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curly dock 
Rumex crispus L. 

 

bitter dock 
R. obtusifolius L. 

 
dooryard dock 

R. longifolius DC. 
 

Introduction 
These three Rumex species share similar ecological attributes, biological attributes, and invasive potentials. All three 
are treated together here. 
 
Invasiveness Rank:  The invasiveness rank is calculated based on a species’ ecological impacts, biological 
attributes, distribution, and response to control measures. The ranks are scaled from 0 to 100, with 0 representing a 
plant that poses no threat to native ecosystems and 100 representing a plant that poses a major threat to native 
ecosystems. 
 
Synonyms for Rumex crispus: Lapathum crispum 

Other common names:  narrowleaf dock, sour dock, 
yellow dock 

(Linnaeus) Scopoli 

 
Synonyms for Rumex obtusifolius: Acetosa oblongifolia 
(L.) A.& D. Löve, Rumex crispatulus Michaux, R. 
obtusifolius ssp. agrestis (Fries) Danser, R. obtusifolius 
ssp. agrestis Fries, R. obtusifolius ssp. sylvestris (Wallr.) 
Rech. f., R. obtusifolius var. sylvestris (Wallr.) Koch, R. 
rugelii 
Other common names: bluntleaf dock, broadleaf dock 

Meisner 

 
Synonyms for Rumex longifolius: R. domesticus 
Hartman, R. hippolapathum 
Other common names: None 

Fries 

 
Family: Polygonaceae 
 
Description 
Curly dock, bitter dock, and dooryard dock are closely 
related and similar in appearance. They are robust, 
perennial herbs that grow up to 152 ½ cm tall with deep, 
fleshy taproots. Stems are reddish, erect, and usually 
unbranched. Before flowering, plants develop a basal 
rosette of leaves. Basal leaves are lanceolate and up to 
30 ½ cm long. Flowers are small, greenish-red, 
composed of three outer green tepals and three inner red 
tepals, and arranged in dense terminal clusters that can 
grow up to 61 cm long. The entire plant turns reddish-
brown at maturity. Fruits are three-sided and enclosed 
by the inner, winged tepals. The leaves of curly dock 
have truncate or wedge-shaped bases and strongly 
crisped margins. Dooryard dock and bitter dock can be 
distinguished from other Rumex species by the heart-
shaped bases and smooth, flat, usually entire margins of 
their leaves. Bitter dock can be distinguished from other 

Rumex species by the presence of distinctly dentate 
margins on its tepals (FNA 1993+, Royer and Dickinson 
1999, Whitson et al. 2000). 
 

 
 

 
Similar species: Several Rumex species that grow basal 
rosettes of leaves are native to Alaska and can be 

 

Inflorescence of Rumex crispus L. 
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confused with curly dock, bitter dock, or dooryard dock. 
Arctic dock (Rumex arcticus) and western dock (R. 
occidentalis or R. fenenstratus) grow in wet meadows, 
marshes, and river banks throughout Alaska. These 
species can be distinguished by a combination of 
characteristics (see Table 1 below). Hybrids commonly 
occur between many Rumex species (Cavers and Harper 
1964). 
 
Table 1. Comparison of five Rumex species 

 
 

 
 

 
Ecological Impact 
Impact on community composition, structure, and 
interactions: Curly dock and dooryard dock readily 
establish in semi-natural graminoid-forb roadside 
habitats in Southcentral Alaska, where they create a new 
layer of vegetation (M. Carlson – pers. obs., I. Lapina – 
pers. obs.). They push out native species once they have 
established. The seeds and vegetation of Rumex species 
can be toxic to animals (Royer and Dickinson 1999). 
Bitter dock is avoided by rabbits, but it appears to be a 
favorite food of deer (Amphlett and Rea 1909 cited in 
Cavers and Harper 1964). Rumex species provide 
alternate hosts for a variety of viruses, fungi (Dal Bello 
and Carranza 1995), and nematodes (Townshend and 

Davidson 1962, Edwards and Taylor 1963). 
Impact on ecosystem processes: The impacts of exotic 
Rumex species on ecosystem processes have not been 
documented. 
 
