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Introduction
There is an abundance of plant life in South Dakota and 
the Northern Great Plains. Knowing what plants are in 
your pastures and rangelands can influence grazing 
management decisions, and ultimately impact animal 
performance. 

This guide focuses on forbs, or flowering “broad-leaved” 
herbaceous plants, but forbs can be narrow-leaved as 
well. Grasses and woody plants (i.e. shrubs and trees) 
are not included in this guide. The word “forb” comes 
from grassland ecology, where plants are typically 
separated into three categories: forbs, woody plants, 

and grasses. Of note is that yucca is included as a 
forb even though it has above-ground growth (strongly 
fibrous stems and leaves) that overwinters like a woody 
plant. An important thing to note about forbs is that even 
though grazing cattle primarily eat grass, they do eat 
some forbs. Further, even if they are not grazed, forbs 
provide critical wildlife, insect, and pollinator habitat on 
the landscape and should therefore not be considered 
“weeds”. 

For each plant, the common and most current scientific 
name are provided, as well as an identification 
description, habitat requirements, and rangeland 
considerations.
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Eastern pasqueflower, (Pulsatilla patens)

Leafy phlox, (Phlox alyssifolia)
American vetch, (Vicia americana)

Western wallflower, (Erysimum asperum)
Yellow salsify, (Tragopogon dubius)

Blanketflower, (Gaillardia aristata)
Scarlet globemallow, (Sphaeralcea coccinea)

Silverleaf Indian Breadroot, (Pediomelum argophyllum)
Purple prairie clover, (Dalea purpurea)
Common mullein, (Verbascum thapsus)

Leafy spurge, (Euphorbia esula)
Common yarrow, (Achillea millefolium)

Upright prairie coneflower, (Ratibida columnifera)
Wild bergamot, (Monarda fistulosa)

Canadian horseweed, (Conyza canadensis)
Curlycup gumweed, (Grindelia squarrosa)

Cudweed sagewort, (Phlox alyssifolia)

Bloom Period

Figure 1. A phenology chart of the flowering time of common forbs found in South Dakota. Plants are listed in chronological order 
of flowering time. Courtesy: Gabrielle Bolwerk
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Terms Used
Introduced:a plant species that is not part of the 
original plant community of the area in question. These 
are species that would not have gotten to the area 
by themselves and were introduced by people. Some 
introduced species have been developed for and are 
occasionally used in rangelands and pastures. 

Native: a plant species that is part of the original plant 
community of the area in question. Generally, they 
evolved in or arrived to the area by themselves. 

Perennial: a plant that lives for 3 years or more.

Plant Guide
Eastern pasqueflower, Pulsatilla patens

Eastern pasqueflower

Identification
A small (less than 1 ft. tall) native perennial. Leaves are 
mostly basal and are dissected into many narrow, linear 
divisions, and are densely silky when young. Eastern 
pasqueflower has tulip-like flowers that vary in color 
from white to violet early in the spring.

Habitat
Eastern pasqueflower is found in prairies, on grassy 
hillsides, and in open wooded areas across South 
Dakota. It prefers part shade or sun and dry sandy soil.

Rangeland considerations
Eastern pasqueflower is the State Flower of South 
Dakota and an important resource for the first 
pollinators and floral visitors of spring. Eastern 
pasqueflower is usually avoided by livestock probably 
because it is so early and small. If grazed in high 
quantity, the sap can cause blistering.
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Leafy phlox, Phlox alyssifolia

Leafy phlox

Identification
A short, mat-forming native that has many branching 
stems from the crown. Oblong leaves are opposite and 
fringed with marginal hairs. Leafy phlox has white, pink, 
or light purple flowers occur from May to July.

Habitat
Primarily found in western South Dakota, leafy phlox 
prefers dry, open grasslands and rocky slopes. It is 
fairly drought resistant.

Rangeland considerations
Generally, leafy phlox is not considered a forage 
species; is it utilized by wildlife.

American vetch, Vicia americana

American vetch

Identification
A native vine-like (slender and trailing) perennial with 
blue to purple (and rarely white) flowers. Flowers May 
through September. Leaves are divided into 8-18 linear/
oval leaflets with tendrils at the ends of their leaves. 
American vetch has bean-like seed pods that can be 
more than an inch long. 

