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EDIBLE CARROT OR POISON HEMLOCK? 
by T.C. Brayshow 

Last s p r i n g , i n V i c t o r i a , a small c h i l d ate a piece of 
a plant that was thought at the time to be a Wild Carrot. 
On examination, the plant proved to be a Poison Hemlock. 
Fortunately, there were no i l l e f f e c t s i n t h i s case, but 
the i n c i d e n t drew a t t e n t i o n to the ease w i t h which these 
two r e l a t e d plants can be mistaken f o r each other. 

The s i m i l a r i t i e s and the d i f f e r e n c e s of Wild Carrot 
and Poison Hemlock are shown i n the accompanying sketch. 

The two plants have many s i m i l a r i t i e s . Both plants are 
members of the Parsley Family (Umbelliferae) and have i t s 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c type of flower c l u s t e r , c a l l e d an umbel, 
with many flower stems r a d i a t i n g from the t i p of the 
stem, and a r i n g of bracts (small leaves) around the 
r a d i a t i n g p o i n t . Both have t a l l stems r i s i n g from the 
tap r o o t s , f i n e l y cut f e r n - l i k e leaves whose bases sheath 
the stems, and many small white flowers. Both are weedy 
plants of f i e l d and waste ground which have become very 
common i n the V i c t o r i a area and may be found i n other 
areas of the province. 

The most conspicuous d i f f e r e n c e s between the two plants 
are to be seen i n the stems. The stem of the Wild Carrot 
i s s o l i d i n cross s e c t i o n , h a i r y and without spots, while 
that of the Poison Hemlock i s hollow, smooth and spotted 
and blotched i n purple. 

COVER - Those eyes peering out at you from t h i s month's 
cover are I r i s h eyes, the eyes of a Red I r i s h 
Lord (Hemilepidotus hemilepidotus) that confronted 
Brent Cooke, i n the waters o f f Saxe P o i n t , V i c t o r i a , 
i n December, 1974. 



2 

The leaves of Che p l a n t s are d i f f e r e n t . Wild Carrot 
leaves are much longer than they are wide, h a i r y on the 
le a f s t a l k s , and the stem leaves are l e s s i n t r i c a t e l y 
d i s s e c t e d than the b a s a l leaves. By c o n t r a s t , Poison 
Hemlock leaves are broadly t r i a n g u l a r i n o u t l i n e , 
h a i r l e s s , and a l l leaves on a p l a n t are s i m i l a r i n 
character although d i f f e r i n g i n s i z e . The b r a c t s ( s m a l l 
leaves at the top of the stem under the flower stems) 
of the Wild Carrot are long and deeply d i s s e c t e d , w h i l e 
those of the Poison Hemlock are s h o r t e r , q u i t e small 
and undivided. 

The roots and seeds of the two p l a n t s a l s o have 
d i s t i n g u i s h i n g f e a t u r e s . I f the tap root i s p u l l e d up 
and cut open, that of the Wild Carrot i s s o l i d , as i n 
the well-known c u l t i v a t e d c a r r o t , while that of the 
Poison Hemlock i s hollow at the top. The seed, or f r u i t , 
of the Wild Carrot i s elongated and b r i s t l y , w h i l e that 
of the Poison Hemlock i s round and ri b b e d . 

There are many kinds of p l a n t s , both c u l t i v a t e d and 
w i l d , that are poisonous to humans. I f you suspect 
that a c h i l d , or an adul t f o r that matter, has eaten 
part of such a p l a n t , seek medical advice immediately. 
I f you can, o b t a i n a specimen of the p l a n t and have i t 
i d e n t i f i e d . The Curator and s t a f f of the Botany D i v i s i o n 
of the P r o v i n c i a l Museum i n V i c t o r i a w i l l help you i n 
t h i s regard. The phone number i s 387-6513. You may f i n d 
that your concern was unfounded and that no harm has 
been done. On the other hand, your prompt a c t i o n may 
have saved a l i f e . 
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BRACTS 
Short, 
undivided, 

POISON HEMLOCK 

tCohiurn maculatuml 

LEAF 
Broadly 
triangular, 
hairless. 

STEM 
Hairless, 
purple-spotted, 
hollow. 

TAP ROOT 
(cut open) 
Hollow at top. 


