
In the garden with Shobha
Vanchiswar

July 18, 2008

Whacking weeds effectively

Having spoken of one bane of gardeners last week, it is time to turn our
attention to another. Weeds!

Between weeds and pests, I’m hard pressed to choose the one easier to battle.
At this time of year, when both are prolific and with the weather not conducive
to real work outdoors, I feel at the losing end of it all. Going away on vacation
will only make it worse. Then, I remind myself that it is but a battle, not the
whole war, and I resolve to persevere. And said vacation might help with that.

It is said that any plant in the wrong place is a weed, a quaint characterization
when speaking of self-seeded offspring of plants already selected to be in the
garden. But those aren’t the weeds I will discuss here. We all know that there
are plants which are never acceptable in any garden. Those to me are weeds,
the true pariahs of the garden world.

Stop weeds before they start with mulch

The first step against weeds is, of course, to create an environment that
precludes the germination of them. Mulching is the obvious answer. Before
laying down any mulch, I place layers of newspaper on the soil. Paper is torn
into smaller bits to place between already established plantings. Over this, I
pile on the mulch.
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My preferred choice is mid-size dark brown cedar chips. I like the natural look
because it showcases the plants best. This method works very well in my flower
beds. I find I hardly have to weed in them. The newspaper and wood chips will
eventually decompose and enrich the soil. I therefore add the chips every year
but add newspaper perhaps every other year.

Weeds that come up between bricks and pavers are taken care easily by
pouring boiling hot water over them. It really is effective. And there is
something very satisfying when I do this task. It allows me to give expression
to my inner sadist.

Hoeing is another technique used to weed around plants. Personally, I don’t
hoe as I find it has to be done so frequently. There is just too much else to do.

Corn meal gluten, a natural pre-emergent herbicide

Corn meal gluten (not corn meal) is now gaining a fair bit of attention as an
herbicide for lawn maintenance and garden beds. It is a by-product of the corn
wet-milling process used to make corn starch and corn syrup. It is a natural
pre-emergence herbicide, which means it prevents weeds from germinating
properly. Weeds will germinate but will only form shoots and no roots, resulting
in the plant’s demise.

Existing weeds are not killed so timing is critical. After application, a dry spell
is required. If it is too wet, the weed plants will recover and form roots. The
product needs to be applied when weed seeds are sprouting. It is also a good
fertilizer.

Corn meal gluten will deter crab grass, creeping bentgrass, smart weed,
dandelions, redroot, bigweed, purslane, lambs quarters, foxtail, barnyard grass
and Bermuda grass. It is a minimum risk pesticide.
Typically it is applied to lawns with a spreader. Do not apply if you are
reseeding the lawn as those grass seeds will be prevented from germinating as
well! Two applications per year are ideal: in spring, when the forsythia begins
to bloom and in fall, following the hot, dry stress period of mid-summer.
In garden beds, rake the powder lightly into the soil. Water after application
and then allow it to dry for several days. People allergic to corn and its
products should avoid using corn meal gluten.

Pulling weeds, a simple effective solution

The best way to combat the weeds that crop up despite all the above-
mentioned efforts is to pull them up by hand. Sorry, but it’s the simple truth.
For stubborn or long-rooted ones, I use a weeder that has no name. I refer to it
as my forked, long-handled weeder. It is a huge help to have this handy. As I
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try to weed every other day, my time at this task is not too long. I try to attack
often in this manner so I catch the weeds when they are young and still easy to
pull out. Of course, weeding after a rain is the easiest, if one doesn’t mind the
mosquitoes that lie in wait for the diligent gardener. I feel as though Mother
Nature is constantly testing the dedication of gardeners. Weeds, pests,
drought, floods, hail, ice, errant balls, pets eager to dig up plants, children
forbidden to pick flowers doing so anyway, and the list goes on. To garden is to
have real faith. The gardener is the ultimate optimist.

Answer to a reader’s inquiry about combating Japanese beetles

Nancy would like some more immediate methods to combat Japanese beetles
whilst waiting for the milky spore powder to take effect. So here are some
alternative suggestions.

When infestation is first noticed, it is easiest to actually pick off the bugs and
dunk them into a jar of soap solution. I do know of someone who goes over
Shakespeare’s sonnets while wandering her garden searching for Japanese
beetles, soap solution in hand. I prefer to be focused on vengeance and
vengeance alone. Hand picking is really the best thing one can do once
infestation has already occurred. Not pleasant but rather satisfying.

Garlic sprays are also recommended. However, a quick word of caution. Garlic
is not selective. It is broad spectrum. Natural enemies of the pests are also
affected. Insecticidal soaps might be a better choice. However, for a plant
covered with Japanese beetles, garlic can still be a good way to go as clearly
nothing else is around fighting the pests.

Neem oil spray, an historic cure-all from India

Neem oil spray is another choice. It is more target-specific. Neem, although
not entirely new to the American market, is yet to be used widely. How neem
acts on pests is quite complicated but it has been found to be very effective.
The uses of neem in India are many. For centuries, twigs of neem have been
used as rustic toothbrushes. One chews on the twig. The bactericidal
properties of neem keep the mouth healthy. It is used in cosmetic creams and
soaps. It is used also in resolving many digestive ailments.

I once took it as an infusion every day over a summer home from college. This
was done to have fabulous skin. It is unbelievably bitter! But how virtuous I
felt. I can’t say if it helped, as my skin was not suffering to begin with and I
had youth on my side. In any case, neem is not harmful. It is now being more
widely used in industry as more is becoming known about its many useful
properties.
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Incidentally, neem leaves are also used as a moth repellent when storing
clothes. The flowers of the neem tree are used in South Indian cooking. Of
course, the neem product sold as spray for pests is not food grade, so please do
not use it for anything other than to deal with garden pests. Be sure to follow
the manufacturer’s directions. As with all sprays, repeat applications are
needed, especially after rain has washed everything away.

Chemical pesticides kill on contact. Microbial pesticides need to be ingested
by the pest to be effective. This takes time. Microbial methods are specific and
repeat applications are often required. Microbials are most effective when
fresh, so the source is important. If it has been sitting on a shelf too long, or if
its age is in doubt, do not purchase. Buy only the amount needed. Follow the
directions specified by the manufacturer.

More details about using milky spore powder

In the case of milky spore powder, it is applied to the soil as this is where the
beetles lay their eggs and the resulting larvae will then consume the microbes
along with the grass roots that they feed on. The powder will stay in the soil for
a long time. It can, however, be deactivated or killed by coolness, insufficient
moisture or exposure to UV radiation. Timing of application should coincide
with the vulnerable stage of the pest.

Nancy, milky spores need about two seasons for really good results. It also
depends on pest population density, amount of spore dust applied and
temperature of soil. That said, this is still an excellent method of pest control.
In the meantime, try the above mentioned suggestions. Keep me posted!

I write at length about pest management because I feel it is crucial that we
understand very clearly what is being used and why. Even organic methods
practiced incorrectly or inappropriately can be harmful. Knowledge is key.
And when it comes to pests, we need all the power that can be had.

 

4 of 9

usd16005
Typewritten Text
(c) 2008 Shobha Vanchiswar



My trusty weeder with no name

Crab grass gets into spaces along side path
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Awaiting the boiling water treatment.

Hydrangea
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Lilies

Lavender
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Cuttings that have taken root

Echinacea and bronze fennel
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White Echinacea with lilies.

9 of 9

usd16005
Typewritten Text
(c) 2008 Shobha Vanchiswar