Habitat
American vetch can occur in most of South Dakota 
plant communities including grasslands, foothills, and 
in the mountains and tolerates a wide range of soil 
moisture. It is a legume, so it can fix nitrogen. American 
vetch is eaten by large game animals such as elk and 
provides habitat for western blue tailed butterflies.

Rangeland considerations
American vetch has a high palatability for livestock and 
is excellent forage. It decreases with heavy grazing.
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Western wallflower, Erysimum asperum

Western wallflower

Identification
A native biennial that grows up to 1.5 ft tall. In the first 
year, western wallflower produces a little basal rosette 
of lanceolate leaves. In the second year, it produces 
multiple stems with alternate lanceolate leaves and an 
abundance of sweet-smelling yellow four-petaled flowers 
from May-June.

Habitat
Western wallflower is primarily found in upland prairies 
in South Dakota. It can tolerate a range of soil and 
moisture conditions.

Rangeland considerations
Western wallflower offers pollinators and floral visitors 
an abundance of resources early in the season. Wildlife 
will graze western wallflower. Because it is so small the 
first year and early the second year, it may not offer 
much for livestock.

Yellow salsify, “Goat’s beard,” Tragopogon dubius

Yellow salsify, “Goat’s beard”

Identification
An introduced biennial with a basal rosette of leaves 
and 12-30 inch tall, smooth, hollow stem. Each stem is 
topped by a yellow flower head, which then turns into a 
single large dandelion head style “puffball” in mid-May 
to July. The leaves, stems, and roots all contain a bitter, 
milky juice.

Habitat
Yellow salsify occurs widely around South Dakota, 
especially in disturbed areas.

Rangeland considerations
Yellow salsify is frequently grazed by livestock and is a 
food source for sharp-tailed grouse.
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Blanketflower, Gaillardia aristata

Buffalograss

Identification
A native showy perennial that grows between 1-3 feet 
tall with single to multiple stems. Leaves are alternate 
and variable in shape from spatulate to lanceolate and 
may or may not be lobed or toothed. The stems and 
the leaves are covered in dense hairs. Showy flowers 
contain 6-18, 3-lobed yellow ray petals surrounding a 
brownish or reddish disc. The blanket lower blooms 
from May to September.

Habitat
Blanketflower is found in sunny, dry, prairies and grassy 
opening in mountains. Blanketflower is fairly drought 
tolerant and tolerant of many soil types.

Rangeland considerations
Sheep may graze on blanket flowers, but it is usually 
ignored by other livestock. Sometimes, cattle will graze 
the flower heads. Many floral visitors and pollinators use 
blanketflower and upland game birds eat the seeds.

Scarlet globemallow, Sphaeralcea coccinea

Scarlet globemallow

Identification
A native perennial with gray-green leaves that are 
alternate, palmately parted, and deeply lobed. If you 
look closely, you will find scarlet globemallow has tiny 
branched, star-shaped, silvery hairs on leaves and 
stems. Orange (or sometimes brick red) flowers occur 
between June and August.

Habitat
Scarlet globemallow occurs throughout South Dakota 
but is much more common in the west. It is one of 
the most drought tolerant rangeland flowers in South 
Dakota and is not particular about soil texture.

Rangeland considerations
Scarlet globemallow is occasionally grazed by livestock, 
although it will increase with heavy grazing. Wildlife and 
number of native insects utilize scarlet globemallow, and 
it also has traditional ethnobotanical use.
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Silverleaf Indian breadroot, Pediomelum 
argophyllum

Silverleaf Indian breadroot

Identification
A native perennial that grows 1-2 feet tall and has a 
single stem that branches multiple times. It has alternate 
leaves, consisting of 3-5 palmately arranged leaflets 
that are covered in silky white hairs giving the plant a 
‘silverleaf’ appearance. It produces small blue flowers 
from June to September.

Habitat
Silverleaf breadroot is common in South Dakota 
rangelands, especially in open prairies, and is often 
evident on hillsides and slopes. 

