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It’s a Scary Time to Be a Weed

By ANNE MARIE CHAKER

They come to hiking trails and aban-
doned lots armed with shovels, chain
saws and souped-up farm equip-
ment—all in the name of wrestling
weeds.

Volunteers are reclaiming public
parks and carving out nature trails in
spaces overrun by innocent-sounding
plants like Tree of Heaven, multiflora
rose and purple loosestrife. Gardeners
call these “invasives,” and the volunteer
armies aim to clear them out. Most of
the weeds are non-natives and may
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Mike Callahan, mayor of Cheverly, Md,, wrestles a multiflora rose with a weed wrench.

have entered the U.S. as a seed, tucked
inadvertently into cargo, or as a pretty
garden addition—and have since made
a mess. “When [ was a kid, you could
see straight through any woods. Today,
vou can't. It's just blocked” with weeds,
says Marc Imlay, a retired biologist who
volunteers from five to 40 hours a
week clearing invasives from parks in
the Washington D.C. area.

Portland, Ore., funds the “No Ivy
League,” which organizes volunteer
“work parties” on some Saturday morn-
ings to remove English ivy in the Forest
Park area. Recently, a singles group of
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community volunteers in Washington
D.C. pulled weeds in the Potomac River
Gorge for the Nature Conservancy.

In Maryland's Montgomery County, a
“Weed Warrior” program trains volun-
teers to recognize invasives so they can
get to work pulling them up in 400
county parks. Begun in 1999 with a
handful of participants, the program
now numbers 700 certified warriors,
says forest ecologist Carole Bergmann,
who runs it. Volunteers train with park
officials before heading out, and they
are encouraged to wear the group’s hat
while in the field.

There are about 5,000 invasive plant
species in the U.S. today smothering
trees, trails and even waterways, Lack-
ing the predators and pests of their na-
tive climates, these tough plants can
run rampant in their adopted homes,
often surviving and even thriving in
poor soil and little water. As housing
developments and other new infrastruc-
ture disturb landscapes and create
clearings, the problem is getting worse,
scientists say. Climate change has en-
couraged the kudzu vine, widely known
as “the vine that ate the South,” to
climb as far north as New England.

In 2004, neighbors in Cheverly, Md.,
became interested in a five-acre stretch
of woods running alongside a nearby
creek. “Nobody ever used them because
they couldn’t get through the junk to
see these beautiful trees and streams
and pond,” says Cathy Smith, a free-
lance writer. Invasives including Chi-
nese wisteria and Japanese stilt grass,
plus trash that had snuck in from a
busy highway, were overrunning the na-
tive plants,

That fall, Ms. Smith and her husband
put a notice in the town newsletter ask-
ing neighbors to help them clear weeds
and build a trail. To their surprise,
about 15 people showed up on a Satur-
day morning. “It was a whole lot of
people we would have never met before,
but who were all interested in having a
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