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Preface





Weeds are everywhere. They crowd out valuable agricultural crops, compete with the tomatoes and beans in your vegetable garden, spread rampantly along roads big and small, and pop up from the tiniest cracks in urban sidewalks. Some are so well established, and have been part of our environment for so long, that many people think they’re native. And some fine native plants have a weedy character that leads them to become unwanted in certain circumstances.


When we first started planning this book, we proposed calling it Kill This Plant! Our editor graciously disagreed with the title, but for many who are doing battle with unwanted and invasive plants, killing them is what we set out to do. However, other gardeners have decided to learn to live with their weeds, or at least to not get too fastidious about removing them all. Except for officially listed noxious weeds that state and provincial laws require you to control, the choice to kill or tolerate is up to you. However, your neighbors may not appreciate you letting your weeds go to seed, spreading them across their property as well as yours.


We were driven by curiosity. We wondered about the plants crowding our roadsides, sneaking into our gardens seemingly overnight, and shooting up at the edges of farm fields. While we were already familiar with many of the plants in this book, we were somewhat surprised to find that there were a significant number of non-native and potentially invasive plants that were new to us. The territory we cover is large, with many different habitats and environments. Plants that are terrible scourges west of the Cascades may not show up on the dry east side at all.


Much of the planning and thinking that went into this volume took place while wielding weeding tools in our home gardens. Mark gardens on five acres on the edge of Bellingham and composts wheelbarrow loads of creeping buttercup, shotweed, purslane, sow-thistles, ground-ivy, and other assertive weeds from his flower and vegetable beds. He’s dug masses of ivy and blackberries and removed English holly from his woods. Sami gardens in containers in Port Angeles and pulls buckets of dog violets. Digging weeds can be strangely meditative, the repetitive action giving the mind plenty of time to wander.


While some of our weeds have been with us for centuries, brought to North America intentionally by European settlers as food or medicinal crops, others are new introductions to our region. We’ve included the great majority of both groups, so you’ll find your common nemesis as well as weeds that are just starting to invade our space. Many of those newcomers are officially classed as noxious, requiring their removal before they can become widespread and well established.


First and foremost, this is an identification guide. Most entries have multiple photos so you can see key features. The subject is serious, yet we tried to keep the tone light and friendly. You might even find a bit of weird botanist humor here and there. Since weeds are by definition unwanted plants, we also suggest ways to control their growth and spread.


We relied on the much larger, and much heavier, regional floras to identify specimens in the field and as primary sources for our descriptions. Books like Flora of the Pacific Northwest, its big brother Vascular Plants of the Pacific Northwest, and both the 1993 and 2011 editions of The Jepson Manual: Vascular Plants of California are well-thumbed references, in some cases held together by duct tape.


In addition to printed references, we made extensive use of online resources. Herbarium and iNaturalist records guided Mark to locations to find many of the species at the right time to catch them in bloom. Websites like the Burke Herbarium Image Collection and Calflora aided in identifying plants in the field.


Botany has undergone many changes in recent years. Taxonomists have challenged old relationships and discovered new ones, often based on DNA research rather than the morphological observations of old. We used the most up-to-date names at time of writing as the primary entry and listed one or more older names as synonyms. For our older readers, many of whom learned plant names from Hitchcock and Cronquist, join us in learning the newer names as well.


We live in a complex world, full of both native and non-native plants. While learning that the pretty little yellow flowers invading your lawn are creeping buttercups and the similar-looking ones painting your pasture yellow in the spring are tall buttercups won’t make either of them any less of a pest, learning the difference between poison hemlock and Queen Anne’s lace could save your kid’s life.


We doubt that many readers will take this book along and deliberately seek out new weeds to identify on their hikes or road trips. However, we hope you’ll use it to learn about the plants that pop up in your garden or along the path you take every day when walking your dog.












Acknowledgments





Weeds of the Pacific Northwest would not have been possible without the help of the many people who generously lent their time, expertise, and patience.


First, thanks to Grace Hensley for connecting the two of us.


Mark’s family put up with his long road trips to find and photograph weeds. His husband, Brian, served as model for many of the photos in the control chapter. He also wrote bits of computer code that made the transition from database to final manuscript significantly faster and easier. And gardener-in-chief Natalie McClendon accepted that weeds in our home garden needed to grow big enough to photograph rather than being grubbed out while still tiny.


Chandra, Sami’s dog, must have wondered why she was spending so much time at the computer rather than engaging in fun activities with her.


In the early stages of preparing this volume we received support and suggestions from the noxious weed professionals in many Washington and Oregon counties, as well as from Master Gardener coordinators. Laurel Baldwin, with the Whatcom County Noxious Weed Control Board, was particularly helpful. She revealed locations of several noxious weeds, often just in time for Mark to photograph them before her crew went to work knocking them down. Laurel also provided important feedback on the noxious weeds and control chapters, particularly on wetland weeds and herbicide regulations. Cathy Lucero, with the Clallam County Noxious Weed Control Board, shared generously, particularly on the details of weed management.


We had advice, suggestions, and help from numerous members of the Weeds of the Northwest, Whatcom County Gardeners, and PNW Plant Geeks groups on Facebook. Richard Hoffman, moderator of the weeds group, was particularly helpful, providing locations for some Oregon weeds.


Mark made significant use of herbarium records, available online through the Consortium of Pacific Northwest Herbaria web portal, as well as iNaturalist records, to locate weed patches across our region. David Giblin, curator of the University of Washington Herbarium, gave us good advice and suggestions, particularly related to nomenclature.


Jane Abel took Mark to several Tri-Cities area sites to photograph weeds in that part of our region. She went so far as to collect specimens of some aquatic weeds along the Columbia River so they were ready to photograph when Mark arrived. Michael Taylor welcomed Mark to his property to photograph false brome. Mark Johnson pointed out a patch of goatsrue down the road from his place and also invited Mark to photograph a veronica in his garden.


Thanks to Barbara L. Wilson, of the Carex Working Group and Sami’s longtime friend and trusted botanical resource, for her usual patience and generous sharing of expertise, and help with the grasses particularly. Barbara also shared numerous plant locations with Mark. Thanks to Linda Chalker-Scott at Washington State University for her encouragement, generous help with fact-checking and editorial suggestions on the control chapter, and in general for her influential work on related horticultural subjects. Thanks to Susan Stuart, friend and knowledgeable native plant enthusiast, for support, encouragement, and practical help.


T. Abe Lloyd and Ellen Zachos, both experienced and knowledgeable foragers, made suggestions and reviewed the information our research revealed about edibility and medicinal uses of many of our weeds. However, any errors are ours and not theirs.


This book has been a big part of our lives for over two years. Thank you to each and every one of you who touched upon it during that time. Thank you, too, dear reader, for choosing our book as your companion as you learn about the often beautiful, but mostly unwanted, weeds around you.










INTRODUCTION:


Who Cares about Weeds?
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Oxeye daisies and smooth hawksbeard grow luxuriantly on a western Washington roadside.




Weeds are seemingly everywhere. They pop up overnight among our vegetables and prized perennials, emerge from sidewalk cracks, form riotous swaths of color on our roadsides, invade valuable agricultural crops, and crowd out native species in wild lands. Nearly everywhere you look you’ll see these plants we’ve come to call weeds. Some we’ve learned to live with, just as we tolerate a common cold. Others are a much more serious problem, like a cancer that spreads throughout the body and eventually kills its host.


Botanists and gardeners share a love of plants (and many botanists are also gardeners). But some of their assumptions and priorities are different. It took us some years to realize that there are competing definitions of the word “weed” in the overlapping worlds of home gardening and field botany or plant conservation.