Rangeland considerations
Wildlife utilize silverleaf breadroot much more than 
livestock. However, it is legume with the ability to fix 
nitrogen.

Purple prairie clover, Dalea purpurea

Purple prairie clover. Note the purple flowers in a dense, 
cylindrical spike.

Identification
A native perennial that grows 2-3 feet in height. Its odd-
pinnate leaves grow up to 2 inches long and contain 
3-7 leaflets. Each stem contains 3- 5 (but sometimes 
up to 12) branches that terminate in a dense spike of 
purple flowers with orange anthers. Purple prairie clover 
blooms from June through August.

Habitat
Purple prairie clover is a common plant in many South 
Dakota rangelands. It tolerates a wide range of soil and 
moisture conditions.

Rangeland considerations
Purple prairie clover is a legume, meaning it can fix 
nitrogen. Numerous native pollinators use purple prairie 
clover. It is excellent forage and therefore can decrease 
with heavy grazing.
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Common mullein, Verbascum thapsus

Photo 1: An entire common mullein plant showing its flowering 
stalk and alternate, velvety leaves decreasing in size as you 
near the top of the plant. Photo 2: Common mullein has a 
rosette of velvety leaves during its first year of growth.

Identification
An introduced biennial. The first year, common mullein 
will produce a gray-green fuzzy (or velvety) basal 
rosette. The second year, common mullein grows a 
single tall (up to 8 ft) flowering stem. Yellow flowers 
bloom in June and July. 

Habitat
Common mullein is common in South Dakota but 
is found more often in the western part of the state. 
Common mullein is most likely to be found in disturbed 
areas. It is on the noxious weed lists in many South 
Dakota counties. 

Rangeland considerations
Common mullein can become abundant in grazing 
lands. It is not useful as forage for livestock, although it 
is safe and palatable. 

Leafy spurge, Euphorbia esula

Leafy spurge

Identification
A toxic, invasive, introduced perennial. Leafy spurge 
grows 1-3 feet high in thick clumps. Most leafy spurge 
leaves are linear and 2-6 inches long, although leaves 
near the inflorescence at the top of the plant are small 
and heart shaped. Inflorescences are umbels that 
contain many tiny flowers surrounded by yellow-green 
bracts. Leafy spurge blooms from June through August. 
Leafy spurge has a milky sap that appears when it is 
damaged.

Habitat
Leafy spurge is a habitat generalist, occurring in moist 
and dry areas, undisturbed and disturbed areas, sunny 
to part-shade areas, and pastures and mountains. 

Rangeland considerations
Leafy spurge is usually avoided by livestock. Leafy 
spurge sap can be toxic and cause blistering. However, 
sheep and goats can be trained to eat leafy spurge.
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Common yarrow, Achillea millefolium

Common yarrow. Note the fern-like leaves.

Identification
A native short-lived perennial with feathery or fern-
like alternate leaves. Each plant produces at least 
one, possibly more, stems. Each stem will have an 
inflorescence with a flattened dome covered with white 
flowers. Common yarrow blooms from June to August. 

Habitat
Common yarrow is widespread, and becomes more 
abundant in disturbed areas. It is not picky about soil 
type and drought tolerant 

Rangeland considerations
Although sheep may graze flower heads, common 
yarrow is not palatable to most livestock and has 
been known to be mildly toxic to horses. Cattle that 
consume common yarrow may produce milk with a 
“disagreeable” flavor.

Upright prairie coneflower, “Mexican hat,” Ratibida 
columnifera

Upright prairie coneflower.

Identification
A native perennial that only grows 12-36 inches tall. 
Upright prairie coneflower has distinct flowers with 
bright yellow rays and a columnar disk. Leaves are 
deeply divided with linear segments. Upright prairie 
coneflower blooms June through September. 

Habitat
Upright prairie coneflower likes rich loamy soil and 
full sun. It establishes easily from seed; in the correct 
conditions, it can become abudnant. 

