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Godzilla of Garden Weeds

I’ve got a file in office that contains some very old bulletins that I just can’t bear to throw away. I get a kick out of the lines that were written in a 1928 bulletin which read, “The advantages are thought by this writer to outweigh the disadvantages so much that five to ten thousand acres of hill land in Georgia could be profitably planted to this crop during the next decade.” What is this wonder crop that was recommended for erosion control and animal forage? Well, we know it today as, “The plant that ate the South” or more commonly Kudzu!

I have to admit that the long gone professor of agronomy was right that kudzu is effective at checking erosion and makes wonderful forage for cattle and goats. Unfortunately, it is probably the most invasive species that any of us will ever see. Kudzu has crept out of the ditches and gullies where it was planted long ago to swallow entire fields, trees, and abandoned houses.

Kudzu was brought from Asia to the US in 1876 when it was introduced at the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition. By 1900 it was sold by mail order and was widely planted by the Soil Conservation Service and the Civilian Conservation Corps to combat

soil erosion. It is estimated that kudzu now covers up to seven million acres.

Kudzu roots at nodes and has an extensive root system that can reach as deeply as nine feet into the soil. The huge root system can store large amounts of starch the gives the plant an amazing ability to resprout. Add to this the fact that kudzu vines can grow as much as 60 feet per year and you can see why kudzu is the Godzilla of garden weeds.

The extensive root system makes mechanical “grubbing” of the plant impossible unless you have your own personal chain gang you can force to do the work by holding a shot gun on them. That leaves most of us with two choices: chemical control or grazing.

Chemicals are available that are very effective for kudzu control. Unfortunately, many of these are expensive or restricted-use pesticides that cannot be used by homeowners.  There are, however, a couple of common herbicides that homeowners can use to battle kudzu. Glyphosate (Roundup etc.) or Triclopyr (Bayer Advanced Powerforce Brush Killer, Ortho Brush-B-Gon, and others) can both be used. These materials are usually used as foliar sprays but many products containing these active ingredients also can be used as a “cut stump treatment.” In a cut stump treatment concentrated herbicide is applied to the stem of a vine immediately after cutting it about two inches above the ground. Of course be sure to follow all label directions when using any pesticide product. Also, be advised that kudzu usually requires repeated applications; this is seldom a one-shot deal!

Are you looking for a non-chemical control method? Well, believe it or not grazing kudzu with goats is an effective way to eliminate it. Yes, I am serious. You see, if every time kudzu sends up a fresh shoot a goat is there to bite it off, then you can eventually exhaust the reserves of energy stored in the roots. This requires a fairly high stocking rate and may take a year or more to accomplish but it does work It also requires a pretty good fence to confine goats!

Through the years kudzu has lost its appeal to most Southerners. Surprisingly, I still get a lot of requests for kudzu information from Northern visitors to our area. I usually assure them that no one will mind them digging up as much as they want and taking it back to Minnesota with them!

