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Taxonomy  

According to the USDA-NRCS PLANTS Profile, the full scientific name of what is 

commonly known as black swallow wort is:  Cynanchum louiseae Kartesz & Gandhi.  In 

the U.S, it is also commonly known as Cynanchum nigrum, whereas in Europe and 

Canada it is known as Vincetoxicum nigrum.   Common names this plant is known by 

also include Louise's swallow-wort, climbing milkweed, and black dog-strangling vine.   

There are no subspecies of this plant; it is in the family Asclepidaceae.    

Geographic Distribution 

Black swallow wort is found in Europe and North America (USDA-NRCS; Lawlor 

2002).  In Europe it is found in northern Italy, southern France, Portugal, and Spain 

(DiTommaso et al. 2004).  In North America the plant is found in the United States and 

Canada, specifically:  CA, KS, NE, MO, IL, MN, WI, MI, IN, KY, NM, OH, PA, CT, MA, 

ME, MD, NH, NJ, RI, and VT, in addition to Ontario and Quebec.   Black swallow wort is 

found in temperate zone latitudes, between 30˚N and 50˚N (DiTommaso et al. 2004).  

The altitude it is found at ranges from sea level up to 500 meters.  Within the range of 

where the plant grows in North America, mean January temperatures can vary, from      

-33˚F in NY, and -52˚F in Ontario.  Mean July temperatures in Quebec is 67˚F, and a 

warmer 80˚F in MO.    Precipitation ranges from 631mm in MN to 1206mm in MA.  The 

temperature and precipitation patterns in Southwestern Europe tend to be more mild 

and dry than what are found in North America.  For example, in France, mean January 

temperatures are 42˚F and mean July temperatures are 74˚F with a mean annual 

precipitation of 546mm.  A population of black swallow wort has even been found in a 



warmer and drier site in CA with a mean temperature of 66˚F in January, and 94˚F in 

July, with 255mm of precipitation received on average in one year. 

Black swallow wort is an invasive species in the U.S. and Canada in both 

disturbed and undisturbed sites (Lawlor 2002).  It has especially become problematic 

within the last 20 years, primarily spreading by seed (Averill et al. 2011).  In contrast, 

there are few reports of it escaping cultivation in Europe (DiTommaso et al. 2004).  

Within North America however, the plant has adapt to the harsher environment and can 

cover a significant amount of land.  It has outcompeted native plants, reduced plant 

diversity, and may also be a threat to monarch butterflies (Lawlor 2006; DiTommaso et 

al. 2004).     

Native Habit 

Its native habitat in the western Mediterranean is within dry hilly areas with stony 

soil among thickets of trees and shrubs (Lawlor 2002).  In the US and Canada it tends 

to be found in a wide range of soils, growing in full sun as well as in shaded forest 

canopies.  They are found along costs, roadsides, crop production sites, flooding rivers 

and streams, quarries, and farm fields.  These characteristics contribute to the invasive 

tendency of black swallow wort.    It is challenging to get rid of the plant once it becomes 

established in an area, and usually takes several years before it is controlled or 

eradicated.      

Taxonomic Description   

Black swallow wort is a perennial vine with pale fibrous roots and woody 

rhizomes (Lawlor 2002; DiTommaso et al. 2004).  The stems are erectly climbing, and 

can grow up to six and a half feet tall.  The leaves are oppositely arranged with entire to 



wavy margins and are oblong to ovate.  The tips are acute to acuminate, and are lightly 

pubescent on the undersides of the leaves along the margins and main veins.  Leaves 

are two to five inches long by ½ to 2 ½ inches wide with 1-2 inch petioles. The flower 

buds are globose with a rounded apex.  Between four and ten star-shaped purplish-

black flowers form in umbelliform cymes.  Each of the two free, superior ovaries 

develops into a follicle that splits open when it is ripe to release the seeds.  The seeds 

are often dispersed in pairs by the wind, resembling the forked tail of the swallow.  Each 

individual flower lasts 6-8 days, and the whole plant flowers indeterminately (Lumer and 

Yost 1995).  The vine has been observed to flower in late May through August in New 

York.  While seed and plant longevity is rather unknown, it has been documented to 

grow for 70+ years in some areas of New York (Lawlor 2002).   

Black swallow wort has been used in early European medicine to induce 

defecation, sweating, urination, and vomiting, to help loosen the stool, and as an anti-

tumor agent (DiTommaso et al. 2004).  The roots have also been used to treat edema 

among animals.  After World War I Germany grew the plant as a fiber crop, but not 

much is known regarding this capacity.  It originally was brought to North America as a 

horticultural plant, but currently is not considered as such.  The plant is believed to have 

escaped from a botanic garden in Ipswich, MA in 1864 where it was considered a weed.     

Cultivars on the Market 

To the best of the author’s knowledge, there are no black swallow worts currently 

on the market in North America.   

