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Picris hieracoides is one of the coarse yellow-flowered plants in the Aster Family, superficially resembling one of the Sow-Thistles 

(Sonchus species). It is one of a group of asteraceous genera with the flower heads all ligulate (not with all the flowers restricted to the 
disc or receptacle, and not with a circumference of ligulate flowers surrounding a central disc of disc flowers, as in most conspicuous 
Daisy-like flowers). The most common species of the ligulate-flowered genera have variously (bright) orange to yellow flowers 
(Cichorium being conspicuous with its flowers all blue; Prenanthes with flowers pink or purple). These are genera of the Tribe 
Cichorieae and the Dandelion is the most familiar to people, as is perhaps Tragopogon (the Oyster-Plant). Technical characters such as 
the shape and ornamentation of the seed (achene), and the plumy or scale-like crown of the achene (the pappus) and other characters 
make species of these genera closely resemble one another and not readily distinguishable from one another in the field. That is, they 
mostly all look alike and are extremely abundant in lawns, waste places and other disturbed areas, and are generally ignored by the 
public. 

Members of the Cichorieae group are also notable for their milky sap, and the fact that the leaves are only alternate on the stem, 
or scapose (leaves all basal, the flowers borne on a long, erect, naked stalk (such as the Dandelion). None of the genera in this group 
ever have opposite leaves. 

Most of them, as in the Dandelion, have a markedly weedy character, most bloom and set their wind-borne seed in the late 
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I first met Picris, or the Bristly Ox-tongue, some ten years ago in a disturbed field owned by the New York Power Authority 
east of Niagara University just west of Witmer Rd. I was unfamiliar with this plant, even after a decade or so in the fields around Niagara 
Falls on both sides of the Niagara River. It is called Hawkweed Picris, due to its resemblance to species of Hieracium (now in the genus 
Pilosel/a), one of whose common names is Hawkweed. Bitterweed is another common name for this plant (to discourage one from 
adding it to a salad) and derives from the Greek word 'bitter' (picros). Another name is Clammyweed, which is apt, for the spreading
hispid hairs that cover it are (unpleasantly) slimy-sticky. The whole plant is coarsely rough-bristly, pustulate at the base of its bristly 
hairs, each with little barbed tips, which should separate it off from various Sonchus (Sowthistle) weeds among which it grows. 

Pier is .hieracoides is said in many manuals to be occasional, or 'local' (not wide-spread). In Michigan, the species was collected 
in 1896 "in East Lansing, where apparently introduced with grass seed from France"; another collector "found it 'rare' in Detroit in 
1901," and so "obviously not yet a major weed in the state" (Voss 1996). Voss also described the species as "even more sparing in 
oceurrence than [Leontodon and Hypochaeris}, and differing most conspicuously in having leafy stems" (Voss 1996). House (1924) 
reported it from New York State as occasional "on Long Island, vicinity New York City, Rochester, etc." Zenkert (1934) reported it as 
"very rare and of recent introduction, "in fields, near Batavia, Genesee Co." in August 1932." Eaton and Schrot (1987) reported the 
species as "infrequent along open stony or gravelly roadsides and fields" being abundant where it occurs. 

Picris hieracoides was reported for the Ontario flora by Morton and Venn in 1990 and Cameron reported it from the "Niagara 
Parks System" as early as 1895. After all that time Oldham (2010) reported the species for Regional Municipality of Niagara as an 
"uncommon introduction" and "local in disturbed ground." 

New collections: NEW YORK: Lewiston, Scovell's Knoll, P. M. Eckel 8606039, Aug. 11 , 1986 (BUF); Lewiston. upper railroad 
path at mouth of Niagara River gorge (N end) just S of Artpark, village Lewiston, calcareous bedrock with extensive shale-sandstone, 
ledge below caprock, by path, Eckel s.n., Sept. 23, 2001 (BUF); Lewiston, east of Niagara University, jct. Rt. NY3 l & University Rd., 
small Quercus velutina-Qu. palustris woods remnant, partly Power Authority property, ditch at roadside, Eckel s.n., Sept. 10, 1999 
(BUF); town of Lewiston, Artpark State Park, gorge of the Niagara River, just at the debouchment of the River out of its calcareous 
gorge, down on the lake plain, top of short access path to fishing places at the river's edge, bottom of beginning of upper hiking trail, 
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old railroad bed, with Centaur ea maculosa, frequent along border of woods, base of escarpment slope, edge of lawn, Eckel, Oct. 3, 2012 
(MO); along the Niagara River shore, between it and the Robert Moses Parkway, one mile S ofS end of Prospect Park (cataracts),just 
S of the glorieta, new habitat, mud to riparian thickets, just S of exit of Gill .Creek into the Niagara River, in riparian thickets with A/nus 
glutinosa, Cornus amomum, C. stolonifera, Salix alba, Populus deltoides, Ulmus americana, Impatiens capensis, Eckel, Sept. 15, 2015 
(MO). 

