
Common Yellow Woodsorrel

Common yellow woodsorrel, Oxalis stricta, is a native North American 
plant (also found in Eurasia) which is usually considered a weed. It has 
numerous common names, including common yellow oxalis, sour grass, 
shamrock, sleeping beauty, sour trefoil, and sheep’s clover. It also has 
many synonyms: Ceratoxalis coloradensis, O. dillenii, O. europaea, O. 
prostrate, O. rupestris, and Xanthoxalis fl orida. It is found in 46 states, but 
is most numerous in the eastern U. S. and into Canada. This species differs 
from other wood sorrels by 
being more erect, the stems 
grow at a sharp angle (about 
90º) from the main stem and 
the seed pods bend sharply 
upward on their stalks.

Common yellow woodsorrel is distinct from other wood 
sorrels in that the seed pods bend sharply upward on 
their stalks, and the stalks also grow at a sharp angle 
from the main stalk (both angles are about 90 degrees). 
It also tends to grow in a more upright fashion than other 
wood sorrels (stricta means “upright”). 
   
This herbaceous plant may grow either 
as an annual or as a weak perennial. 
Although it prefers moist soil, and 
partial shade, it is tolerant of a wide 
range of conditions. It is commonly 
found in fi elds, woods and borders, 
along roadsides and in other waste 
areas, and will even grow in the cracks 
of sidewalks. It is also a common 
summer annual in lawns. As one of 
the latest germinating annual weeds, it 
often fi lls in spots left in the turf after broadleaf weeds are killed by early spring herbicide applications. 

The delicate-looking plants grow 6-15” tall – unless they are mowed off 
consistently in a lawn. They may form colonies arising from slender but 
tough underground stems (rhizomes), but more often are individual, seed-
grown plants. The weak stems branch at the base and sometimes will root 
at nodes.

Leaves are alternate, smooth and palmately compound. Each leaf is divided 
into three heart-shaped leafl ets similar to a clover leaf, with faintly hairy 
margins. The leaves are creased and fold upward in half at night or when 
stressed (such as if picked or during storms). Most plants are green, but 
some have a purple cast.
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An infestation of common yellow woodsorrel.

Common yellow woodsorrel in a lawn.

The trifolate leaves have 
heart-shaped leafl ets.

Common yellow woodsorrel.



The yellow fl owers have 5 petals that 
are held in an open cup up to ½” across 
on a long stalk. They occur singly or in 
axillary clusters of up to fi ve fl owers. 
Blooms fi rst appear in mid spring and 
continue through fall. The fl owers are 
followed by elongated, ridged seed pods 
that are pointed at the end. The erect 
seedpods are held at right angles with 
their stems. Each ½-1”long capsule has 
fi ve compartments with about 10 seeds 
in each compartment. When the pods 
are ripe, they dehisce (open explosively 
at the slightest touch), launching the 
seed as far as 8-10 feet.

The leaves, fl owers and unripe fruits are edible, with a sour, tart, lemony fl avor. They can be added 
to salads, soups, or sauces, or used as a seasoning. The leaves can be steeped in boiling water for 
5-10 minutes and then sweetened to make a refreshing drink similar to lemonade. However, it should 

be consumed in moderation because the plant contains rather 
high levels of oxalic acid which is toxic in excessive amounts. It 
should be avoided by those with kidney disease, kidney stones, 
rheumatoid arthritis, or gout. 

Common yellow woodsorrel is best controlled by hand weeding 
and mulching. It pulls up quite easily and does not resprout 
from roots left behind. Try to remove plants before seed pods 
develop – although this may be diffi cult as it is good at hiding 
among other plants, producing seeds before it is ever noticed. 
Most herbicides are not very effective on Oxalis species. Pre-
emergence herbicides, which prevent germination, are the most 
useful.

– Susan Mahr, University of Wisconsin

 
Additional Information:

  Yellow Woodsorrel: Oxalis stricta – Virginia Tech Weed Identifi cation Guide at oak.ppws.
vt.edu/~fl essner/weedguide/oxast.htm

  Oxalis stricta – on the Ladybird Johnson Wildfl ower Center website at http://web126.cc.utexas.edu/
plants/result.php?id_plant=OXST

Common yellow woodsorrel has yellow fl owers with fi ve petals, 
which are followed by erect seed pods.

A common yellow woodsorrel seedling.


