
ARALIACEAE –GINSENG FAMILY 

Plant: some herbs (perennial), woody vines, shrubs and trees

Stem: usually pithy 

Root: sometimes with rhizomes

Leaves: simple or palmately compound but rarely 2ôs or 3ôs, often thickened 

and large, mostly alternate (rarely opposite or whorled); usually with stipules 

that forms a stem sheath; often with star-shaped hairs  

Flowers: mostly perfect or unisexual (monoecious or dioecious), regular 

(actinomorphic); flowers very small, mostly in umbels; sepals 5, often forming 

small teeth or none, mostly 5(-10) petals; mostly 5(-10) stamens; ovary 

inferior, 2-5 (10) fused carpels  

Fruit: berry or drupe, oily  

Other: mostly tropical and subtropical, a few oranamentals; similar to 

Apiaceae; Dicotyledons Group

Genera: 70+ genera; locally Aralia (spikenard), Hedera (English Ivy), 

Oplopanax, Panax (ginseng)

WARNING ïfamily descriptions are only a laymanôs guide and should not be used as definitive



Araliaceae (Ginseng Family) –5 (mostly) sepals and petals (often 5-lobed), often in 

umbels or compound umbels; leaves simple or more often compound; fruit a berry or drupe 

Wild Sarsaparilla 

Aralia nudicaulis L.   

English Ivy

Hedera helix L. (Introduced)

Dwarf Ginseng

Panax trifolius L.  

Devil's Walkingstick [Hercules’ Club]

Aralia spinosa L. 

Examples of common genera

Devil's Club [Devil’s Walking

Stick; Alaskan Ginseng] 

Oplopanax horridus (Sm.) Miq. 
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Devil's Walkingstick[Hercules’ Club]; Aralia spinosa L.   

English Ivy; Hedera helix L. (Introduced)
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American Ginseng; Panax quinquefolius L. 

Dwarf Ginseng; Panax trifolius L.  



Wild Sarsaparilla 
Aralia nudicaulis L.   

Araliaceae (Ginseng Family) 

Oak Openings Metropark, Lucas County, Ohio 

Notes: 5-petaled flower, small, yellowish to greenish, in compound umbel on 

naked stalk beneath leaves from rhizome; large leaves in 3 groups of 5, ovate-

lanceolate, toothed; fruit bluish-black berries; late spring to summer
[V Max Brown, 2006]

USDA



Devil's Walkingstick 

[Hercules’ Club]
Aralia spinosa L.    

Araliaceae (Ginseng Family) 

Maumee River Metroparks, Lucas County, Ohio 

Notes: shrub; 5-petaled flower, in large multiple 

unbels; very large leaves, twice- pinnately 

compound, usually with 40+ leaflets, short 

petiolate, ovate, toothed, veins reach teeth, leaf 

stalks with prickles; stem woody with abundant 

prickles; fruit of black berries; summer
[V Max Brown, 2008]

USDA



English Ivy
Hedera helix L. (Introduced)

Araliaceae (Ginseng Family) 

Maumee River Metroparks, Lucas County, Ohio 

Notes: mostly a climbing vine (only shrub phase produces flowers, rare –

flowers greenish-yellow); leaves alternate on vine, entire or more commonly 

lobed (3 or 5), pointed to rounded, evergreen, veins white on top, often 

cultivated  
[V Max Brown, 2005]

USDA



Devil's Club [Devil’s Walking

Stick; Alaskan Ginseng] 
Oplopanax horridus (Sm.) Miq. 

Araliaceae (Ginseng Family) 

Skagway, Alaska  

Notes: woody shrub, very slow growth; small 5-petaled 

flower, greenish-white in large dense umbels; very large 

leaves, simple, spirally arranged, palmate, 5 to 12+ lobes, 

toothed, up to 35+ cm in diameter, spines on veins on 

lower surface; stem woody with abundant brittle, 

yellowish-white spines; fruit a red drupe in large clusters; 

mostly found in temperate rain forests with old-growth 

conifers; summer to fall
[V Max Brown, 2016]

USDA



American Ginseng
Panax quinquefolius L.   

Araliaceae (Ginseng Family) 

Southern Missouri 

Notes: a perennial herb; 5-petaled flower, small, 

white to greenish white, in a terminal umbel on a 

solitary stem, sepals none or very small; a whorl of 

1-5, usually 3 leaves on long petioles, leaf palmately 

compound of 3-5 leaflets, all leaflets with petioles 

(usually > 1 cm), width of leaflets > 3-4 cm, 

generally obovate, acuminate tip, toothed; woods, 

usually moist soils; fruits red with stones; late 

spring to summer
[V Max Brown, 2013]
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Dwarf Ginseng
Panax trifolius L.  

Araliaceae (Ginseng Family) 

Goll Woods State Nature Preserve, Fulton County, Ohio 

Notes: 5-petaled flower, white, in a terminal umbel on a solitary stem; 

leaf palmately compound of 3-5 leaflets, sessile or almost, lanceolate, 

acute tip, toothed; woods, usually moist soils; fruits yellow; spring
[V Max Brown, 2006]

USDA