Propagation Methods 



Black swallow wort can self-pollinate, and can be cross-pollinated by insects as 

well (Averill et al. 2011).  There are no differences between selfing and crossing with 

respect to fruit set, seed production, and germination.  Lumer and Yost (1995) found 

that black swallow wort seed are dormant, and have an average of 49% germination 

with a cold treatment, versus 28% without a cold treatment. The seeds are 

polyembryonic, so among the seeds that germinated, two to three seedlings usually are 

produced (DiTommaso et al. 2004).  Seed production averages ten seeds per follicle.  

Milbrath (2008) has documented that an average of 480 seeds can be produced by one 

plant.  In the same experiment, the seeds were stored in sealed containers at 39˚F for 

two months followed by moist stratification at the same temperature for an additional 

three months.  The seeds germinated at 77˚F (light) and 68˚F (dark) with 14 hours of 

light and ten hours of darkness.  The duration of germination is not disclosed in any of 

the published swallow wort seed germination experiments the author found.    Due to 

the uneven seed germination and long seed stratification treatment, vegetative 

propagation might be preferable.     

Propagating black swallow wort by division will most likely prove to be more 

practical than seed propagation.  New shoots will form along the rhizomes and lower 

stem nodes of divided plants(DiTommaso et al. 2004).  Based on the procedure used in 

Milbrath (2008), rootstock collected from the outdoors should be washed of soil and put 

in cold storage at 39˚F for at least 75 days.  Following cold storage the rootstock should 

be planted in an appropriate sized container (five inch pots probably would be a good 

place to start) using a standard potting mix such as Metro-Mix 360 and applying a 15-9-



12 N-P-K slow release fertilizer.  Plants can be grown at 77˚F (light) - 68˚F (dark) with a 

photoperiod of 14 hours of light, and 10 hours of dark.  

Product Specifications 

 Ideally the black swallow wort for use as a cut flower would have purple-star-like 

flowers that are colorful enough to catch one’s eyes when used in a floral arrangement.  

The yellow flower centers should be maintained, since they add a nice contrast to the 

purple petals.  The flower cymes preferably would each contain 10+ flowers and would 

be found along the upper 1/3 of vine.  The vine would have a form that would allow it to 

be easily used as a cut flower for fresh bouquets.  Dark, green leaves will complement 

the flowers and help fill in bouquets.   

Market Niche 

Due to the invasive qualities of this plant, it would not be a good idea to market 

black swallow wort as a landscape plant.  The star-shaped flowers are unique, however, 

so this crop has potential to be marketed as a cut flower for centerpieces and 

arrangements, probably most appropriate for the Easter season due to the purple 

colored flowers.  It could be paired with pale swallow wort (Cynanchum rossicum) which 

is a closely related vine with lighter pinkish colored star-shaped flowers that would 

nicely compliment the purplish black swallow wort flowers.  This plant probably wouldn’t 

directly compete with any other cut flowers since it is so unique in form.  With more 

thorough research, this plant may be a great alternative to grape vine ornamental 

wreaths and baskets.  If the demand for this type of product exists, then black swallow 

wort could easily be grown year-round, with the necessary dormant period of 

vernalization for vegetative propagation or stratification for seeds.  Unfortunately, the 



black swallow is an invasive plant in North America, with the bad reputation associated 

with invasive species.  Therefore, it probably will be a challenge to market and may not 

be worth the risk of trying to develop a more positive tale about this plant in order to get 

the general public to be willing to accept and purchase this plant.  Overall, this plant 

may be recognizable to consumers living in states where this plant is naturalizing in, but 

would not likely be identifiable to most growers and consumers.  Black swallow wort, 

either as a cut flower or vine could be available to market easily within a few years, yet 

the author does not encourage this without further research.  If the plant can be bred to 

be sterile, the author would feel better about recommending this plant, and the general 

public might be more willing to accept it as a new product.  But as of right now, it is the 

author’s opinion that this plant will not become a major crop in North America.         

Anticipated Cultural Requirements 

Based on the information the author was able to find, black swallow wort can 

grow in USDA hardiness zones 2-10.  It is tolerant of extremely cold winters in Ontario 

and is also tolerant of the much warmer, drier climate of CA (DiTommaso et al. 2004).  

As seen in Milbrath (2008), a rule of thumb growers can follow is to grow black swallow 

wort at 77˚F (light) and 68˚F (dark) with 14 hours of light and ten hours of darkness.  For 

production purposes, high light intensity and long days are probably best, since it has 

been found that shading has a significant negative effect on the growth and 

reproduction of black swallow wort.  To the best of the author’s knowledge there are no 

published sources have verified whether it is a short day or long day plant, so further 

research is required on this.  Using standard potting mix and nutrition management are 

suggested, using five inch pots for cuttings.  For seed propagation, use 128 or 288 plug 



trays, then transplant into five inch pots.    To the author’s knowledge, no existing 

research looked at how plant growth regulators impact black swallow wort, but they 

definitely could be experimented with to see if they can keep the vine short and 

compact, or increase the amount of flowering.  There is very limited information 

available regarding pathogens and treatments for specific pathogens impacting black 

swallow wort in greenhouses.  The only thing the author could find is that black swallow 

wort is slightly to moderately susceptible to Cronartium flaccidum in greenhouses, but 

not in the field (DiTommaso et al. 2004).   