In your garden, you may call anything you didn’t plant and don’t want there a weed. Seedlings from last year’s heirloom tomatoes may be unwelcome guests when they pop up right where you want your new lilies to flourish unharassed. The oft-repeated axiom says, “A weed is any plant that shows up where it isn’t wanted.” While most weeds are introduced from other parts of the world, native plants like stinging nettle, fireweed, and bracken fern can all be weedy and unwanted in a garden where space is at a premium and tidiness is valued.


Botanically and environmentally speaking, however, a weed is a widely disseminated non-native plant that outcompetes other plants. In the wild landscape, weeds are competing with the native flora—plants that are known to have evolved here and were present on the continent before the arrival of European settlers. This competition is a major threat to native plant species and the ecosystem in general; native species can disappear from large tracts due to weedy invasions, and biodiversity suffers.


Many weeds on our continent were brought here by European settlers who grew the plants in their gardens for ornamental, culinary, medicinal, or other purposes. Other weeds arrived as stowaways, in feed and in bedding for livestock, or in a ship’s ballast.


A plant that’s native and well behaved in one part of the continent where climate, soil, or plant competitors keep it in check may prove so aggressive and successful in another region that it’s classified there as a noxious weed. Cape jewelweed (Impatiens capensis) is native to eastern North America but is rapidly invading moist habitats in the Pacific Northwest (and is already a listed noxious weed in Washington). Tree lupine (Lupinus arboreus) is native to coastal southern and central California but is considered an invasive non-native weed farther north on the west coast.
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Perennial sow-thistle and purple loosestrife cover a large area near the Columbia River in eastern Washington.
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A bigleaf maple seedling, while a fine native tree when mature, is an unwanted weed in a flower bed.
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Cape jewelweed is native to moist places in eastern North America. It’s a relatively recent introduction to the Pacific Northwest, where it is beginning to crowd out native species.
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Traveler’s joy clambers over butterfly bush. Both are garden escapes that crowd out native vegetation.






Horticultural invasives, or garden escapes, are a plant group of increasing environmental impact and concern. English holly and English ivy were introduced to North America as respectable garden plants but have muscled out everything in their path over wide swaths of the western landscape. Butterfly bush (Buddleja davidii), a popular garden shrub, has been invading woodland edges, highway medians, and riparian zones throughout the coastal northwest. Pampas grass (Cortaderia selloana), bachelor’s buttons (Centaurea cyanus), yellow archangel (Lamium galeobdolon), common tansy (Tanacetum vulgare), and periwinkle (Vinca spp.) are other aggressive ornamentals causing environmental consternation in our region.


You may be able to control these assertive plants in your own yard, but you need to be cognizant of their potential impact on neighbors and on surrounding wild landscapes. For instance, butterfly bush produces thousands of tiny seeds that can be carried on the wind and plant themselves far from the mother plant. Birds eat the fruit of holly and ivy, depositing the seeds with a little packet of fertilizer in woodlands.


A troublesome weed may spread widely because, like perennial sow-thistle (Sonchus arvensis), it has many wind-borne or bird-carried seeds. Many weeds can grow in poor soils daunting to other species, grow rapidly and proliferate before other species get established, or grow easily on disturbed ground, such as roadsides and agricultural areas. Some weeds, English ivy among them, also have ground-smothering foliage that keeps seeds of other plants from sprouting. When a diversity of native plants is replaced by many acres of a single non-native species, the natives are increasingly squeezed into smaller and smaller remnants of their former range. The associated diversity of native animal life, including pollinators, may also be reduced or lost.


[image: Image]

English ivy climbs trees, weighing them down, and covers the ground, preventing native species from growing.
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A honey bee nectars on the flower of short-fringed knapweed, a noxious weed.
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Poison hemlock and Scotch thistle at the edge of a fallow farm field in eastern Washington.






There is currently a great deal of interest in the subject of pollinators, but the public conversation is often rife with confusion and misinformation. One repeated refrain is that various weeds are essential to pollinators. We’re curious: are people envisioning the pre-colonial North American continent as a wasteland void of pollinators, awaiting the arrival of Europeans with their dandelions, oxeye daisies, and honeybees? While pollinators will use weedy species if those are all that’s available, in the long view pollinators are not benefitted by the reduction in native plant diversity inflicted by weedy invasions.


Weeds are a big issue in agriculture, as well as plaguing home gardeners. They cost farmers money for both herbicides and non-chemical controls. Several weed species, including tansy ragwort, Scotch broom, poison hemlock, and yellow starthistle, have been responsible for livestock sickness, mortality, miscarriages, or birth defects.


When a non-native invasive plant becomes a threat to native vegetation, agriculture, livestock, or the economy, your state or province’s weed agency may list it as a noxious weed. The federal government maintains a list of widespread noxious weeds, but more local regional lists have priority, and control is determined by state or provincial laws. Control may mean prohibiting the sale, transport, or growing of certain plants. Counties and municipalities may also maintain their own noxious weed lists and enact ordinances regarding their control.


In this book, we provide a primer for the home gardener and others interested in the plants around them to assist in identifying and knowing what to do about most of the weeds found in the Pacific Northwest. It can also help the budding naturalist sort out native vs. introduced plants and understand the significance of the latter. While we cover 368 species, beginners should take heart in knowing that in the average garden one will usually find only about a dozen of the “usual suspects.”










How to Use This Book
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Queen Anne’s lace and red clover among grasses on a western Washington roadside in mid-September.






Weeds of the Pacific Northwest will help you identify the weeds in your lawn and garden, on your farm, and along roads and trails. It includes color photographs and descriptions for 368 species of plants considered to be weeds from southern British Columbia to northern California. Most of these were introduced to our region from other parts of the world, but a few weedy native plants are also included.


Our goal in selecting plants was to include as many of the weeds you are likely to find in our large territory as possible. Nearly all the plants on the official noxious weeds lists for the states and province we cover are here. So are many others that aren’t on the noxious lists but are generally unwelcome on the land.


How to Identify a Plant


It is very easy to miss a critical detail about a plant you are identifying if you don’t adopt a systematic way of looking. While we’re usually attracted first to the flowers and their shape and color, the rest of the plant is also important.


Start by getting an overall impression of the plant. Is it woody, like a tree or shrub? How big is it? Does it grow like a vine, form a mat on the ground, make a clump of stems, or have a single stem that stands by itself? Are the stems stiff and strong or are they weak? Are there any spines, prickles, or hairs?



EXAMINE THE LEAVES


Are they mostly right at the ground (basal) or do they grow along the stem? Some plants have both basal and stem leaves. Typically, the basal and lowest stem leaves are longest, the stem leaves becoming gradually reduced in length higher on the stem, with simpler outlines and shorter petioles. Measurements are given first for basal leaves, followed by the arrangement (alternate/opposite/whorled) for stem leaves and their length.


What shape are the leaves? Leaf shapes are pictured inside the back cover. Stem leaves can be opposite each other or arranged alternately. Leaves can be basal, growing at ground level, or cauline, along the stem. They can be attached to the stem with a long petiole, clasp the stem, have little appendages (stipules) at the attachment point, or appear to have the stem growing through the leaf (perfoliate). Many plants have compound leaves with several leaflets. You may need to count the leaflets and note how they’re arranged. Leaf texture is another clue. Are they soft, leathery, hairy on one or both sides, or spiny?


[image: Image]

Wild mustard and giant horsetail blanket a western Washington hillside in May.






STUDY THE FLOWERS


Identification often requires a close look at the color, arrangement, and number of the flowering parts. Color is obvious, but it may change as the flowers age, following pollination, or among individuals of the same species. Flower colors can vary; plants don’t read field guides to learn what color they’re supposed to be. Most species whose flowers are normally colored pink or purple will have occasional individuals that are white.


Sometimes petals have spots or blotches of a second color. Count the petals, if there are any. Some flowers don’t have any petals, or they are very small and inconspicuous. The number or description of the sepals (or calyx, as a group), located at the base of the flower, may be clues.