Rangeland considerations
Upright prairie coneflower is palatable to livestock and 
wildlife. Birds and small granivores eat the seed, and it 
attracts many native floral visitors and pollinators. 
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Wild bergamot, “bee balm,” Monarda fistulosa

Wild bergamot

Identification
A native rhizomatous perennial with square stems (an 
identifying characteristics of the Mint family) with oval 
to lance-shaped, sharply serrate, opposite leaves. It 
can grow 2-4 feet tall with many stems. Each stem will 
produce a bunch of tubular, bilabiate purple to pink 
flowers in July and August. The foliage smells minty.

Habitat
Wild bergamot occurs across South Dakota in more 
mesic or moist to average soils. Where it occurs, it can 
spread and be quite clumpy. 

 Rangeland considerations
Wild bergamot attracts many native floral visitors 
including butterflies and hummingbirds. Livestock and 
wildlife do not graze wild bergamot much, although it is 
a decreaser with heavy grazing.

Canadian horseweed, a.k.a “mare’s tail,” Conyza 
canadensis

Horseweed – note that it resembles a horse’s tail.

Identification
A tall (up to 5 ft) native annual. Leaves are linear 
to oblanceoalate, dense and alternate. Canadian 
horseweed generally grows one big stem topped with 
an inflorescence of loose panicles with numerous small 
(2-4 mm) white flowers August through October. Fruits 
are tiny achenes with white bristly pappus. 

Habitat
Canadian horseweed is widespread and able to tolerate 
a wide range of soil and moisture conditions. It is often 
found in disturbed areas. 

Rangeland considerations
Canadian horseweed is considered mildly toxic to 
livestock but is usually avoided because it contains 
chemicals that can be irritating.



Page 10

Curlycup gumweed, Grindelia squarrosa

Curlycup gumweed.

Identification
A short-lived native perennial. Only growing 1-3 feet 
tall, curlycup gumweed leaves are alternate with serrate 
margins. Curlycup gumweed flowers are numerous and 
bright yellow. Sticky (resinous) hook-shaped involucral 
bracts occur on the back of each flower (leading to the 
common name of curlycup gumweed). Flowers occur 
August through to October. 

Habitat
Gumweed is found in prairies, but does well in disturbed 
landscapes including road edges, open fields, and 
depleted or overgrazed rangeland and pastures. It 
grows on most soil types and is fairly drought tolerant.

Rangeland considerations
Native bees and upland birds use curlycup gumweed. 
However, it is not palatable to livestock. When grown 
in soils high in selenium, curlycup gumweed can 
accumulate selenium and be toxic to livestock.

Cudweed sagewort, Artemisia ludoviciana

Cudweed sagewort.

Identification
A native, aromatic, silvery-gray perennial. White 
sagebrush grows up to 3 feet tall. Leaves are alternate 
and variable but often lobed with no stems. Flowers are 
inconspicuous, small, and yellow from August through 
September. 

Habitat
White sagebrush is common across South Dakota. 
Forming distinct patches, it can be found anywhere from 
upland prairies to roadsides in the Black Hills. 

Rangeland considerations
White sagebrush is an important forage for wild 
ungulates such as elk and pronghorn and provides 
essential habitat for smaller wildlife. Domestic livestock 
often do not find it palatable. White sagebrush has 
substantial ethnobotanical use.
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Plant Identification
If you are unsure of identifying a plant, collect the plant, 
and take it to your local SDSU Extension or NRCS office 
for help with identification. 

The easiest and best way to get a collection is to pick 
the plant at ground level and cut it with a scissors or 
garden shears, and then place it in a plastic bag and 
place it in the refrigerator before you bring it in – this 
prevents mold. If it will be more than 2 days before you 
can bring it into the office, it needs to be dried – place 
it between sheets of newspaper and place a heavy 
weight on top (like a stack of books). You will need to 
change the newspaper about every 2 days until the 
plant completely dries out. It is also often helpful to 
share pictures of the habitat where the plant is growing 
and what it is growing next to, in addition to bringing the 
plant itself in for identification.

Summary
This list of forbs is not exhaustive, it provides details of 
common ones found in South Dakota. It is important 
to note the rangeland considerations for each plant, as 
they can be useful when developing a grazing plan for 
your operation. For more information, see the references 
below.
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