monarch Butterflies, Swallowtail Butterflies (Family Papilionidae), and Bees (Superfamily Apoidea). The pollen grains are located within 5 narrow clefts located upon the sides of the central column. When an insect lands upon the flower, its legs may enter the cleft and may either pick up or deposit the pollen. The pollen is located within 2 small waxy pollinia sacs that are attached to each other (a.k.a. “saddlebags”). Sometimes, small insects will get their feet trapped within the cleft and will die upon the flower. 
Fruit: Its fruit is a long, pointed seedpod. Each pod is about 6 inches long and about ¾-1 inch wide. The pod is smooth and downy but is not warty. This pod splits open to release its numerous seeds. These pods are eaten by the migrating Large Milkweed Bugs (Oncopeltus fasciatus Dallas).
Seeds: Its seeds are flattened and have silky hairs upon 1 end. They are packed in overlapping rows. Those released seeds are carried by the wind and may travel for several miles.
Roots: Its root system, consist of a fleshy taproot and spreading rhizomes. These rhizomes can form small clonal colonies but are not as aggressive as the Common Milkweed.

Habitat: Its habitat consists of Oak (Genus Quercus)-Hickory (Genus Carya) savannas, shrub thickets,  dry open woods, woods’ edges, wetlands, wet prairies, dry upland fields, roadsides, waste areas, and alkaline soils. They are rarely found in large colonies.
Range: Its range covers much of the eastern U.S. and southeastern Canada as far west as the Great Plains.

Toxicity:

    The white milky latex sap contains toxic cardiac glycosides, toxic alkaloids, and toxic galitoxin resinoid. It also contains gum, sugars, and fat.
    Because of this toxic sap, livestock usually avoid this plant. Symptoms of poisoning may include dullness, prostration, bloating, high temperatures, rapid and weak pulse, labored breathing, dilation of pupils, spasms, and coma.
    When eating the leaves, the Monarch Butterfly larvae accumulate those bitter toxins inside of their bodies, which remain inside to their adult forms. This toxin makes the Monarch unpalatable to birds.
Uses of the Purple Milkweed:

    Purple Milkweeds had several uses. Both the Native Americans and the early European settlers used this plant.
    Some parts of the plant are edible if the toxins are removed. The young shoots, flowers, buds, and immature pods can be boiled and eaten. These plants must be boiled in several changes of water. The water must be boiling before placing the plants or they will taste bitter. 

    The hardened sap was used as chewing gum. However, it has a bitter taste.
    Parts of the Purple Milkweed can be used for medicine. Despite the toxicity of the glycosides, they are used in making digitalis, a medicine for the weak heart muscles. The fresh sap was used externally for removing warts.

    The fiber from the stems was used for twine, coarse cloth, and paper. The stem is gathered in the fall, dried until winter, cooked in lye, and pounded flat with a mallet.

    The stems and the leaves were used for making a green dye.

    The silky hairs or pappus (coma) were used for stuffing pillow and mattresses. During World War II, the hairs or floss was used in filling life preservers and in filling flight suits. The floss is about 5-6 times more buoyant than cork and is about 6 times lighter than wool. Many farms grew Milkweeds during the war.

    During the war, the thick milky latex was considered a potential substitute for rubber. However, this idea was not economically feasible and was never pursued very far.
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