Flowers are described with the most common color(s) first, then the number of petals or lobes, then a measurement. For most flowers, the measurement is the maximum width of the corolla; for tubular flowers, the length may be given. Within the sunflower family, though, the rules are a little different. What we often think of as a “flower” in this family is actually a “head” or inflorescence of many tiny florets. So for this family, the measurement will typically be the width of the head. The head will often be described as daisy-like (with countable “petals” or ray flowers around a central disk) or dandelion-like (all “petals”). The visual glossary inside the front and back covers and the more extensive glossary can help you with any technical terms you haven’t yet learned.


Grasses have their own specialized technical language and specific characteristics to observe. Even experts find them challenging to identify. Examine the inflorescence (the flowers, and later the seeds). Is it open and airy or packed more tightly? You may need to look carefully at the ligule (the joint where one piece of stem emerges from the one below) to determine its length and hairiness. For some grasses, such as quackgrass, the way the roots grow is an important characteristic. In other books, you will encounter some pretty challenging terms for tiny parts within the inflorescence that often require magnification to see. We’ll stick mostly to describing what you can see easily in the inflorescence.


Organization


This book is organized into sections for trees and shrubs, forbs/herbs and vines (herbaceous plants), grasses and grass-like plants, and aquatic weeds. Within each section, they’re sorted by family, genus, and species. That keeps related plants together.


The fastest way to look up an unknown plant is to turn to the appropriate section and then leaf through the pages until you come to the flowers with the same shape or number of petals as the plant you’re trying to identify. Then start studying the photographs and reading the descriptions until you find a match. Once you have a preliminary identification, you may want to reread the description as you study the plant carefully a second time.


Some plants are easier to recognize than others. Large families like the sunflowers and grasses are especially challenging and may require consulting a technical manual for additional information if you need positive identification. Remember that there may be native plants, not included in this book, that resemble the weeds covered here.


Photographs


In most cases there are two or more photographs for each plant. They were selected to show as many of the important identifying characteristics as possible. Flowers receive more emphasis than foliage, which may appear somewhat soft-focus or in the background. Use the photographs to get a general feel for what the plant looks like, then read the description. Unfortunately, it is sometimes impossible to show all the characteristics of a flowering plant in a photograph.


Plant Names


Each plant has a unique scientific name, which has two parts—the genus and the species. In some cases there are also subspecies and varieties, but for the most part this book discusses those under the currently accepted name of the main species. Because plant names can change over time, generally due to additional botanical research, we’ve given parenthetical synonyms for some plants. We generally follow the names in the Washington Flora Checklist, the Oregon Flora Project, Calflora, or e-Flora BC.


Each plant also has one or more common names. The same plant may be called by different names in different places, or the same name may refer to different plants in the same location. The plant known as salsify, oyster plant, and goatsbeard is one example, with goatsbeard also referring to a completely different species. Some plants have so many common names we couldn’t list them all.


The index includes the common and scientific names for the plants described in the book. If you know a plant’s name but aren’t sure what it looks like, turn to the index to find it quickly.


Descriptions


The descriptions begin with parenthetical synonyms (if any) and notes about where the plant is found; its origin is often included. That’s followed by a general overview of the plant’s habit, its stems and leaves, and flowers. There’s information about the environment where the plant grows, such as soil preferences and moisture and why the weed is a problem. If a weed is noxious, it is noted. Reproductive strategies—such as seed production and vegetative reproduction from rhizomes, stolons, or bits of broken root—suggest timing and techniques to control the weed’s spread. Recommended control strategies conclude each description.


Each plant entry also includes the plant’s size, growth cycle (annual, biennial, or perennial), bloom season, and whether it is native or introduced.


HEIGHT


Plant heights are given in inches or feet and are an approximate figure for the high end for mature plants under normal growing conditions. The measurement given is typically for the length of the main stem, but for lazy/recumbent or crawling plants or vines, the length may be much longer than the actual height from the ground up. You may find individuals that are taller or shorter than the figures given, but if you’re looking at a plant that is only 4 in. tall and the description says “to 24 in.,” there’s a good chance that you need to reconsider your identification.


GROWTH CYCLE


Plants have one of three growth cycles. Annuals come up from seed, flower, produce seeds, and die in one growing season. Biennials take two years to produce seeds. In the first year the seed germinates and the plant puts down roots and grows leaves. The second year it blooms, produces seed, and dies. You’ll find both flowering and nonflowering individuals of biennials every year. Perennials live three or more years and most flower every year, although some may only bloom occasionally or lay dormant for many years between blooms. You can often identify a perennial by looking for the previous year’s dried leaves, flower stalks, or seedheads. Some plants can exhibit more than one of these growth cycles.


BLOOM TIME


While most wildflowers bloom only for a fairly short time each year, some of our weeds bloom over an extended period. We’ve subdivided spring and summer into early, middle, and late. Few of our flowers bloom in autumn and even fewer in winter or year-round. The bloom times should be used with caution. They’re more related to weather conditions and local microclimates than calendar dates.


In general, early spring begins in mid-March at low elevations, although you may find flowers as early as February in warm exposed locations such as the Washington side of the Columbia Gorge and sun-baked sites along Puget Sound or warmer urban areas. Midspring comes with the leafing out of bigleaf maples. Late spring arrives as Oregon white oak leaves get to full size.


Early summer runs up through the solstice. Midsummer is July and a week or so on either side. Late summer is from the middle of August into late September. Autumn is short, as seeds mature and foliage dies back.


EDIBILITY/TOXICITY


Many weeds have edible or medicinal parts, but others are poisonous to varying degrees. Some are also toxic or otherwise injurious to pets and livestock. We’ve included this information for each plant for which we could find anything in the literature. Be sure to read the next chapter for details about this aspect of the plants.


CONTROL TECHNIQUES


Since the plants in this book are weeds, you probably want to know how to get rid of them (or at least keep them under control) on your property. Each entry includes suggestions for controlling or eradicating the plant. A separate chapter gives more information about these control techniques.










Edible or Deadly?


[image: Image]

Dandelions have several edible parts, as long as they’re collected at the right time and prepared properly.






“Can I eat it?” is a question many people ask about their weeds, as well as the more desirable native plants in their environment. We’re not sure why the idea of eating your weeds is so important to those who raise the question. Perhaps it involves the desire to take revenge on the plants competing with their prized tomatoes or lilies. Maybe it’s just curiosity. For others, it’s wanting to live more lightly on the land and make use of what would otherwise end up in the compost pile. Regardless of the reason, more and more people want to eat “wild food.”


Neither of us are big-time foragers. We’ll occasionally nibble wild greens while hiking or cook up a batch of nettle pesto. We’re not going to encourage you to eat your weeds, nor to harvest them to use medicinally. That’s a choice we’ll leave to you. This book is definitely not about foraging. However, we think we ought to let you know where reputable foragers and other experts place a plant on the scale of edibility to poisonous. For each plant covered, we have included a few words about edibility and/or medicinal uses:


Parts edible. At least some part of the plant is widely regarded as safe to eat, tasty, and nutritious. No part of the plant is likely to harm you if eaten in small to modest quantities.


Parts edible with caution. One or more parts of the plant are edible. However, some people may be sensitive to it; consuming large quantities can cause problems; it’s edible only at some points in its life; one or more parts are edible but other parts are poisonous; or it should be avoided during pregnancy. The plant may cause skin irritation when handled, but cooking destroys that property.


Parts medicinal. One or more parts of the plant are widely regarded as having medicinal properties, and it is generally regarded as safe to consume.


Parts medicinal with caution. One or more parts of the plant have medicinal properties. However, some people may be sensitive to it; consuming large quantities can cause problems; it has medicinal value only at some points in its life; one or more parts are usable medicinally, but other parts are poisonous; or it should be avoided during pregnancy. The plant may cause skin irritation when handled, but cooking or other processing destroys that property.