Biology and Invasive Potential 
Reproductive potential: Plants reproduce by seeds only. 
The number of seeds produced per plant varies from less 
than 100 to more than 60,000 annually. Plants can 
resprout from underground parts after the aboveground 
portion has been damaged (Cavers and Harper 1964, 
Monaco and Cumbo 1972). 
Role of disturbance in establishment: Dock seedlings do 
not usually become established in closed communities. 
Soil disturbance and the removal of surrounding 
vegetation are required for seeds to germinate (Cavers 
and Harper 1964). 
Potential for long-distance dispersal: Seeds can be 
dispersed long distances by wind and water. They have 
spines that allow them to attach to animal fur and bird 
feathers (Cavers and Harper 1967, DiTomaso and Healy 
2003). 
Potential to be spread by human activity: Seeds can 
attach to clothing and the fur of domestic animals. They 
can survive being ingested by cattle (Cavers and Harper 
1964). Curly dock is a common contaminant of 
commercial seeds (Dorph-Petersen 1925, Singh 2001) 
and soil (DiTomaso and Healy 2003). 
Germination requirements: The optimal temperature 
range for germination is between 20°C and 25°C in both 
light and dark. Germination can occur in any month, but 
it peaks in early spring and fall (Cavers and Harper 
1964, Benvenuti et al. 2001). 
Growth requirements: Curly dock, bitter dock, and 
dooryard dock grow on nearly all soil types except for 
very acidic soils. They grow best on moist to wet soils 
and tolerate poor drainage. Mature plants can withstand 
severe cold and drought (Cavers and Harper 1964, 
DiTomaso and Healy 2003). 
Congeneric weeds: Sheep sorrel (Rumex acetosella) is 
considered a  noxious weed in Alabama, Connecticut, 
Iowa, Kentucky, and Louisiana. All Rumex species are 
considered noxious in Oklahoma (USDA, NRCS 2006, 
Invaders 2010). 
 
Legal Listings 

Has not been declared noxious 
Listed noxious in Alaska 
Listed noxious by other states (Rumex crispus: IA, IN, 

MI, MN; all Rumex species: OK) 
Federal noxious weed 
Listed noxious in Canada or other countries 

 
Distribution and abundance 
Curly dock, bitter dock, and dooryard dock are species 
of disturbed substrates, agricultural fields, roadsides, 

 

Leaf of Rumex crispus L. 

Species basal leaves flower 
clusters 

fruit scale 

curly dock (R. 
crispus), 

introduced 

tapered bases, 
strongly crisped 

margins 

dense entire margins, 
with 3 tubercles 

bitter dock (R. 
obtusifolius), 
introduced 

broad, heart 
shaped bases, 

margins entire, 
flat 

usually lax 
and widely 

spaced 

Distinctly 
dentate, 
tubercles 
usually 1 

dooryard dock (R. 
longifolius), 
introduced 

Rounded-truncate 
bases, margins 

entire 

normally 
dense 

margins entire, 
tubercles 

normally absent 

arctic dock (R. 
arcticus), native 

tapered bases, 
margins entire, flat 

interrupted margins entire, 
tubercles absent 

western dock (R. 
occidentalis), 

native 

heart-shaped or 
rounded bases, 
margins entire 

dense to 
interrupted 

margins entire, 
tubercles absent 
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and waste places (Hultén 1968, Welsh 1974, DiTomaso 
and Healy 2003). These species are likely to invade 
riparian areas, including wet meadows, riverbanks, pond 
edges, and irrigation ditches (DiTomaso and Healy 
2003). 
Native and current distribution: Curly dock, bitter dock, 
and dooryard dock are native to Europe and Asia. They 
have been introduced into Africa, North America, South 
America, Australia, and New Zealand. 
 

 
Pacific Maritime 
Interior-Boreal 

Arctic-Alpine 

Collection Site 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Distribution of curly dock (Rumex crispus) in Alaska 

  
 

Pacific Maritime 
Interior-Boreal 

Arctic-Alpine 

Collection Site 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Distribution of bitter dock (Rumex obtusifolius) in Alaska 
  

 
 

 

Pacific Maritime 
Interior-Boreal 

Arctic-Alpine 

Collection Site 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Distribution of dooryard dock (Rumex longifolius) in Alaska 

 
 
Management 
Curly dock, bitter dock, and dooryard dock are difficult 
to eradicate once they have established because of their 
high seed production, long-lived seed banks, and ability 
to regenerate from root fragments. Hand-cutting plants 
below the ground or applying herbicides can control 
infestations (Cavers and Harper 1964, DiTomaso and 
Healy 2003). 
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