
Euphorbia myrsinites

Variously called creeping spurge, donkey tail, myrtle spurge and 
other common names, Euphorbia myrsinites is an interesting 
succulent perennial in the family Euphorbiaceae (spurge fam-
ily) native to rocky and grassy places of southeastern Europe 
and Asia Minor. Depending on where you live it is a wonderful 
garden plant or a horrible pest. In England it has been given the 
Royal Horticulture Society’s Award of Garden Merit, but is con-
sidered a noxious weed in several western states and should 
not be planted in those areas. In the moister eastern US where 
it is less likely to be invasive it can be a good addition to some 
gardens. It is hardy in zones 4-8.

The plants are an 
attractive glaucous 
blue with an inter-
esting architectur-
al shape. Trailing 
stems covered with 
spirals of closely 
set, waxy, fl eshy, 
pointed leaves 
emerge from the 
crown. The pros-
trate plants spread 

to a foot or more in width, but just a few inches high, with 
the tips of the stems turning upwards to 8”. In milder areas 
it is evergreen, but in harsh winters the leaves may die back 
to the crown. Individual plants tend to be short lived.

The fl owers that are produced in spring are typical of the Eurphorbiaceae, with clusters of inconspicu-
ous, star-shaped yellow-green fl owers within a collar of chartreuse to bright yellow bracts, sometimes 
suffused with pink, especially as they age. The clusters are produced on second year stems. Cut off 
old stems to the base when the fl owers start to fade to prevent reseeding and to keep the plants more 
compact and tidy.
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Euphorbia myrsinites is an interesting 
perennial with blue foliage.

The pointed, succulent leaves are arranged in 
a spiral around the stems.

The “fl owers” are an infl orescence of conspicuous bracts surrounding the tiny yellow, star-shaped fl owers.



This plant prefers hot, dry sites, although 
it will grow in almost any sunny area. It is 
drought tolerant and does well in poor, 
rocky soil. It is well suited to sunny banks, 
dry walls, and rock gardens. Because of its 
low stature, it is great as a sprawling ground 
cover in the front of the border or as an edg-
ing plant or along driveways. It could even 
be used alone in terracotta pots or as a 
trailer in mixed containers for its interesting 
blue foliage.

E. myrsinites readily reseeds and can be 
an aggressive plant, taking over large ar-
eas under favorable conditions if not dead-
headed. The seedlings are relatively easy 
to control by pulling or hoeing, though. They 
can be easily transplanted when very small, but larger plants are harder to re-establish. Plants can also 
be propagated by division of clumps in early spring or from basal cuttings in spring or early summer, but 

seed propagation is much easier.

This plant has few pest problems, although aphids and mealy-
bugs will sometimes attack, and bacterial or fungal rots can occur 
in moist conditions. 
Plants often sprawl or 
fl op over as they get 
older, especially in 
richer soils, becom-
ing rather unsightly 
when the crowns are 
exposed.

This plant, like almost 
all other members of the Euphorbiaceae, has a milky white 
sap that is poisonous if ingested. Externally it can cause 
minor skin irritation or severe dermatitis in susceptible in-
dividuals. Wear gloves or wash the skin immediately if any 
sap gets on your skin. Be especially careful when working 
with this plant to avoid getting sap into cuts or in the eyes.

– Susan Mahr, University of Wisconsin
 

Additional Information:
 Euphorbia myrsinites – on the Missouri Botanic Garden’s Kemper Center for Home Gardening web-

site at www.mobot.org/gardeninghelp/plantfi nder/plant.asp?code=H800
 Myrtle Spurge – a University of Arkansas CES article at www.arhomeandgarden.org/plantoftheweek/

articles/myrtle_spurge_6-01-07.htm

E. myrsinites prefers hot, dry sites.

E. myrsinites readily reseeds and can 
be considered invasive in many areas.

Stems sprawl on older plants.


