WEEDS


Natural Gardening Course. Notes by Peter Harper
WEEDS
It has become commonplace to say that a weed is just a plant in the wrong place, but it’s more or less  true. At CAT we have a custom that half the plants in the ornamental borders will be native to the British Isles. Very few people can tell which plants are native and which are not, although occasionally a visitor will ask, horror-struck, “Isn’t that a...weed?” by which they mean something that has not come from abroad or was not bred by somebody in a nursery: it is wild, savage, uncouth, uncultivated, a law unto itself, against “Lawn Order”. But even casual observation will demonstrate that wild plants can be gracious and well-behaved, while many “proper” garden plants can be troublesome. 

There is no botanical distinction between weeds and other plants. It is interesting though, that some natives can pass as real garden lovelies, others are just low-key; while yet others somehow look simply awful. Is there anything objective in this, or is it that we learn to hate the ones that give us such problems, the muggers of the plant world? In the table you can see examples.

Garden standard
Low key
Look like weeds

Monkshood
Dog violet
Dock

Pheasant’s eye
Heartsease
Thistle

Jacob’s ladder
Toadflax
Goosegrass

Snake’s head fritillary
Speedwells
Broadleaved willowherb

Bugle
Field scabious
Creeping buttercup

Columbine
Black knapweed
Bindweed

Lungwort
Common valerian
Plantains

Bloody cranesbill
Borage
Woundwort

Snowdrop
Forgetmenots
Chickweed

Purple loosestrife
Feverfew
Dandelions

Plant breeders have made souped-up “garden-worthy” versions of the first two columns, but as far as I know nobody has tried to glamorise the cut-throats in the last column. Let’s face it, they are the “real” weeds, which will take over if given half a chance. Weeds are as well defined by their aggressiveness, their ability to displace the nicer-looking things, as much as their sheer unattractiveness.

If you deliberately use native wildflowers you will get an effect rather different from the standard herbaceous border. Most of our native wildflowers are low-key compered with deliberately-bred cultivars and exotics. Is this just British understatement?  Also, they tend to flower early, in spring and early summer. You might find you have little to admire in August and September - see the box for suggestions. 
Some later-flowering native plants
Hemp Agrimony

Hawkweeds

Goldenrod

Meadowsweet

Tree Mallow

Fuschia

Ling

Bell-heather

Ragwort

Harebell

But let’s start positive. Some wild plants are attractive, so this can be used to advantage. A technique we often use at CAT is to allow a piece of ground to be colonised by whatever turns up, then to remove whatever we don’t want - mostly the villains of column 3 in the table. This is called “editing” and its advantage is the sheer lack of effort needed, combined with the fascination of seeing what turns up out of the blue, and the way the plants are distributed. This is a genuine dialogue between you and nature, because although you don’t plant anything you can influence the overall effect by removing duplicates or restricting some species to clumps. The results are different every year. If you dig the plot you get more annuals; if not you get the perennials back every year and the overall species count tends to decline. You also get stray garden plants and vegetables or herbs. We usually get 30 or so different species in the first year. If you allowed trees to survive, you’d eventually have your very own “ecological succession” and a miniature wood in 100 years’ time!

The editing method is a good way to get to know your plants at the seedling stage, so in other parts of the garden you can decide whether to leave them as “desirables” or remove them as “weeds”. Most plants have “seed leaves” - the leaves which are wrapped up in the seed and emerge after germination to begin photosynthesis. They are often different from the ordinary leaves so it may be difficult to recognise a plant just after it has emerged; and even the first real leaves may be hard to recognise. With “editing” you soon learn what's what.

In some books you will find tables of “indicator species”: plants that will tell you something about the soil and other conditions, for example rushes in boggy areas, coltsfoot in compacted ground, cowslips in limy soil. Be warned that this does not work in most garden situations! What “turns up” has much more to do with what is already around to spread itself than what is theoretically the right plant for the situation. If you don’t want the mugger weeds to take over, you’ll have to intervene in some way or another.

GROUND COVERS
On the other hand, once one particular group of plants is well established, it’s much harder for others - even the mugger weeds - to get a roothold. So a nice positive way to help prevent the weed take-over is to cover the ground with appropriate, well-behaved, preferably attractive or even useful plants. Standard garden texts have lists of ornamental “ground cover plants”; we prefer to use natives with their “disadvantages” accepted:
Native Ground Covers
Creeping Jenny

Yellow Pimpernel

Bugle

Ground Ivy

Forgetmenots

Fox and Cubs

Sweet Woodruff

Yellow Corydalis

Common Fumitory

Birdsfoot Trefoil

Clover

Shining Cranesbill

You just plant clumps of these and they grow to a nice mat. The “weeds” will still turn up and try their luck, but you keep them edited out until the ground covers have become established. Even then they’ll still appear from time to time, but as it’s only the odd one or two it’s easy to control them. The only disadvantage of this “native ground cover” approach is (as previously mentioned) the relative lack of flowers in the later summer. But why not put some easy exotic annuals in to cheer things along?

