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Weeds of Interest: The Wild Umbellifers-
Some Weeds in the Carrot Family
Andrew Senesac, Weed Science Specialist, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County

The Apiaceae plant family contains a number of plants 
that people utilize - as well as avoid! Worldwide, this 
large family contains more than 3,700 species . There 
are several species that provide important vegetables 
like carrot, celery, parsnip, parsley, fennel; as well as 
commonly grown herbs and spices like anise, caraway, 
coriander, cumin, dill, chervil and lovage . But, just as 
in human families, this one also contains a few black 
sheep; species that can be deadly poison to ingest and 
toxic to touch . Plants in this family all share a common 
character. Their inflorescences or flower structures are 
all called umbels. These are flower clusters with stalks 
that arise from a central point on the stem and form 
a flat or sometimes curved surface. These are said to 
resemble inverted umbrellas and the word is thought 
to be derived from the Latin word umbella (parasol) . Six 
species in this family are often encountered as weedy 
or undesirable plants . All, except one, were introduced 
to North America from other parts of the world . 

Wild Carrot or Queen Anne’s Lace (Daucus carota)

Native to southern Europe and southwest Asia, it is an 
ancestor to the cultivated type, and both have a bien-
nial habit. During the first year of growth the seeds ger-
minate and form stemless rosettes . During this period 
the taproot will enlarge until the late fall when the roots 
are full of stored carbohydrates to survive the winter . 
When cultivated these are the ‘carrots’ that we har-
vest . The wild types have edible roots also, but they 
are usually small, not orange and not as palatable as 
cultivated carrots . It is often considered a valuable wild-
flower and mistakenly thought as native because it is 
so ubiquitous . The name is derived from the reign of 
Queen Anne when wild carrot was becoming common 
in England . Her skills in lacemaking were legendary 
and apparently rivaled Mother Nature’s intricate flower 
structure. A single dark purple floret forms in the center 
of the umbel . There is debate about the reason for it, 
but many think it is an insect mimic that attracts pol-
linators . Upwards of 10,000 seeds can form on a large 
mature plant . These will dry and fall off in late summer 
and fall . 

Goutweed or Bishop’s weed  
(Aegopodium podicaria)

Apparently, it was often found near churches in the old 
world, hence the name . It was sometimes brewed as 

a tea for curing gout . A creeping perennial, goutweed, 
once established becomes a serious garden thug . It re-
spects no boundaries and requires no care . Although 
this perennial groundcover is still occasionally being 
planted by the uninitiated, the word has gotten around 
to most experienced landscapers and designers to 
avoid this beast . 

Poison Hemlock (Conium maculata) 

This relative of wild carrot has a similar fleshy taproot 
and biennial habit . However, the stems and leaves of 
carrot are very hairy and poison hemlock is smooth 
throughout . Introduced from parts of Europe long ago, 
poison hemlock is naturalized and a common weed of 
waste places and roadsides throughout the Northeast . 
Containing coniine and other alkaloids, all portions of 
this plant can be toxic to livestock and the unfortunate 
humans who consume it . Tea made from this plant 
was the lethal agent that killed Socrates when he was 
made to drink it in ancient Greece . The plant has an un-
usual ‘mousy’ odor which may be responsible for ward-
ing off animals that are tempted to eat it . Anyone who 
encounters this plant should wear protective gloves 
before attempting to hand pull it .

Wild Chervil (Anthriscus sylvestris)

This short-lived perennial can spread by rhizomes as 
well as its numerous seeds . The foliage looks much 
like cultivated parsley . Wild chervil is occasionally found 
on Long Island but is a much greater threat to natural 
areas in upstate New York and New England . As such, 
it has been placed on the ‘prohibited’ list as a highly 
invasive species that cannot be knowingly propagated, 
planted or transported in the state . 

Wild Parsnip (Pastinaca sativa)

The leaves of this biennial are much coarser looking 
than other weedy species in this family . In addition, the 
flowers are yellow rather than the white of most of the 
weedy umbellifers . Introduced from Europe, this spe-
cies is not commonly found on Long Island . A few years 
ago, shortly after Hurricane Sandy in 2012, a nascent 
infestation was spotted growing along the shores of 
Shelter Island. The seeds had most likely floated there 
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from the mainland . The infestation was initially spotted 
by a resident who also lived in New Hampshire where 
this is a common weed . Because the population was 
isolated and not yet fully established, a concerted ef-
fort to cut off the umbels while they were flowering 
and before seed had ripened allowed the participating 
volunteers to essentially eradicate this weed from that 
part of Shelter Island . If encountering wild parsnip, be 
sure to wear protective gloves and long sleeves . If the 
sap gets on bare skin which is then exposed to sun-
light, a serious case of contact dermatitis can develop .

Spotted Water Hemlock (Cicuta maculata)

This species, which is native to most of North America 
is an uncommon weed, but worthy of note . Spotted 

water hemlock is a biennial or short-lived perennial that 
will form large clumps . It is almost exclusively found 
near the edges of ponds or lakes . Because of its high 
level of toxicity, touching with bare skin or consuming 
any portion of the plant can be poisonous within min-
utes . Recently, a population was spotted growing along 
the edges of a small ‘water feature’ pond on private 
property . Hand removal is an easy option for this spe-
cies, since even though it can grow several feet high, 
it is very weakly rooted . Since this is a valued native 
species, if it is encountered in the woods or on public 
property, it is best to avoid and leave it alone . If public 
exposure is likely then report it to the nearest Cornell 
Cooperative Extension office. ●
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