Unpalatable. The dictionary definition of unpalatable is “unpleasant to the taste.” However, we use the term more broadly to also include plants that won’t necessarily hurt you if you eat them, but their texture, taste, or lack of food or medicinal value says “don’t bother.”


Poisonous. Consuming the plant can make you very sick or kill you. Poisonous plants also include those that cause serious skin irritation, like poison-oak or poison-ivy.
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Note the finely divided foliage of these poison hemlock seedlings. This plant is quite poisonous to both humans and other animals. No part of the plant has prominent hairs, and the foliage is a bright yellow-green.
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This seedling is Queen Anne’s lace, which has edible parts. While the foliage is somewhat similar to poison hemlock, Queen Anne’s lace leaves are a softer blue-green, and the petioles are covered with soft hairs.






Identify Positively


If you’re going to eat some of your weeds, it is imperative that you are absolutely positive about identifying them. This book is designed to help you with that. However, many edible wild plants, including weeds, are best while they’re growing rapidly and before they flower. That means you have to learn to identify them by foliage, growth habit, and environment alone. Since the descriptions and photographs in this book emphasize mature plants with flowers, you may need to do some additional work before you munch.


Learn to recognize the plants around you when they’re in bloom. Study their foliage and growth habit. Note where they’re growing. Then watch your seedlings as they develop and grow into full-blown plants the following year. It may take you a couple of years or more to feel comfortable distinguishing similar-looking plants when they’re still young and tasty. The young leaves of oxeye daisy (Leucanthemum vulgare) resemble those of common groundsel (Senecio vulgaris). You can eat the daisy leaves, but common groundsel is poisonous. Queen Anne’s lace (Daucus carota) resembles poison hemlock (Conium maculatum), especially when young. They aren’t really that hard to tell apart, but you do have to pay attention to all the details. Mistaken identity can have serious consequences, from an upset stomach to death. If in doubt, leave it out of your body.


All Plants Have Chemicals


Some people think that eating wild foods, including weeds, is a way to avoid chemicals in their diet. That’s only partly true. While weeds and other wild foods generally aren’t fed manufactured fertilizers or treated with agricultural pesticides, all plants contain chemicals. Most plants, since they are immobile, practice self-defense through the chemicals in their tissues. Toxicity in plants is not rare and not a fluke. It’s a common and effective evolutionary adaptation whereby a species protects itself against herbivores, including humans. The quantities are generally small enough that our bodies tolerate them. Apple seeds contain cyanide, a deadly poison, but ingesting an occasional seed usually doesn’t hurt you because there’s not much poison in each seed. Toxicity depends both on how much you consume and how potent the poison is.


Speaking of chemicals, think about where a plant is growing before collecting it for the table. Frank Zappa’s immortal line, “Watch out where the huskies go / And don’t you eat that yellow snow,” reminds us that if you have pets that pee outside, you don’t want to harvest the weeds there. We wouldn’t harvest plants from a cow pasture, either. The edible weeds in your vegetable garden are probably safe, especially if you don’t use herbicides, fungicides, insecticides, or other chemicals. Roadside weeds are questionable. You really don’t know whether your local weed board or road department came through with their spray truck a day or two before you were ready to harvest. Roadside plants can also absorb toxic heavy metal-laden exhaust from cars and trucks.



Only Some Parts May Be Edible


Many times, only part of a plant is edible. Consider a few common fruits and vegetables. We eat the roots of potatoes, but the fruits of tomatoes. We eat lettuce leaves, broccoli flower buds, the swollen stem of kohlrabi, and the fruit of a cherry tree. The same principle applies to weeds and other wild plants. Just because we’ve noted that a plant is edible doesn’t mean you can eat all parts of it. We love a rhubarb pie, made with just the petiole of the leaf. We don’t eat the leaves or roots because they’re poisonous to humans. The young, freshly emerged shoots of American pokeweed (Phytolacca americana) can be eaten, but mature leaves, stems, roots, and especially the seeds are quite poisonous. Before you eat any of the plants in this book, consult a reputable foraging book or two and learn which parts are edible, when to harvest, and how to prepare the good parts. We like the ones by Euell Gibbons, Sam Thayer, Ellen Zachos, and Douglas Deur listed in the bibliography.


[image: Image]

Some foragers consider purslane a delicious potherb or raw as an addition to a salad; others don’t care for the okra-like mucilaginous texture when it’s cooked.






The mushroom forager’s adage—“There’s no such thing as an old, bold mushroomer”—applies equally well to eating wild plants. Even those listed as edible may not agree with everyone. It’s a bit like peanuts. Most people can eat them, but others have a severe allergic reaction that can be deadly. Start small, perhaps with just a little nibble, and see how your body reacts. A day later, have a bigger nibble. Slowly build up to a meal.


You may also find that you just don’t like the taste or texture of the weeds you encounter. Purslane (Portulaca oleracea) is a good edible, but it is also mucilaginous, like okra. A lot of edible greens have a bitter taste. Many people like some degree of bitterness, such as that imparted by hops to a good IPA. However, bitterness is an acquired taste. Garden lettuce is bitter when the plants get old and begin to bolt. In Stalking the Wild Asparagus famed forager Euell Gibbons wrote, “There are many wild plants reported in the literature to be edible that I don’t like at all. In research for this book, I tried several hundred different kinds of plants, and disliked most of them.” Another author repeatedly writes that a plant “tastes like spinach,” with the note that he doesn’t care for spinach.


Medicinal Plants


Many of our weeds have a long history of being used medicinally. In fact, that’s how some of them got introduced to North America in the first place, brought here by European settlers. Just as you should be cautious when gathering weeds for the table, you should be careful using plants medicinally. In some cases, the difference between the useful dose and the toxic dose is small. Reading through the literature on plant toxicity, you’ll find that quite a few of our weeds were once used as abortifacients. That means that if you’re pregnant or thinking of becoming pregnant, you should be extra cautious.


Even if you’re a healthy male who can never get pregnant, be careful. The drugs in plants can interact with other drugs you might be taking. It’s a good idea to have a conversation with your doctor before using potentially medicinal plants to treat yourself.


A big challenge in gathering plants from the wild to use medicinally, including weeds, is that it is nearly impossible to determine how much of an active chemical is in any given plant; often it depends on the genetics of the population, the growing conditions, and the stage of growth (juvenile vs. mature or senescing). Different parts of a plant can contain widely varying amounts of active chemicals. Caution is advised, and “a little bit is good” does not translate to “a lot is even better.”


As you browse through the plant descriptions in this book, you’ll find that only a relatively small number are poisonous to humans. The great majority have some edible part, or at least won’t hurt you if you sample them in small quantities. That’s good news, especially for those with children who are prone to put almost anything in their mouth.



Danger to Animals


Cats and dogs, horses, cattle, sheep, pigs, goats, and chickens can all experience problems when they eat too much of some plants or consume them under certain conditions. We’ve noted for each plant in this book whether the scientific literature indicates that the species may be toxic to one or more of these common domestic animals. In a few cases the amount that causes a toxic effect is quite small, but for most plants the effect is evident only when the animal consumes a large quantity of the species in a short period of time, or when the plant makes up a large part of the animal’s diet.


Even plants that are grown as livestock feed may under some circumstances be toxic. According to Cornell University’s Department of Animal Science, “Alfalfa and clovers continue to be fine forages when properly grown, harvested, carefully preserved and fed to the appropriate species in appropriate amounts.” However, “Fresh legume forage (alfalfa, red and white clovers mostly) is notorious for causing bloat in ruminants, even to the point of threatening life in some cases.” According to the US Department of Agriculture, “Under normal conditions, some poisonous plants form an important part of livestock diets without negative effects on the animals. Poisoning occurs only when these animals are enticed by hunger or other stress conditions to eat too much too fast.”
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Common burdock burrs readily detach and stick to animals, becoming an irritant as well as a means by which the seeds are spread around.






