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Beware of the Dark Side of the Force

My oldest son has always been a huge fan of the Star Wars movies series. If

you’re not a big fan of science fiction then, let me explain. The films revolve around one

of the leading characters as he falls from good to evil. This occurs in spite of numerous

warnings to “Beware of the dark side of the force.” I was shopping for a new line

trimmer recently and this movie dialogue came to mind. That’s because in the landscape,

line trimmers, like Darth Vader, can be a force for good or evil.

Line trimmers go by many common names. Folks call them weed whackers,

WeedEaters (actually a brand name), string trimmers and line edgers. Regardless of

what you call the machines, they use a thin plastic or monofilament line spinning at high

speed to cut weeds and grass.

I consider line trimmers a powerful force for good in the landscape because they

are versatile machines and have virtually eliminated the use of hand “clippers.” Line

trimmers excel in trimming vegetation in those tight nooks and crannies and on steep

slopes as well. This time of year I particularly appreciate line trimmers because nothing

else is quite so handy when you need to cut back your liriope (border grass) before spring

growth begins.

As wonderful as line trimmers have been for the landscape they also have a dark

side. They have damaged more plants than a pond full of beavers in a twig chewing

contest. This is not so serious when a wayward line trimmer clips the heads off a few

annual flowers. They usually re-grow. Serious problems occur when line trimmers are

used around woody ornamental plants and trees. You see it takes only a fraction of a

second for the whirling plastic line to whip around the stem of a plant and damage bark.

This may be a minor injury to a large tree but it can actually girdle the stem of smaller

plants leading to their decline and death. I see many plants across the county that have

fallen victim to “Line trimmer blight.”

The solution to this problem is simple---back off! Avoid the temptation to trim

too closely to desirable plants with a line trimmer. If you have a hard time mastering self

control ( and most of us do) then you have two other good options. First, you can apply a

2-4 inch layer of mulch in a broad circle around plant stems to suppress grass and weed

growth. If you don’t have weeds then you won’t be tempted to trim too closely. A second

tip is to use sections of 4” plastic drain line available from hardware stores to protect the

plant stems. Cut off 8-10 inch sections of the drain line. Then split these sections

lengthwise on one side. Slip a section around the plant stem at ground level. The plastic

cuff provides protection from errant trimmer line like a suit of armor.

Line trimmers have another dark side that we need to guard against. They can be

dangerous to the operator. Always wear long pants, eye protection and closed toe shoes

when operating a line trimmer. These machines are notorious for flinging gravel,

splinters, and even poison ivy sap back upon the operator. Also, you don’t want to

develop a case of “trimmer toe” from wearing sandals while trimming.

Line trimmers are a wonderful garden tool but they should be used with respect

both for plant material and the operator. You don’t want to experience the “dark side” of

the force!

