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Key for Identifying Common Species of Pigweeds and Amaranths (Amaranthaceae) in California 

Kurt Hembree, UCCE, Fresno County 

 
A. Plant grows mostly flat, but may be curved upright at the ends of stems. 

 

B. Flower clusters found only in the leaf axils; stems are not thin and wiry; stem is white, green, or 

reddish; mature fruit opening by means of a small lid to release the seed. 
 

C. Plant is flat, never erect; stems smooth, fleshy, and may be red-tinged; upper surface of leaves are 
smooth, without prominent veins, and not wavy-edged; not a tumble weed when dry. 

 Prostrate Pigweed (Amaranthus blitoides) 

 
CC. Plant is not flat, stems are curved upwards at the ends; a erect central axis with many branches; 

stems are not fleshy, usually light green to whitish; the upper surface of leaves have prominent veins, 

leaves wavy-edged; becomes a tumble weed when dry. 

 Tumble Pigweed (Amaranthus albus) 
 

BB. Flower clusters are found mainly at the ends of stems and sometimes in the leaf axils; stems are 

often very thin and wiry, often brownish; mature fruit not opening to release the seed. 
 Low Amaranth (Amaranthus deflexus) 

 
AA. Plant grows mostly erect, center axis grows upright with side branches. 

 

D. Flower clusters found only in leaf axils, never at the ends of stems. 

  Tumble Pigweed (Amaranthus albus) 

 

DD. Flower cluster are found at the ends of stems and in some leaf axils. 

 
E. Sepals of female flowers are spoon-shaped with rounded or notched tip, sometimes with a small 

point, never with an elongated point; male and female flowers found on separate plants. 

 
F. Main flowering spikes at the ends of stems are very long and tail-like with very few, if any, 

branches at the base of the main spike; male flowers and female flowers are found on separate 

plants; stems and leaves are mostly without hairs. 

 Palmer Amaranth (Amaranthus palmeri) 

 

FF. Flowers are borne in short spikes at the ends of stems, usually with a terminal spike and 

several stiff side branches; male and female flowers are found on the same plant; stems and leaves 
usually have numerous curly hairs. 

 Red Root Pigweed (Amaranthus retroflexus) 

 
EE. Sepals of female flowers are long-pointed; male and female flowers are found on the same plant. 

 

G. Bracts of flowers are 3-8 mm long; flowers are in short spikes resembling Red Root Pigweed 

or relatively narrow, elongated spikes at the ends of stems. 

 Powell Amaranth (Amaranthus powellii) 

 

GG. Bracts of flowers are always 2-3.5 mm long; flowers are born in short spikes that resemble 
those of Red Root Pigweed. 

 Smooth Pigweed (Amaranthus hybridus) 

 

 

*Information in this key provided by Ellen Dean, Director, UC Davis Herbarium 
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