If you raise livestock or have pets, learn the plants that can cause problems for your animals and take action to keep them from indulging and getting ill. Backyard chicken keepers should avoid tossing problem weeds to their hens. Livestock owners will want to minimize the presence of potentially toxic weeds in their pastures and paddocks.


Other steps you can take to keep your animals healthy, according to the USDA Agricultural Research Service, include avoiding exposing them to poisonous plants when they’re stressed, such as when they are driven, branded, otherwise handled, or unloaded from trucks because animals graze less discriminately at these times. Make sure your animals have plenty of water and food so they aren’t as likely to eat problem plants because they’re hungry.


Prevention is the key, because in most cases there is no treatment for animals poisoned by plants. Sometimes the animals will recover on their own once they’re removed from exposure to the toxic plants, but there’s no guarantee.


In addition to toxicity, some plants can cause mechanical damage to animals. Grasses with long awns and plants with burrs are particularly problematic and can affect both household pets (particularly dogs) and livestock.


This book makes no attempt to quantify how much of a plant it takes to be a problem, nor the specific effects on each livestock species or pet. Use the notes on animal toxicity as a starting point to ask questions of your veterinarian or to do additional research in other books and/or online resources. It’s also important to note, as does the Canadian Poisonous Plants Information System, that “much literature on poisonous plants is anecdotal and therefore of limited reliability.” There is much we don’t know, and rigorous research on the topic is somewhat limited.
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Common St. John’s wort causes photosensitization in many animals when eaten and may cause vomiting, diarrhea, or other problems in dogs, other pets, and humans. It may also have medicinal value for humans when used with caution.






Final Thoughts


Our weeds run the gamut from tasty and nutritious to deadly poisonous, with most somewhere in between. A few, like poison hemlock (Conium maculatum) and Douglas’s water-hemlock (Cicuta douglasii), can be deadly when eaten, and contact with the foliage can cause serious problems. Keep your hands off poison-ivy, poison-oak, and giant hogweed. Yet there’s no need to panic. Poisonous plants aren’t going to jump out and grab you. Be aware of the plants around you, and give the toxic ones the respect they deserve. As with many subjects, knowledge is power.


If you’re going to explore putting weeds in your salad or cook up a mess of wild greens, make the effort to learn to positively identify what you plan to eat. If you’re not sure, don’t eat it. Ultimately, the responsibility is yours.










What Makes a Weed Noxious?
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Canada thistle was Washington’s first official noxious weed in 1881. Gardeners, farmers, and land managers are still trying to control it.






While nearly any plant growing where it’s not wanted can be considered a weed, not all weeds are ranked noxious. Each state and province in our region defines and lists noxious weeds a little differently. The plants on, or off, these noxious weed lists can be a little surprising. English holly (Ilex aquifolium), prickly lettuce (Lactuca serriola), prickly sow-thistle (Sonchus asper), common dandelion (Taraxacum officinale), and wild mustard (Brassica rapa) are all common weeds that are not yet on any official noxious weed lists in our region. You might wonder why not. It all comes down to how noxious weeds are defined.


In broad terms, noxious weeds have a significant impact on agriculture. That’s understandable since ag is big business in all parts of the Northwest. The first weed to be regulated in Washington was Canada thistle, way back in 1881, before Washington became a state. Farmers were concerned that thistles on neighboring property could spread to theirs and affect their crops, and they got an act passed. Current noxious weed law in Washington dates to 1969, with regular updates to the list of species. We’re still fighting Canada thistle and other weeds that affect crops and rangeland.


Beginning in the late 1980s, the Washington noxious weed board began to adopt weeds that impacted natural resources (other than crops and livestock), including local ecosystems, wildlife and fish habitat, etc. Since then, additions to the noxious weed list have largely been weeds that affect ecosystems, particularly ornamental plants introduced through the horticultural industry that have escaped into the wild.


From an environmental perspective, one would think that a plant like English holly (Ilex aquifolium) that invades forested areas and crowds out native plants would be on the noxious weed lists, but it’s not. That’s because holly doesn’t much affect agricultural lands and is itself an agricultural product; commercial holly growers argued against the species being listed.


Some weeds are more difficult to get rid of than others, but it’s not only the challenge of killing them that puts them on the noxious weed list. Some species are added while they’re still rare in a jurisdiction but considered a serious pest elsewhere. The idea is to prevent them from getting established and spreading farther.


Complementing noxious weed lists are lists of species that are prohibited for sale or introduction as either seeds or plants.
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Road signs, like this one outside Leav­enworth, Washington, remind everyone to control noxious weeds.
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Whitetop, listed as noxious in BC, Washington, Oregon, and California, is shown growing along a farm road in eastern Washington.






Noxious Weed Laws


According to the Washington State Noxious Weed Control Board, “‘Noxious weed’ is the traditional, legal term for invasive, non-native plants that are so aggressive they harm our local ecosystems or disrupt agricultural production. These plants crowd out the native species that fish and wildlife depend on. They also cost farmers, orchardists, and ranchers millions of dollars in control efforts and lost production—and that can make the food we buy more expensive.” That last part is particularly important because the economic impact of a weed plays heavily into the decision to list it as noxious.


Depending on where you live, weed laws may require you to control some of the officially noxious weeds on your property. Just which weeds you’re required to control or eradicate depends on the weed’s classification in your state or province. It’s a little complicated because the weed laws vary from place to place, and there may be more than one weed list in a jurisdiction.


For each of the plants in this book we’ve noted whether they’re included on the noxious weed list for Washington, Oregon, California, or British Columbia as of the time we finalized the text. State noxious weed lists are generally updated annually, and no doubt new plants will be added to the lists. It’s less common for a plant to be removed from a noxious weed list.


For the most up-to-date information in Washington, visit the Washington State Noxious Weed Control Board (nwcb.wa.gov).


In Oregon, noxious weed laws are managed by the Oregon Department of Agriculture’s Noxious Weed Control Program (oregon.gov/oda/programs/weeds/oregonnoxiousweeds/pages/aboutoregonweeds.aspx).


The California Noxious Weeds program is administered by the California Department of Food and Agriculture (cdfa.ca.gov/plant/ipc/encycloweedia/encycloweedia_hp.html).


In British Columbia, invasive plant priorities and management is often led by regional invasive species organizations, with guidance from the provincial government. To find the regional organization priorities within BC, visit Invasive Species Council of BC (bcinvasives.ca).


What Does It Mean for Home Gardeners?


Home gardeners in the United States must control or eradicate some classes of noxious weeds on their property. North of the border there’s no legal requirement that you eradicate designated noxious weeds on your property, but it is good citizenship to do so.


Noxious weed classifications can be confusing, with cryptic letter codes that vary from one jurisdiction to another. In general, weeds that are just beginning to show up are the highest priority to eradicate, to prevent them from getting a foothold. Other officially noxious weeds may be so established and widespread that eradicating them is unlikely to be possible so the goal is containment.


Individual counties may further regulate weeds, so a weed that must be controlled in one county may not be regulated in the adjacent one. Consult your local weed board for the most current information. A web search for the name of your county plus “noxious weed board” will usually get you to the right place.
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Garden yellow loosestrife is a Class B noxious weed in Washington and a targeted Class A weed in Oregon.






Officially noxious weeds are only part of the picture, although a big one. Of the 368 weed species covered here, 164 of them are on a noxious weed list in one form or another. You’re legally required to control some of them, but that doesn’t mean you should just ignore the rest of the weeds in your garden or landscape.


On a practical basis, most home gardeners want to keep their weeds under control or eliminate them. While eradicating a problem weed, whether or not it’s officially noxious, can be challenging, you can hope that by putting in the effort once, you won’t have to do it again. But for others, and especially those listed as noxious, repeated efforts may be required to keep them under control and prevent their spread to previously unaffected areas.