The above list is only a sampling of the occurrences I have encountered throughout the Niagara Falls area on the American 
side, where the species is decidedly not either local nor uncommon. 

In the EDDMapS Distribution [Invasive Plant Atlas of the United States], based on records in the USDA Plants Database, the 
species' U.S. populations seem to be mostly concentrated in the northeastern U.S., especially New York State and Pennsylvania, with 

two reports for Niagara County among counties lined up along the southwestern shore of Lake Ontario. Its other apparent center is 

disjunct west to Washington State and Hawaii in the Pacific coastal area. So far, Washington is the only state that has this species on a 
regulated list (State Noxious Weed), and this indicates that it is a serious ecological problem in the State of Washington. 

It is well known that many species of organisms in biotas everywhere in the world are expanding their ranges rapidly, some 
say even explosively. This movement is described as aggressive or invasive and many learned scholars enjoy exploring the various 
reasons for this spread: climate change, increased C02 in the air, warmer seasonal temperatures, the migration of peoples and various 
vehicles in transportation, the feet of migratory wildfowl, squirrels, insects, and so on. 

Pi eris hieracoides is an annual to biannual species with the milky sap associated with other species in its Tribe. Seeds of species 

of Sowthistle (Sonchus) are wind-dispersed, as are those of Picris, but Picris also has the ability to disperse to some extent through its 
clinging leaf-surfaces. Most importantly, it is closely associated with seasonally wet places, especially roadside ditches. 

In August 2017, I was using the exit ramp off Interstate 90, just before it crossed Packard Road in the Town of Niagara, just 
east of the border with the City of Niagara Falls, N.Y. The marginal verges all along the Interstate were alive with flowering weedy 

species, intermixed with Dipsacus fullonum and Sonchus species among others. All along the Interstate across Grand Island from the 
South Grand Island Bridge north to Niagara Falls, a curious mowing regimen occurred along the road-short mowing in a few yards
wide strip along the asphalt, then a broad swath ofunmowed verge bordering the drainage ditch parallel to the Interstate. 

At first, I thought this might be a kind of no-mow policy by the federal Interstate DOT to enhance wildflower establishment 
and expansion. However, when I used the off-ramp approaching Packard Road, I noticed a sharp increase in the populations of Picris, 
especially in the unmown roadside ditch. Pier is has a blackish cast to it, with smallish yellow discs. In the middle extension of the off
ramp connecting Packard with Porter roads, the density of the Picris populations increased. Mowing had been undertaken along the 
verge to my left, but not (yet) along the rather steep embankment of the overpasses where the Interstate was built up over the two roads. 
There were the usual scattered and mixed populations of weeds (Goldemods, white Asters, Teasel, Chicory). For some reason, right at 
the terminus of the embankment where the Interstate off-and on-ramps met Porter Road, the knoll, or abutment ending the embankment 
had been selectively mowed. The slope was a dense and pure stand of Picris hieracoides, the acme of the increase in population density 
of this species leading up to it. 

I may be wrong, but the purity of the Picris stand, in sharp contrast to the mixed weedy populations elsewhere, put me in mind 
of a nursery where this plant was being, perhaps, deliberately cultivated. The selective mowing has allowed the population to flourish. 
It also appeared as though this stand was deliberately sowed, or planted to this species. If this might be the case, it is beyond me what 
the motive there might be for doing so. These plants were certainly not brought there on the feet of flying ducks from the Niagara River. 

The odd thing is, Picris hieracoides is known to disperse short distances by the wind, but much larger distances by adhering to 
the tires, etc., oflandscaping and agricultural machinery, especially to mowing machines. Another peculiar thing is that one of the easiest 
control measures of this species is to mow it (it being an annual or somewhat biennial plant). 

It puts me in mind of another alien species, Eupatorium serotinum, that has similar hallmarks of introduction and enhancement, 
of which I wrote in an earlier paper (Eckel 2017). 
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