
Water Hemlock 
Cicuts maculate L. 

Family;  Apiaceae 

Common Names:  Western Water Hemlock ** lookalikes— Cow Parsnip, Queen Anne’s Lace, Poison Hem-

lock 

Species Affected:  Pigs, Equines, Chickens, Cattle, Sheep, Goats, and humans.  

Toxin: Cicutoxin, a resinous, thick, yellow liquid with a carrot-like odor.  

Description:  Water hemlock is an erect, stout, much-branched, leafy herb that grows up to 7 feet tall, 

with stems arising from tuberous-thickened roots. The alternately arranged leaves have completely sepa-

rated leaflets. The bases of the leaf stalks clasp the stems. The leaflets are from 1 to 4 inches long, and are 

linear or lance-ovate, with margins that are usually sharply and coarsely serrate. Flowers are disposed in 

umbrella-like clusters called umbels. The umbels are numerous, 2 to 5 inches wide, and surpass the leafy 

shoots.  

Growing Locations:  swamps, marshes, ditches, wet depressions in rangelands and pastures.  

Most Toxic When: All plant parts are toxic!! Since the toxic principle is mainly contained in the tuberous 

roots, poisoning usually occurs in the spring when the soil is moist. In grazing the early growth of the 

plant, animals, especially cattle, may pull up the roots along with other parts of the plant. After the plants 

bloom, the quantity of the toxic principle in the roots is decreased. 

Signs and Symptoms:  The young leaves are nearly as toxic as the roots. Two ounces of the young leaves, 

stems, or tubers have been known to fatally poison sheep. Eight to 10 ounces will fatally poison a mature 

cow or horse. It is estimated that 1 ounce of the tubers will kill a pig. These are salivation, twitching of the 

muscles, champing of the jaws, grinding of the teeth, and evidence of pain, followed by muscular spasms 

and convulsions. Running fits and convulsions continue when the animal is re-cumbent. The body temper-

ature may be elevated, resulting in coma. Death is caused by respiratory paralysis and asphyxia and may 

occur within 30 minutes after ingestion of the plant. 

Preventative Measures:   

Mechanical–  If you hand pull Water Hemlock, be sure to get all of the plant, including roots. Gather and 

burn every part.  

Chemical–  To treat new or established Hemlock, treat during the spring and early summer, such as May 

to June when Water Hemlock is relatively young and have not yet produced seeds. Repeat in the fall.  

*please check the PNW weed management handbook for further chemical control recommendations 
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