Out, Damned Weed
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A wheelbarrow full of weeds, ready for the compost pile.






In the home garden, the prime motivation for diligent weeding is usually aesthetic. Standards vary greatly according to the setting, from formal display garden to casual backyard vegetable patch, and the temperament of the gardener.


Some people work tirelessly to achieve their vision of perfect control and tidiness. Others are a bit lazier or more permissive. The happy gardener is one whose standards align well with what they are willing and able to do, whether formal and tidy or wild and unkempt.


You can weed on a daily or weekly schedule, on a casual basis, or with intermittent marathons punctuating periods of laissez-faire. For some people it’s an energetic workout, for others a relaxed and meditative quiet time. Of course, it’s easier to be meditative while plucking shallow-rooted annuals from among your tomatoes on a pleasant summer day than when doing battle with a large patch of Himalayan blackberries or reed canary grass.


One person may be merciless in clearing out even the seedlings of their chosen garden plants when they volunteer anywhere outside of the planned design. Another may enjoy a natural look and the serendipity of nature, delighted to see seedlings of desirable plants filling in available spaces: free plants!


A tolerance for occasional uninvited green guests can sometimes yield surprises. Last year, a small seedling didn’t look like any weed Sami had encountered, so she opted to keep it a while. Behold: Eupatorium cannabinum, a fine ornamental she’d never grown before.


Apart from issues of aesthetics or tidiness, larger weed infestations can also impact the health of garden plants. Too many weeds can smother small, desirable plants, shade them out, cause disease problems due to lack of ventilation, and provide habitat for insect pests. Weeds inevitably compete with your garden plants for space, water, and soil nutrients.


The responsible and environmentally educated gardener also knows that no garden is an island, and weedy plants may spread to the surrounding landscape, in some cases even miles away, via wind-borne or bird-carried seeds.


Conversely, no garden is safe from sources of weeds beyond its boundaries. Stoloniferous weeds like creeping buttercup and English ivy can sneak in from less well-kept neighboring yards; weed seeds can float in on the wind. But at least you can avoid bringing in the weeds yourself. Beware of the potential of uncertified compost, purchased bulk soils, and animal manures to contain weed seeds. Avoid planting aggressive horticultural plants you may soon regret. That likelihood depends somewhat upon gardener preferences, site characteristics (sunny or shady, well watered or not), and region, but some popular ornamentals belong to genera known for their pushy ways: Lysimachia, Euphorbia, Mentha, Houttuynia, Verbena, Vinca, and Cotoneaster, among many others.


[image: Image]

Lesser celandine, brought to North America as an ornamental, has taken over this perennial and shrub garden.
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The parsnips have been cleared of weeds, but plantain, cudweed, spotted lady’s-thumb, and redroot pigweed still crowd a nearby vegetable garden path.
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Purslane and redroot pigweed blanket the ground under young eggplants in a vegetable garden.






Whatever your gardening style, you’re sure to encounter weeds that you’ll want to remove or keep under tight control. But what techniques work best for each species? It depends greatly upon the plant’s growth habit, size, and how big the weed patch has become. For each plant in this book, we suggest ways to control it. Most of the time, it’s some form of getting the weed out of the ground, whether by pulling, scraping with a hoe, or digging. Sometimes mowing repeatedly is effective, but often it merely spreads seeds and rhizomes around, or stimulates branching and sprouting. For large woody plants, cutting to the ground and painting the stump with herbicide is often the only practical solution, although girdling may work in a few cases. For a very small number of weed species, you may need to bring in a backhoe or just decide to move. While herbicides are effective on many weeds, we think they should be the choice of last resort, used only when there are no other practical options. Bare soil invites weeds, which makes mulch an effective way to prevent their appearance or recurrence.
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Hand-pulling weeds, like the shotweed here, is easiest when the soil is moist and workable.







Pulling, Scraping, Digging


Pulling by hand is often the best bet for smaller areas, particularly where weeds are closely interspersed among plants we want to save. It’s easiest when the soil is soft and moist (but not saturated, as your activity will compact the soil), or when lightly rooted weeds are growing on surfaces like gravelly or compacted soil that don’t allow them much of a foothold.


Annuals, first-year biennials, and all young seedlings are easily hand-pulled and can often be killed by a mere scraping with the side of one’s foot or a hoe. For these wimpy weeds, nothing more is needed, and measures like herbicide or propane torches are simply a waste of time and money. You’ll want to control annual weeds early, before they set seed. Some germinate in the fall, then burst into bloom in late winter or early spring before much else is growing.


With perennial weeds, it’s usually necessary to extract the root, as plants that lose only their upper portions will often come right back from the roots. Taprooted or rhizomatous perennials will require more diligence. Some of these plants, like thistle, tansy ragwort, dandelion, periwinkle, ivy, and horsetails, will quickly regenerate from any severed portions left underground. Other perennials can be killed simply by cutting a little below the crown. Blackberries, knotweed, and reed canary grass may come back for years after the first attempt to remove them. Deep excavation with a digging fork, shovel, or backhoe may be required, sometimes multiple times over a period of years. Linda Chalker-Scott adds the caveat that repeated excavation will damage soil structure, destroy underground networks, and increase compaction and erosion. After digging, add a layer of coarse woody mulch to protect the soil and allow it to regenerate.


Weeding Tools


Weeding tools come in many designs and variations. Each is known by a few different names, and some names are shared by multiple styles of tools. Most gardeners have a preferred tool that they’ve found to be effective and suited for the soil conditions and weeds they encounter.


Long-handled tools designed for use while standing include the basic hoe (with a squarish, fixed blade); the loop hoe (with a stirrup-shaped, fixed blade); the action or hula hoe or stirrup hoe (similar to the loops, but movable); and the diamond scuffle hoe (a pointed, triangular or diamond-shaped blade for cutting weeds just below the soil surface). Long-handled digging forks may be simple three-pronged tools resembling narrow pitchforks. Others are designed with a punching action to extract deep-rooted weeds, sometimes with a foot-operated lever. Some weed warriors use a spading fork, shovel, or mattock to get at deep-rooted invaders or to clear large weed patches.
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A stand-up weed puller grabs the roots of a bull thistle to pull it from the ground.
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An Uprooter weed wrench works well to pull shrubby weeds, like Scotch broom, from the ground by the roots.
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Short-handled weeding tools: hori-hori, notched dandelion weeder, CobraHead weeder.
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Long-handled weeding tools: diamond scuffle hoe, loop hoe, and basic hoe.






A weed wrench or broom puller is a long-handled tool with a hefty wrench-like device at the lower end designed to grip the lower part of a shrubby weed like Scotch broom to facilitate uprooting the plant. These work best when the soil is moist in the spring. In some areas they can be borrowed or rented from your weed-control agency.


Short-handled tools are used while kneeling or squatting. They include the notched dandelion weeder, which is like an awl with a flattened, notched end; it’s a favorite of Sami’s for extracting taprooted weeds like dandelion and dock. Mark can’t imagine weeding without his CobraHead, a curved tool with a sharp point that can be wielded vigorously but precisely to get under the roots, even when they’re close to desirable plants. Many gardeners are religious about their hori-hori—a Japanese gardening knife with one serrated side and one smooth side. Weeding forks with two or three tines are good for extracting fibrous-rooted weeds. Even a narrow, sharp-edged trowel may be useful for some weeding tasks.


Burning


Careful torching with a propane weed burner can be a labor-saving method in some situations and is often favored by people wishing to avoid poisons. While it may be touted as an environmentally friendly choice by people who mistrust herbicides, it uses fossil fuel. A propane burner can be immediately effective for seedlings and annuals but will not get to the deeper roots of established perennials, and so may need to be applied repeatedly. The job of a weed burner is to desiccate plants, not set them on fire. It’s safest to target weeds in otherwise nonflammable surroundings like rocky landscaping, gravel or stonework paths, and driveways. Nearby desirable plants can be damaged by the heat of the burner, even without direct contact with flames. It’s a fire hazard near anything dry and flammable; never use near combustible vegetation like dry grass or during hot, dry weather. Burners should never be used on poison-oak or other toxic plants whose smoke would be dangerous to inhale.
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A propane weed burner in use on annual weeds in a gravel patio.






