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W165

Purple Deadnettle and Henbit

Larry Steckel, Assistant Professor, Plant Sciences

Purple Deadnettle Lamium purpureum L.
Also known as: red deadnettle, red henbit

Henbit Lamium aplexicaule L. Also known as:
deadnettle, hen’s bite, henbit deadnettle, henbit nettle.

Classification and Description:

Purple deadnettle and henbit are members of the
Laminaceae — also Labiatae — (mint) family. These
two species resemble each other from a distance and
many folks often call both species henbit. Purple
deadnettle is an erect or decumbent winter annual

commonly found throughout Tennessee and the U.S.

It is native to Eurasia.

This weed can reach heights of 16-18 inches.
The cotyledons of purple deadnettle are oval, lack
hairs and have crenate margins. Subsequent leaves
all have petioles, though petiole length lessens up-
ward on the plant. Leaves are opposite, triangular
to heart-shaped, sparsely hairy and have coarse,
rounded teeth at the margins. Leaves may be up to

Purple deadnettle and henbit in the spring

1 inch long. Upper leaves appear closely stacked,
are overlapping and bent downward. Upper leaves
are more purplish red in color than the lower
leaves, which tend to be deep green. Leaves become
smaller as you go up the plant.

Stems are branched at the base, spreading and
square in cross section. Purple to pinkish-purple
flowers occur in whorls in the upper leaf axils.
Flowers are slightly hairy outside and have a ring of
hairs inside. Small nutlets are light brown mottled
with white spots. Reproduction is by seed. Purple
deadnettle has a taproot.

Henbit is an herbaceous winter annual commonly
found throughout the temperate regions of the world.
It is native to Eurasia and can grow to heights of 15
inches. The cotyledons of henbit are oval and the
hypocotyl is green and smooth, becoming purple in
color. Leaves are green, opposite, circular to heart-
shaped and have rounded teeth at the margins. They
can appear to be three-lobed. Upper leaf surfaces
appear to be crinkly. Leaves have hairs on the upper

Henbit (left), purple deadnettle (right)
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surfaces and on prominent veins underneath. Lower
leaves have petioles, while middle and upper leaves
are without petioles. Henbit has square stems, which
are common to plants in the mint family. The stems
are branched, spreading and low-lying at base with
tips that are ascending. Stems are slightly hairy and
can root at the lower nodes. Flowers are reddish-
purple and sessile (attached) in the upper leaf axils.
Henbit has the classic hooded, five-lobed, long-tubed
flowers of the mint family. Seeds are found in a nut-
like fruit called a mericarp, are light to dark brown
and often mottled. Reproduction is by seeds. Henbit
has a fibrous root system.

Weed Status and Injury:

Purple deadnettle and henbit are frequently found
in fallow fields, winter grain crops, pastures, turf-
grass, gardens and orchards. The sea of purple often
found in fallow fields in early spring in Tennessee is
usually purple deadnettle and/or henbit.

Interesting Facts:

“Archangels” is an old common name for this
family of plants. It is believed this name refers to the
clusters of small, hooded flowers that rise up like a
choir of robed figures. Purple deadnettle and henbit
have been found to be an overwintering host for
soybean cyst nematode. Purple deadnettle has been
found to produce more than 27,000 seeds per plant
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when not in competition with a wheat crop. Though
they are called dead nettles, they have no sting.
Henbit has been reported to produce 200 to 2000 or
more seeds per plant. The oil from henbit seeds has
shown antioxidant properties. Young henbit has been
used in salads and as a potherb. Henbit is an alternate
host for corn earworm and an overwintering host

for two-spotted spider mites in areas of the southern
U.S. In a recent survey, henbit was listed as one of the
10 most troublesome and 10 most common weeds of
wheat and small grains in the southern U.S.. Henbit
seeds are consumed by some species of birds.
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