Production Schedules 
 
Weeks before Easter Seed Propagation 

30 Store seed for 8 weeks at 40˚F   
22 Stratify seeds with moisture for  12 weeks at 40˚F   

10 
Sow seeds in 128 or 288 plug trays, place in mist house, 77˚F 
(light ) - 68˚F (dark)  with at least 14 hours of light 

9 Maybe move seeds out of mist house 
8 Move seedlings to capillary mats out of mist house 

7 

Transplant around seven weeks before Easter into five inch 
pots, using standard potting mix like Metro-Mix 360 and 
applying a 15-9-12 N-P-K slow release fertilizer 

6  
5 Should be able to get by without PGRs 
4 Provide stakes when vines need something to climb on 
3  
2 Visible flower buds, but no flowers 
1 Market the flowers 
0 Easter 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 

Weeks before Easter Cutting Propagation 
20 Vernalize stock plants for 10 weeks at 40˚F   

10 

Take cuttings and place in 50 plug trays, could use moderate 
application of auxin, place in mist house, 77˚F (light ) - 68˚F 
(dark)  with at least 14 hours of light 

9   
8 Maybe move cuttings to capillary mats 
7 Move out of mist house by now 

6 

Transplant around six weeks before Easter into six inch pots, 
using standard potting mix like Metro-Mix 360 and applying a 
15-9-12 N-P-K slow release fertilizer 

5 Provide stakes when vines need something to climb on 
4 Should be able to get by without PGRs 
3  
2 Visible flower buds, but no flowers 
1 Market the flowers 
0 Easter 

 
 As stated earlier, with the unique purple star-like flowers and the fact that they 

only last about one week allows black swallow wort to fit in quite nicely with Easter 

flower production, as a cut flower for floral arrangements.  The author put the two 

schedules together to the best of his knowledge with the information currently available.  

He did not have luck with getting any of his 76 seeds to germinate.    Half of them were 

not covered, and half were buried ¼ inch deep in the potting mix.  A TZ test revealed 

that 5/20 seeds had viable embryos, so perhaps the seeds were not stratified long 

enough prior to planting, or perhaps they needed to be soaked in water prior to planting.    

Needs Assessment for Genetic Improvement 



 As stated earlier, this plant will need to become genetically sterile before it can 

be used as a horticultural crop without worrying about its invasive nature.  It is less likely 

to spread if it is only grown in greenhouses, yet consumers may resist buying a product 

that comes from an invasive plant.  If the public would ever accept this plant, breeding 

could be done to shorten the stature of the vine for cut flower production, and to create 

more vibrant, prolific flowering, for both as a cut flower and possibly as a landscape 

plant.   

 
Works Cited   
 
Averill, K. M., DiTommaso, A., Mohler, C. M., & Mallrat, L. R. (2011). Survival, growth, 
and fecundity of the invasive swallowworts (Vincetoxicum rossicum and V. nigrum) in 
New York state. Invasive Plant Science and Management,4, 198-206. 
 
DiTommaso, A., Lawlor, F. M., & Darbyshire, S.J. (2004). The biology of invasive alien 
plants in Canada. 2. Cynanchum rossicum (Kleopow) Borhidi [= Vincetoxicum rossicum 
(Kleopow) Barbar.] and Cynanchum louiseae (L.) Kartesz & Gandhi [= Vincetoxicum 
nigrum (L.) Monech]. Canadian Journal of Plant Science, 85, 243-263. 
 
Kartesz, J. T. USDA, NRCS. (n.d.). Plants profile for Cynanchum louiseae Kartesz & 
Gandhi Louise's swallow-wort. Retrieved from website: 
http://plants.usda.gov/java/profile?symbol=CYLO11 
 
Lawlor, F. The Nature Conservancy, (2002). Element stewardship abstract for 
Vincetoxicum nigrum (L.) Monech & Vincetoxicum rossicum (Kleopow) Barbarich 
swallow-wort. 
 
Lawlor, F. (2006, April 06). Fact sheet: black swallow wort. Retrieved from 
http://www.nps.gov/plants/alien/fact/cylo1.htm 
 
Lumer, C., & Yost, S. E. (1995). The reproductive biology of Vincetoxicum nigrum (L.) 
Monech (Asclepidaceae), a Mediterranean weed in New York State. Bulletin of the 
Torrey Botanical Club, 122(1), 15-23. 

 
Milbrath, L. R. (2008). Growth and reproduction of invasive Vincetoxicum rossicum and 
V. nigrum under artificial defoliation and different light environments.  Botany, 86, 1279-
1290. 