The above are rather “fine” plants. Sometimes you need stronger medicine, and it’s worth considering a group of very vigorous garden plants which are often too much trouble in a herbaceous border but will stand their ground against the weeds in a semi-wild situation, making life hard enough for them that you can easily remove the few that come through. These plants are potentially weeds themselves, but attractive. 
Tough Challengers to Perennial Weeds

Yellow loosestrife

Geranium “Johnson’s Blue”

Geranium procurrens
Evening Primrose

Foxgloves

Mullein

Euphorbia robbiae
Lady’s Mantle

Oxeye Daisy

Hemp Agrimony

Perennial Cornflower

Comfrey

USING WEEDS
There are some weeds with positive uses, and it’s well to be aware of them. Generally, using them is more trouble than having to put up with them! But for example some are edible. Probably the best and easiest is the hairy bittercress which is common in most gardens and tastes exactly like watercress. I often have it as it comes in sandwiches, but encouraged with  compost and regular watering it produces succulent rosettes. Its cousin the cuckoo flower tastes the same but is so pretty in damp meadows it seems a pity to eat it. Dandelions are famous for being edible but I find them impossibly bitter. I tried to blanch them like chicory but they were still dreadfully bitter so I remain to be convinced. I have also roasted and ground the roots to make dandelion “coffee” but it seems more like a medicine than a beverage.

Ground Elder is also edible. You pick the fresh young leaves in the spring and cook them lightly-sautéed like spinach. The taste is somewhat between asparagus and celery. But still not worth the trouble. I have succeeded in getting rid of it through an attempt to develop it as a culinary delicacy. I put about 15cm of sawdust (or any loose soil-conditioner would do) on top of the shoots as they are coming up in the spring. They grow through it, although the shoots are blanched. These shoots have the same taste as the leaves, but the texture of bean sprouts - nice and crunchy in a stir-fry. You pick the shoots by slightly parting the mulch and pulling them out. Later a second ‘crop’ comes through and you collect them too. Then it’s all over: your ground elder is dead, and you might even be sorry.

Nettles have lots of uses but as they are so common outside the garden I would prefer to collect them from far away if I need them. The young leaves are very tasty indeed, although you need quite a lot to make a family “spinach”. Best in soup perhaps. They are also the specific food plant for many of our finest butterflies, so they are important. But let’s be realistic: nettles - and any other “weed” you care to name - are not endangered species and almost by definition unlikely to be so. You don’t need to provide space for them in your garden if you don’t want them. My general rule about the really aggressive and problematic weeds is No Quarter!  I know I’ll fail to banish them no matter how hard I try.

WEEDING
Generally speaking the perennial weeds are more trouble than annual ones, which can rather easily be pulled out or hoed off. Germination of many annual weeds is triggered by light, which is why there is often a flush of seedlings on newly-turned ground. Never mind, just keep lightly hoeing the surface or remove weeds by hand.  Weeds growing among your food crops will not affect their growth until both sides have got into their stride - so you can often leave them a couple of weeks without trouble. Then keep the weeds at bay until you are close to harvest. After that you can relax - the weeds won’t be able to catch up.

The really difficult ones are the deep-rooted or running perennial weeds, especially when they get mixed up with tree roots or other perennial plants. The green gardener’s approach here is a) make sure the ground is clean as a whistle while you have the chance to do it before planting perennials, and pull out any little regrowths or seedlings before they have a chance to take hold - don’t be lazy or sentimental at this stage: No Quarter!; b) use root-barriers where appropriate; c) cover the soil with mulches.

Root barriers:
These allow water to pass through but prevent weeds invading a plot of ground or a path. They are useful under paths, or where a bed runs against a hedge or bank from which roots could invade the bed (and they certainly will, if you are feeding and watering the bed). Cardboard, or better, old carpets can be used but have a limited life, and cunning roots always seem to find a way through. This is a situation where you really need something which is not biodegradable, and the answer is a non-woven geotextile such as ‘Plantex’. This is one of those ‘sprat to catch a mackerel’ industrial products which  really make a difference. I have not yet discovered any DIY alternative. This is used under many of the garden paths at CAT, covered over with wood chips. The wood chips gradually decompose and are raked off every few years to be used as a rich mulch. They come up cleanly off the smooth geotextile, then are replaced by a fresh batch.
Mulches:
A mulch is a layer on top of the soil. It can have several functions, including moisture retention and protecting bare ground in winter. In the context of weeds it excludes light and prevents the growing weeds from photosynthesising. Eventually they die and are consumed by the soil organisms. Well that’s the theory. In practice the tougher weeds usually manage to break through half-hearted mulches. Generally we can divide mulches into loose mulches and sheet mulches. Loose mulches are just that - stuff that’s poured and spread onto the ground. Sheet mulches are continuous layers of sheet materials that may or may not be porous. 