Conventional Herbicides


For tough and labor-intensive weeds, or for infestations over large areas, the beleaguered gardener may choose to use herbicides. As with any garden or household chemical, the key to safe and effective use is to choose the right product, read and follow the label directions, handle and store them carefully, and wear appropriate protective clothing to avoid damaging your skin, eyes, and lungs. You need to be careful and thoughtful when using herbicides. If in doubt, consult an expert or avoid using them.


The right choice of herbicide depends upon the kind of weed, the site, and timing. Selective herbicides like 2,4-D target broadleaf plants and are less harmful to grasses and related plants. Nonselective or broad-spectrum herbicides like glyphosate are effective against grasses as well as broadleaf plants. There are many herbicides on the market, containing several different chemical compounds that act to inhibit plant growth. It’s important to choose the correct one; herbicides are definitely not a “one size fits all” product. That’s among the reasons some gardeners prefer to avoid them altogether. All herbicides are chemicals designed to kill plants, but they vary significantly in how long they persist in the soil, how fast they act, and how toxic they are to humans and other animals.
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The herbicide section in a farm store offers many choices for a variety of applications.






In general, herbicides are low in toxicity to non-plant organisms. To be on the safe side, always wear gloves, shoes, long pants, a long-sleeved shirt, and eye protection if the label recommends it. Riskier products are often regulated and cannot be purchased or legally used by anyone other than licensed applicators.



CONTACT HERBICIDES


Contact herbicides kill only the plant tissues they come directly in contact with; they are most effective when plants are small. They are very fast-acting, but when only top growth is killed, underground portions may survive and regrow, necessitating repeat applications. Examples of contact herbicides include Goal, Sharpen, Treevix, and Gramoxone, along with glufosinate ammonium, which is the active ingredient in Liberty and Rely. Contact herbicides are generally nonselective and can affect nearly any plant tissue they come in contact with.
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Painting concentrated herbicide directly on the cut stump of an English holly is an effective treatment for this and other weedy trees and shrubs, although it may need to be repeated the following year if shoots continue to emerge from the roots.






SYSTEMIC HERBICIDES


Systemic herbicides like glyphosate are transported through the plant’s vascular system into the roots, killing the whole plant. They’re generally slower-acting than contact herbicides, and it may take several days after application to see any result. Some systemic formulations include a contact herbicide as well, so the user sees foliage dying back faster. Different systemic herbicides work in several ways, although most affect the biochemical balance within the plant. For instance, some inhibit growth and starve the plant; others interrupt photosynthesis.


PRE-EMERGENT HERBICIDES


Pre-emergent herbicides, typically applied in fall or winter, kill weeds before shoots from newly germinating seeds emerge from the soil. They are useful only when weed seeds are already present in the soil. They work by limiting the root growth of freshly germinated seeds, killing the plant before it gets big enough to emerge from the soil.


TREATING SHRUBS AND TREES


Shrubs and trees start their lives as tiny as any herbaceous plant. As trees get larger, the digging effort to remove them can become formidable. Some young invasive trees can be removed by girdling, removing the bark in a band all the way around the trunk, or simply cutting them to the ground, but some will resprout from the stump. Many trees, and even woody vines like ivy, can be prevented from resprouting by painting herbicide directly on the fresh cut.



HERBICIDES AND THE ENVIRONMENT


Herbicides and pesticides all carry some risk of environmental damage, which can be limited by choosing the appropriate chemical and using it correctly. The alternative of letting invasives have their way can be extremely damaging to the entire landscape, not only by displacing natives and desired non-natives, but in some instances changing soils, hydrology, vegetational structure, and wildlife habitat in wild landscapes. Agricultural managers, environmental agencies, the Forest Service, noxious weed agencies—all are faced with sometimes thousands of acres of aggressive and unkillable invasives, so their choices are limited. The average home gardener has more latitude to invest the time and muscle required to dispense with herbicides, but sometimes it’s just not practical to do so.


We are not taking positions with respect to herbicide use in general or in any given instance; we are providing general information about types of herbicides available and reporting on the experiences of the experts in combatting some specific weeds we cover in this book. It’s up to you to decide for yourself whether to include herbicides in your weed control toolbox. If you do choose to use herbicides, you’ll want to do additional research to select the right one for the job and to learn the regulations regarding its use. Don’t just grab the first one you see on the garden center shelf and spray it willy-nilly on every weed you see. Detailed information about herbicides is available online and should be provided by garden centers selling these products.


Alternative Herbicides


A few products and homemade concoctions have been promoted as “natural” alternatives to herbicides.


HORTICULTURAL VINEGAR


Horticultural vinegar is acetic acid in a concentration of 10–30% (household vinegar is 5%). In some formulations, citric acid, clove oil, and other ingredients may be added. It’s a contact herbicide (sometimes mixed with a “sticker,” a viscous substance like yucca extract to facilitate sticking to target plants) and applied as a spray. Unless it is sunny and the plant is young, vinegar will do little more than burn some leaves. It works best on very small, young plants, killing foliage almost immediately but having no effect on roots. Repeat applications can be more effective. It may be most useful for weed seedlings in gravel. Caveats include potential harm to small animals that may inadvertently be sprayed, and damage to metal and wooden objects like furniture, fences, and trellises that may be present in your garden. And this vinegar is not for salads. At the strength needed for herbicidal action, it is quite toxic and must be handled with care. Protective clothing is needed to avoid contact that can cause skin and eye damage, and prolonged use can cause other health problems. Horticultural vinegar is also quite expensive.
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This horticultural vinegar is 20% acetic acid, much stronger than the vinegar you put on your salad.






VINEGAR, DETERGENT, AND EPSOM SALTS


One homemade weed-killing recipe circulating online has received viral PR. This is the herbicidal mixture of household vinegar, Dawn detergent, and epsom salts. Containing much weaker acetic acid, it is even less effective than horticultural vinegar. Its fans proclaim it to be “natural” and “chemical-free,” though there is nothing natural about any of these ingredients in the outdoor environment, and they are definitely composed of chemicals: vinegar is acetic acid, epsom salts are magnesium sulfate, and the detergent (read the label!) is hardly organic, but at least it’s cheap.
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The ingredients label on a bottle of Dawn dish soap lists several nearly unpronounceable chemicals.






TABLE SALT


Table salt is another “natural” weed killer that may be used on surfaces like gravel, where no plants are intended to grow but weeds often find their happy place. It’s so familiar, seemingly benign, yet sodium chloride is by no means environmentally harmless. Most of what is known about salt toxicity to the environment is based on the effects of road salt, but the same caveats apply to the use of salt as a weed killer. Runoff from salted, nonporous surfaces like gravel roadways will find its way to bodies of water and to underground water supplies. It is toxic to aquatic plants and animals and to soil organisms.
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Common table salt can leach into the environment when used to control weeds.







CORN GLUTEN MEAL


Corn gluten meal has been promoted as a natural pre-emergent herbicide that works in part by desiccating the soil, so that germination and root development of some species of weed seeds are inhibited under some conditions. An inevitable limitation to its efficacy is that it does not harm existing weeds but actually provides them with nitrogen, which can result in a net increase in weeds on a plot that has not been completely cleared beforehand. While corn gluten meal seemed to perform well as an herbicide in the Midwest, where it was first patented for this purpose, according to Linda Chalker-Scott, results in field trials in the Pacific Northwest have been disappointing. Weed control was limited, perhaps in part due to the moist climate here. There may be a slight gain from the added soil fertility that may sometimes help intentional crops to outcompete weeds, but such gains are better achieved with less expensive fertilizers.


