
Water hemlock 
Scientific name: Cicuta maculata L. 
Common names: Water hemlock, Spotted water hemlock, Spotted 
parsley, Spotted cowbane, Suicide root 
 
Water hemlock is considered to be the most ‘violently’ toxic plant in 
North America. Although the majority of the toxin (cicutoxin) is 
concentrated in the chambered roots, all parts of this plant can be 
lethal when ingested even in small amounts.  
 
Water hemlock grows along the wet edges of valley ditches and 
mountain streams, as well as in marshes, pastures and other shallow 
wet places. These stout plants, which can grow ½ to 2 meters tall, 
have white tuberous roots and compound leaves with serrate margins. 
The clusters of tiny white flowers bloom from July to August. 
 
Like many other plant families which contain both edible and 
poisonous plants, Apiaceae is the family of Water hemlock hemlock, 
parsnips, carrots and parsley. Poison hemlock (Conium maculatum), 
native to Europe, Africa and Asia, is also a member of this family. 
Poison hemlock is now an established invasive weed throughout the 
North American, growing in roadside ditches and other disturbed 
moist areas. Poison hemlock, which has not been reported in Uinta 
County, differs in appearance from Water hemlock mostly by leaf 
characteristics. Poison hemlock contains different toxins which cause 
different types of poisoning but can also be lethal to humans and 
livestock if consumed. Poison hemlock was used to execute Socrates. 
 
The Apiaceae family is also known as the Umbel family (Umbelifereae) 
because of the characteristic shape of the inflorescence (the flower 
clusters). An umbel is described as an inflorescence with the individual 
flower stems arising from a common point, much like the central hub 
and individual struts of an umbrella. Each inflorescence of Water 
hemlock is a compound or double umbel, with many flower stems 
arising from each hub. 
 
More information on Water hemlock and Poison hemlock, including 
differences in poisoning and livestock management can be found in 
the USDA ARS Poisonous Plant Bulletin #415. A link to this pdf can also 
be found at our website: www.uintacountycd.com/wildflowers. 


