Calling all avengers of nature


It is that special time of year again. No, it’s not the time when we eat too much at holiday potlucks and feel regretful afterwards; it’s the time of year when we exact revenge upon the plague of buckthorn that has infested our woods, prairies and shorelines. Ah, green and thorny menace that chokes out wild columbine and jack-in-the-pulpit and festers in the bellies of our feathered friends, how I long to pull your sinewy roots from the ground and chop you into little itty-bitty pieces for mulch. 


Has the villain buckthorn laid claim to your yard yet? Signs to look for include unnaturally healthy shrubs that have remained stubbornly green, long after the other trees and plants have gone dormant in the fall, an impenetrable fortress of spiny branches blocking access to woodlands, shoreline and trails, and a dearth of prairie and woodland flowers in the spring. You may also notice suspicious purple marks splattered on paved surfaces, a sign of the buckthorn berries that sully many birds’ stomachs.  


You may call me a nature xenophobe, but buckthorn is an intruder that just does not belong here in Minnesota. Back in Europe, where it originally evolved, it is a mild mannered and friendly little shrub. Surrounded by other European plants and animals that keep its growth in check, it springs up here and there throughout the countryside, bringing joy and merriment to passersby. Alas, how could the European settlers know that when they brought buckthorn to the U.S. to plant as a hedge in their yards, it would morph into a green goblin? Here in Minnesota it wreaks havoc on native plants, eliminates bird and wildlife habitat and leaves the ground below its branches bare and prone to erosion. 


The only cure for the pestilence wrought by buckthorn is for us to unite and eradicate it from our yards, farms and parks.  So, grab your shovels, your picks and your rakes, dig deep into the ground and yank the roots of the buckthorn from the earth. Be wary of any shrub or tree in your yard that dares to flaunt green leaves this late in the season; if it has smooth grey bark with thin, inch-long thorns and sometimes purple berries, it is probably our adversary buckthorn.  Grab your saws, axes and shears and cut the enemy as low to the ground as possible. Don’t forget to paint an herbicide like Round-up on the stump, lest the buckthorn attempts to regain ground. We are an army of the citizens; if you don’t have herbicide, then cover the cut stumps with tin cans to keep them from re-sprouting. Grab your orange weed wrenches (conveniently available for loan from the Washington Conservation District 651-275-1136 and many local cities) and tear the buckthorn out root by root. Act now, while the ground is still soft. 


Don’t just sit idly by while buckthorn invades our favorite outdoor places and diminishes our way of life. Are you going to let yourself be beaten by a plant? With strength in numbers, and nothing else to do until the snow comes, we can rise up and take back the land!
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