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۵  plant size and shape 

۵  leaf size, shape, color, texture and arrangement 

۵  flower types, color, arrangement 

To identify plants use some of your senses (and your common sense): 

Look at: 

Touch (with care): 

۵  fuzzy or smooth leaves 

۵  stiff or flexible stems 

Smell: 

۵  Never taste a plant you are unsure of.  Some plants are poisonous!!! 

۵  Many California plants have very distinctive odors especially in their leaves 

۵  Some weeds are easily distinguished from natives by their smell 

Taste: 

Listen: 

۵  Rustling leaves can be hint. 
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• Castor bean 
• Cheeseweed 
• Horehound 
• Lambsquarter 
• Milk thistle 

 
 

• Mustards 
• Prostrate spurge 
• Tocalote 
• Tree of heaven 
• Tree tobacco 

INVASIVE WEEDS 
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WEED 

• Key Identifying Traits: Large shrub with large, palmate leaf, sharply toothed.  Reddish tint to leaves, stems 
and berries. 

• Other facts:  HANDLE WITH CARE: Berries are poisonous!  From warm regions of Europe. 
• May be confused with: Nothing native. May be confused with Fatsia japonica (Japanese aralia) - 

horticultural plant. 

Castor Bean (Ricinus communis)  
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WEED 
• Key Identifying Traits: annual with rounded leaves on long petioles, heart-shaped base, slightly lobed.  

Spreading to erect. Ht: 1’-2’.     
• Other facts:  Introduced from Europe. Name comes from rounded fruit that looks like a wheel of cheese. 

Long tap-root makes it difficult to remove when older. 
• May be confused with: Several non-native mallows are difficult to distinguish, remove all of them. 

Cheeseweed (Malva parviflora & M. neglecta) 
WEED 
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WEED 

• Key Identifying Traits: Light gray, textured leaves, square stems. Dry seeds stick to clothing, shoe 
laces, and dog fur. Aromatic. Ht: 1-3’, width: 3-4’.  

• Other facts: European native probably introduced as a garden herb that escaped cultivation.  
• May be confused with: Purple sage, though leaves of horehound has toothed margins.  

 

Horehound (Marrubium vulgare) 

© Barbara Eisenstein, 2012



WEED 

• Key Identifying Traits: Dull, pale gray leaves, powder on young. Ht: 1-4’, width: 3-6’.  
• Other facts: Unclear native range due to widespread use. Common in nitrogen-rich soil, especially 

wasteland. Buried seeds can last 40 years or more. 
• May be confused with: Other weedy chenopods.  

Lambsquarters (Chenopodium album) 
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WEED 

• Key Identifying Traits:  Purple flower with sharp spines.  Green leaves have distinctive white 
markings.   Ht: up to 5-6 ’, width: 3‘.  

• Other facts: Biennial or winter annual.  Native of Europe.  Widespread nuisance weed.   
• May be confused with: Other thistles. There are no native thistles in the Nature Park.  

 

Milk Thistle (Silybum marianum)  
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WEED 

• Key Identifying Traits: Head with small yellow flowers, 4 petals/flower.  Seeds smell like mustard.   
• Other facts: Gives CA. hills light yellow tint in spring.  Mustards are widespread. Some speculate 

that this and other exotic annuals may be linked to decline of oaks  (fewer immature oaks survive with 
abundance of black mustard and ripgut).  

• May be confused with: Other exotic mustards, radish, Mediterranean rocket, especially young plants. 

Mustards (Brassica, Hirschfeldia, Sisymbrium)  
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WEED 

• Key Identifying Traits:  Low growing, dense mat-forming annual.  Tiny flowers on stems (rt.).  
Spotted spurge is same species but has spots on leaves.  Ht: 1/2”, width: 1’.  

• Other facts:  Stems give off white, milky juice (latex).  Seeds are about 1/25 of an inch.  Maculata 
means spotted referring to common leaf spots. 

• May be confused with: Other spurges. 
 

Prostrate Spurge (Chamaesyce maculata) 
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WEED 

• Key Identifying Traits:  Annual with small yellow flower head, sharp spines.  Alternate long, narrow 
leaves. Ht: 2’, width: 1’. Juvenile plant is low-growing rosette.  

• Other facts: Very aggressive European weed.   
• May be confused with: Other thistles.  New plant is a low-growing rosette that looks a bit like 

mustard or other weeds.  
 

Tocalote, Maltese Star Thistle (Centaurea melitensis) 

© Barbara Eisenstein, 2012



WEED 

• Key Identifying Traits:  Large, deciduous tree with large, compound leaves.  Height: 60 ft., width: 30 
ft.  Crushed leaves smell like rotten peanutbutter.  Bark has pinkish, pastel colors. 

• Other facts:  Very fast growing tree found in disturbed, urban areas.  Cultivated as a street tree 
because it can take any condition.  Spreads by seeds and invasive roots. 

• May be confused with:  So. California walnut.  Ailanthus is larger, has larger leaves and a distinctive 
odor.  
 

Tree of Heaven (Ailanthus altissima) 

© Barbara Eisenstein, 2012



WEED 

• Key Identifying Traits:  Tubular yellow flowers found at end of branches.  Loose shrub or small tree 
with simple, light gray-green leaves.    Ht:  6 to 20’, width: up to 10’.  

• Other facts:  Introduced from South America in Spanish days.  Poisonous to ingest.  Hummingbirds 
like it.  

• May be confused with: Easy to identify with tubular yellow flowers. Seedlings have bright gray-
green simple leaves. 

Tree Tobacco (Nicotiana glauca) 
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