Here I go on another killing rampage



I haven’t committed too many murders this year. I killed a few mosquitoes during the summer, sure, but due to the dry weather, far fewer than usual. There were also those spiders that kept weaving webs between my windows and the screens. I thought I had vanquished them with a particularly intense vacuuming spree, but when the webs returned only days later, I realized my efforts had been mostly in vain. I’ll admit to the deer last month, and I still feel bad about that one, but what was it doing on the road in front of a Walgreens at 5 o’clock in the morning anyway? 

I’m hoping my karma was partially restored by saving the snapping turtle two weeks ago. I saw it while out on a bike ride that Friday (it’s hard not to notice a turtle the size of a small Volkswagen) and just had to pull over to move it out of the road. That ungrateful reptile managed to cut six of my fingers simultaneously with a strategic double-legged kick, and yet I still transported him (thrust him) to safety in a nearby field. “Have a nice life you old fart!” I thought, victoriously, as I road home with bloody fingers.  

Yes, I’ve been downright benevolent lately, but that’s going to change soon. There’s something on my hit list this fall, and that something is buckthorn. Buckthorn is an aggressive, invasive shrub that hails from Europe. In its homeland, it is just one of many plants that form a rich mosaic of woodland vegetation. Here in the U.S., however, it is at odds with our North American plants and animals. Like a viral disease, buckthorn spreads quickly through Minnesota woodlands. It takes over the understory, choking out native flowers and shrubs that provide food and habitat for birds and wildlife. It also prevents saplings from taking root and growing, making it a long term threat for oaks, maples and other hardwood trees. 

Because it shades out groundcover plants, buckthorn causes water pollution as well. Rain quickly washes exposed soil under the buckthorn into nearby water bodies, and continual erosion causes lakeshores and streambanks to slump and ravines to form in bluffs along the St. Croix and Mississippi Rivers. Anyone who has struggled to contain buckthorn in their backyard will sympathize when I say, “Let the killing begin!”

For those of you not yet familiar with this evil plant, there are a few things to look for. Buckthorn has smooth, grayish brown bark and shiny, dark green leaves that are rounded with a point. Its twigs are often tipped with a spine, and it tends to form thick brambles, although some individuals can grow as large as 25 feet tall with a 10-inch diameter trunk. It is easiest recognized in the early spring or late fall when it is the only plant with green leaves in the woods. 

If you would like to join me in my killing spree, you can employ a few different strategies. In a relatively small area, use a weed wrench or pliers to yank buckthorn from the ground, roots and all. For larger buckthorn, and in areas where pulling is impractical, cut the plants close to the ground and then paint the stumps with an herbicide called Garlon to prevent the buckthorn from re-growing. Non-chemical methods to prevent buckthorn from re-growing include placing tin cans over cut stumps and mowing for several growing seasons in prairies and woodland edges. Research from the St. Croix Watershed Research Station also suggests that you can girdle buckthorn with Garlon during the winter, which will kill it over the course of one to two growing seasons. Similarly, a newly developed buckthorn axe (affectionately referred to at my office as the “whacker”) dispenses herbicide into each buckthorn plant you whack, allowing you to move quickly through a buckthorn grove, killing with abandon. 

If you want to know how to identify buckthorn and you’re ready to start a killing rampage, join neighbors and volunteers at Newport’s 3rd Annual Buckthorn Removal Day, Oct. 24 from 9am to noon at the Newport Bailey School Forest Park. Wear gloves and clothes that you don’t mind getting dirty and bring channel-locking pliers, a hacksaw or loppers if you have them. There will be several buckthorn wrenches on hand, as well as hot drinks and tasty treats. Sign up by Monday, Oct. 19 by contacting Brenda Beissel at 651-459-5677 or bbeissel@newportmn.com. Prefer to keep the killing in your own back yard? Contact the Washington Conservation District, 651-275-1136 or shari.larkin@mnwcd.org, to borrow a weed wrench or to get information about herbicides and local buckthorn removal contractors. I’ll be back to hugging trees this winter, but for now I’m shouting, “Die buckthorn scum die!”
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