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A Memorable Summer Flower
Laura Veloz, Park Naturalist

Have you ever had a run-in with Texas bull nettle? If you 
have, you have probably never forgotten the experience 

and now keep a careful lookout for white flowers in open 
areas while hiking. This remarkable plant not only grows 
well under the summer sun, but its adaptations are worth 
closer observation.
Texas bull nettle, Cnidoscolus texanus, is an herbaceous 
perennial in the Euphorbiaceae family. Also known as 
bullnettle, tread-softly, and mala mujer — meaning “bad 
women” in Spanish — bull nettle is adapted to most soils 
but is commonly found in sandy soils and disturbed areas. 
At the Nature Center, this wildflower can be seen growing 
in sunny places on many of the trails. Bull nettle typically 
grows to be three feet tall, with several stems sprouting 
from the same taproot. If a stem is broken, a milky white 
sap appears and may cause an allergic reaction if touched. 
The nettle showcases a beautiful white flower in spring and 
most of the summer that may entice a passerby to take a 
closer look. However, the plant possesses hundreds of tiny 
stinging hairs on the stem and crinkled alternate leaves. 
These stinging hairs, also called trichomes, combat 
herbivory by acting as small hypodermic needles filled with 
poison. If you brush against one of these structures, the 
hairs may penetrate your skin, break open, and release the 
toxin, causing pain, itching, stinging, swelling, and redness. 
The discomfort can last for minutes. Ouch! 
Bull nettle should not be considered an ominous plant, 
however. It has many uses and can be beneficial to wildlife. 
The stinging hairs do not deter all herbivores, so bees, 
butterflies, beetles, and other insects can circumvent the 
trichomes and consume the pollen. The seeds also serve 
as a tasty treat for those who know how to harvest the fruit 

correctly. 
On your next 
outdoor adventure, 
appreciate the beauty of 
the flower, but keep your 
hands to yourself. 
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