Loose Mulches
Look good

Handle annual weeds well, not perennials

Usually feed the soil

Retain moisture

Allow moisture to penetrate

Harbour slugs

May blow about
Sheet mulches
Often look scruffy

Deal with annual and perennial weeds

Do not usually feed the soil

Retain moisture

May not allow moisture to penetrate

Harbour slugs

Need securing with pegs or weights

In practice one can use both- a sheet mulch underneath for effective weed suppression, covered with a cosmetic layer of loose mulch. Here are some examples

SHEET MULCHES
COMMENTS

Newspaper
Needs many layers; soon weathers and looks scruffy; needs securing well; feeds the soil

Cardboard
Needs good overlaps to prevent vigorous weeds coming through; tends to curl up and look scruffy; needs securing; feeds the soil

Old carpet
Big areas are best; can look quite interesting; eventually rot; good for growing through

Lino
Like carpet; many different sorts - some break up and look awful, some can be used repeatedly; not permeable

Thin black plastic
Cheap; needs securing well; easily punctured

Silage sheet
More expensive; robust and indefinitely reusable;  not permeable; best for cleaning ground

Perforated/woven plastic
Expensive, but reusable; permeable to water; good for growing through




LOOSE MULCHES


Stones or gravel
Can look attractive with plants growing through; do not feed the soil




Wood chips
    These are

Bark chips
      all commercially

Coir
        available as cosmetic

Cocoa shells
          garden mulches. 

Ground bark
            Cost a lot but look smart




Sawdust or shavings
Cheap but not so smart. 

Straw
Cheap but a bit scruffy; good for soil protection in winter; can be cleared away and composted. Can be enriched with urine.




Garden shreddings
Very good for moisture retention around crops

Can be good as a path topping between raised beds

Seaweed
Rots down quickly but very good for the soil

For preparing new ground, especially if you are not in too much of a hurry, sheet-mulches are extremely effective. If the ground has only herbaceous material no preparation is needed, but if the material is woody (like brambles) it is as well to clear away what’s there down to approximately ground level. At this stage muck or manures or weeds or leaves or any other organic material can be spread on the ground. The sheet mulch is laid down and then all you have to do is wait, and the longer you wait the better it gets.  The best sheet mulch is that thick black plastic used for covering silage pits and available from agricultural suppliers. DIY materials are less effective unless you are completely obsessive about leaving no gaps. I have seen cardboard, lino and smaller sheets of plastic rudely thrust aside by the weeds. You need at least four layers of cardboard cartons carefully overlapped and weighed down with bricks or heavy stones. Carpets can be good but are inclined to break up into endless tangles of synthetic fibre.

This is another case where the best material is unfortunately an industrial product which many people would like to avoid. But it seems reasonable to buy a good chunk of this material and look after it. Use it whenever you need to. Pass it on, or lend it to friends who are clearing ground. Treat it as an heirloom.

New gardeners are often impatient to begin, but the sheet-mulch has not yet worked its magic. It is possible to make small holes in a mulch and plant through it. Plants often like this arrangement, although slugs tend to use the dark damp world under the mulch layer to hang out in the day ready for a good meal in the night, so you need to watch this when the plants are young.

Unexpectedly, clear plastic, or better still, bubble plastic, can also work to prevent weed germination on ground which is already clear: it is so hot underneath it burns them up. It also makes life very difficult for slugs, so this can be a good system for planting larger plants through.

What to do with weeded weeds

Of course you are going to compost your weeds. The question is how fussy you want to be about the matter, since there is a distinct possibility that seeds from any weeds that have set seed will survive the composting procxess and be a rod for your back next season. According to the textbooks your compost heap will heat up to 70°C and roast the seeds to death, and you will of course turn the heap several times to maintain temperatures and make sure that every last seed is immolated. Dream on. Let us face the fact that almost nobody does this. Realistic composting does produce weedy compost, but really it’s not that much of a problem because if you catch them early they can be hoed off or removed by hand. Most of them are lightweight annuals that give up without a fight. 

+ see compost chapter for weed composting

detiling round garden features to discourage weeds

flame weeding

weeds in lawns

herbicides as a last resort
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