Ruminants


When a large area needs to be cleared of brush prior to garden installation, an increasingly popular option is to bring in goats. Goats are famously open-minded about what they’ll eat, an attitude that will extend to your desired garden plants and the siding on your house. But with guidance and containment, goats can make short work of formidable thickets of herbaceous and even large shrubby weeds like blackberry, though roots will then need to be killed or removed by other means. There are businesses that will bring in goats to do this work, leaving in their wake the bonus of extra-strong fertilizer. Not all goats are equally open-minded about what they’ll eat; they learn to eat what their mothers teach them to eat.


Withdrawals from the Seed Bank


One trait of successful weeds is producing mass quantities of viable seeds. Any site that has had weeds setting seed, possibly for several years, will have acquired a seed bank—an accumulation of often thousands of viable seeds in the soil. Some of the activities involved in weed removal and replanting—digging, watering—will inevitably bring more seeds to the surface and provide them with moisture for germinating.


Below-surface drip irrigation systems can be labor-intensive to install and maintain, but they get water to the roots of the plants you want to grow and they conserve water, while not providing moisture for weed seeds at the surface to germinate. Otherwise, a thick layer of coarse, woody mulch (not compost, bark, or fine-textured mulch) will prevent most weed seeds from sprouting.


Be aware of cycles of bloom and seed production. In the Northwest, many plants germinate in fall and grow all winter, blooming in late winter or early spring. If you remove weeds before they can go to seed, you save yourself labor for years to come. Low-growing groundcovers that hug the soil prevent weed seeds from germinating, functioning as living mulch.


Mulch


Mulching is the most effective, easiest, and least expensive strategy for long-term weed prevention in the garden. Do it right and do it early, and you’ll save yourself a huge amount of time weeding.


Mulching between desired plants in an established garden will prevent germination of weed seeds from the existing seed bank, as well as any that happen to drift in on the wind. A thick mulch (4–6 in. deep for ornamentals, 8–10 in. for restoration sites) applied long before planting can eliminate many perennial weeds by starving them of light.


COARSE WOOD CHIPS


More and more people are discovering the utility of a coarse wood-chip mulch, which has proven more effective than other materials for weed suppression and soil health. It breaks down more slowly and doesn’t compact as much as many other mulches because the pieces vary in size. It absorbs water, which is then released slowly to the soil. Best of all, it’s sometimes available free from arborists and tree service companies, or if you have a chipper you can make your own.


Wood chips (aka arborist chips) are available from arborists’ tree-trimming and felling activities. A popular service, ChipDrop, connects arborists with gardeners seeking chips. Alternatively, you can contact tree services in your area and ask them if they have chips. Businesses selling bulk landscape materials (soil, rocks, etc.) also often carry wood chips. Prices vary from nothing to not very much.


[image: Image]

Wood chips are a coarse mulch that breaks down slowly.






BARK MULCH


Bark mulch, which is darker and much finer-textured, has been widely used for aesthetic reasons and as a matter of habit and established expectations. And the sale of this otherwise unusable material is a profitable sideline for the timber industry. However, it is much less effective than wood chips in suppressing weed-seed germination and less useful for moisture retention because it does not hold water: bark is waxy and thus hydrophobic; water just slides across it. Due to its uniform and fine-grained texture, it is also prone to compaction.
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Bark mulch, a timber-industry byproduct, is attractive but breaks down faster than wood chips.






Things Not to Do


ROTOTILLING


Faced with a large patch of blackberries or broom, some gardeners might be tempted to use rototillers to take the monsters down, and this is occasionally advised by rototiller purveyors. It’s a bad idea. Many weedy perennials will come back more numerous, sprouting new plants from each broken piece underground. The tilling brings weed seeds to the surface, where they can germinate, and also damages soil structure.



SOLARIZATION


In solarization, a large sheet of clear (usually) or black plastic is laid on the ground to use solar energy to heat the soil, killing weeds, pests, and pathogens. It is sometimes favored as a cheap, fast, chemical-free way to clear garden areas prior to planting. This may be most useful in commercial agriculture, but in the home garden, its drawbacks may outweigh the benefits. It kills absolutely everything in the soil, including beneficial insects and microorganisms. The plastic becomes brittle over time, breaking into thousands of pieces that are hard to find and remove.


Alternative approaches like mulching may require more time but can also be very inexpensive and more sustainable.


LANDSCAPE FABRIC


Landscape fabric has enjoyed widespread popularity in home and commercial landscaping where neatness was desired. This product is often called “weed barrier,” but that is an awful misnomer. Tough perennial weeds like thistles and blackberries will punch right through the fabric to find light. Other weeds love the fabric as a substrate for seedlings and rhizomatous spread. Meanwhile, the fabric makes installation of new garden plants difficult, can interfere with existing plants as they grow, and creates a permanent source of environmental pollution. As it photodegrades and becomes tattered, the fabric is an eyesore and a maintenance issue. It’s synthetic, meaning that its half-life is basically forever, and as it breaks down into scraps, it will eventually end up where all plastic does, in the ocean, choking an albatross. Trust us: if you install this stuff, years from now some landscaper or gardener will be cursing you. Just don’t. Don’t lay down plastic and cover it with mulch to make it pretty, either.
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Landscape fabric breaks down, weeds may grow on top, and it can be challenging to plant through or remove.







Forgiven Weeds and Foraging


Some plants are what a friend has called “forgiven weeds.” They’re the weedy species we love for their beauty, pollinator appeal, or edibility. Scrupulous deadheading or fruit removal can be a compromise to preserve plants we want to keep but don’t want to allow to take over the garden or spread to the surrounding landscape. Weeds treated this way by some gardeners include English holly; the ubiquitous purple foxglove; the invasive butterfly bush; the edible and pretty yellow and purple salsifies; the tall, pretty, rambunctious terror of native fireweed; and various other cherished green hooligans.
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A bowl of Himalayan blackberries, one of our tastiest weeds.






Foragers have long advocated harvesting wild plants for food or medicine, some of them native and many of them non-native weeds. Now, some environmentalists promote this notion, with events designed to educate the public in a fun way by focusing on edible weeds.


It’s not that we can eat our way out of the environmental impact of invasive plant and animal species, but uprooting or de-fruiting some invasives for dinner sure can’t hurt. The Institute for Applied Ecology, a Corvallis, Oregon–based nonprofit, hosts an annual fundraising event, the Invasive Species Cook-off. Contestants offer original recipes featuring invasive plants and animals.


Set Your Priorities


Not all weeds are equally troublesome. You probably have limited time and energy to devote to creating a weed-free environment. Unless you’re one of those extremely fastidious gardeners who wants everything looking perfect and weed-free all the time, you’re going to have to prioritize.


If you’ve been cursed to have Class A noxious weeds on your property, the ones you’re required by law to remove, then they are your highest priority. Remove them promptly if and when they appear.


For everything else, decide which ones bother you most. Mark, for example, lives with lots of weeds (nearly 15% of the photos in this book were made without stepping off his property). He successfully eradicated a patch of Bohemian knotweed before it got too large to control. He spends several days each year in late winter cutting and digging Himalayan blackberries from his woodland, an ongoing task. He has dug out small English hollies and treated the cut stumps of larger ones with herbicide, repeating as needed for several years so his woods are now mostly holly-free. He lets his mind wander while extracting creeping buttercups, quackgrass, and shotweed from his perennial and vegetable beds but doesn’t worry so much about them in the lawn, where he encourages nitrogen-fixing clover to coexist with turf grasses. He mulches extensively to keep the weeds out of his vegetable patch and perennial beds. Prevention is preferable to marathon weeding sessions on hands and knees. And if a few weeds survive, it’s not the end of the world.
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