
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

Suggestion of sumac plants often strikes fear in gardeners and people in general.  There are two reasons for 

this.  Those familiar with staghorn sumac (Rhus typhina) are frightened of its ability to sucker extensively and 

form dense stands.  Also, many people think that sumac is poisonous.  Both of these concerns are only 

partially true. 

People give me strange looks when I recommend staghorn sumac as a landscape species and I have to explain 

that it is actually a very good species to plant for several reasons.  First of all, it is native to northern New 

York.  Native species tend to grow better, have less disease and insect issues, and they support native wildlife 

species, including pollinators.  The familiar red, upright clusters of seeds are retained on the female plants 

until spring, offering a good source of winter food for over 100 bird species including turkey and flickers.   It is 

also a food plant for the larval stage of several moths including the showy emerald, royal walnut moth, and 

saddled prominent.  

     Staghorn sumac will not spread with abandon unless you let it!  If sumac 

     is planted in the landscape in an area that is surrounded by grass that is 

     mowed, suckers will not develop.  On the other hand, if you have a 

     marginal location that you want to fill in, staghorn sumac will do the job.  

     For natural areas, slopes, or as a screen, sumac is a good choice.   

     Because of its ability to sucker, it should not be used in foundation 

     plantings. 

     In addition, staghorn sumac has excellent ornamental characteristics.  

     We are coming up on the time of year when sumac really puts on a 

     show.  The brilliant, deep red fall color of the leaves is surpassed by no 

     other species.  Some might argue that burning bush (Euonymus alatus) 

     is equally showy, but it is not native and tends to invade natural areas.  

     As a result, burning bush has been placed on New York State’s List of 

     Regulated and Prohibited Species.  Staghorn sumac makes a good  

     substitute! 

The hairy, red seed clusters borne at the top of the staghorn                    

sumac branches add color throughout the winter.  During the       

growing season, the large (up to two feet long!), sweeping,               

compound leaves give the landscape a tropical, flowing ambience.            

Once the leaves drop it has a coarse, picturesque quality due to               

its branching habit.  The stout, hairy twigs resemble deer antlers,           

thus the common name.  There are several cultivars available                

including ‘Dissecta’ and ‘Laciniata’.  Both have deeply divided                   

leaflets that give the plant a lacey appearance. continued... 
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Find us on Facebook at: Cornell Cooperative Extension 

of  Jefferson County  
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Lastly, staghorn sumac is NOT poisonous.  A lemonade-like drink can be made from the crushed fruit and the 

leaves do not cause a rash.  The reason for the confusion is because of another plant with a similar name:  

poison-sumac (Toxicodendron vernix).  As per the name, this species is indeed poisonous.  It contains a clear, 

caustic sap that causes a skin rash.  Although both staghorn and poison-sumac are in the same botanical 

group (Cashew Family), they look very different.  Both have compound leaves, but the leaves of the staghorn 

sumac are much larger and the leaflets are serrated.  Poison-sumac leaflets are not serrated.  The fruit of 

poison-sumac is a cluster of shiny, white, oddly-shaped ‘berries’ (see photos below for comparisons).       

Poison-sumac is rare in NNY and it usually grows only in bogs and flooded areas.  So unless you are 

wandering through a swamp, chances are that you will never encounter poison-sumac. 
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