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Voracious kudzu creeps north
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Kudzu, the monster vine that turned much of Dixie into a landscape of exotic green, is now gobbling up sections of several states above the Mason-Dixon line – including Missouri and Illinois.

Anyone who has driven through the southeastern United States is familiar with kudzu, which spreads its leafy green mantle over trees, fences, utility poles, abandoned houses and buses.

Southerners joke that kudzu might just turn a slow-moving cow into landscape. But able to grow as much as a foot a day, the vine is no joke.

Around our parts, kudzu's appetite is less voracious. Missouri and Illinois are both considered on the northern fringe of kudzu's range -- their cold winters being one of the vine's few known enemies.

But the warmer winters of the past decade are helping kudzu to push northward. In Illinois, it's been found as far north as Rock Island -- just 60 miles from the Wisconsin border.

Try to tell Gary and Pamela Pfalzbot that kudzu is less of a problem in Missouri than in, say, Georgia.

Kudzu has been a nightmare for the Pfalzbots, who live in Highlandville, Mo., between Springfield and Branson. In 1996, they bought their dream property, eight acres in the Missouri Ozarks. It was April, so the greedy vine was dormant and brown.

But soon Gary Pfalzbot, who moved from California to get away from the hustle and bustle, found himself doing battle with an unfamiliar enemy.

The kudzu has encroached from his neighbor's property to suffocate anything in its path. "It's killed my trees and turned my fence into a hump," he said.

Despite spending time nearly every day cutting the vines back, Pfalzbot has watched the vine extend over six acres in two years.


The Kudzu vine itself is three or four inches in diameter, and three or four single vines can wrap around themselves and then around a tree. Runners can reach from treetop to treetop.

Pfalzbot's weapons of choice are his chain saw and a small herd of goats, which, along with cattle and sheep, like to eat the stuff.

Trouble is, said Bill McClain, a program manager with the Department of Natural Resources in Illinois, kudzu already covers at least 7 million acres in the eastern United States, mostly in the Southeast. How many cattle or sheep will it take, he asks.

Making kudzu an outlaw

Pfalzbot's plight spurred Rep. Jim Kreider, D-Nixa, into action. He introduced a bill in the Missouri Legislature that would designate kudzu as a noxious weed in Missouri. Such a designation would prohibit deliberately planting and growing kudzu. The federal government took that action in November 1997.

At the request of the Conservation Department, Kreider also included two kinds of teasel as noxious weeds. Teasels look like thistles. They were brought to this country in the 1700s, for use in the textile industry. The rough-textured seed pods were put on machinery to make cloth nappier.

Tim Smith, a botanist with the Missouri Department of Conservation, said that teasel stands have been exploding, possibly because of genetic changes, and are getting into prairies, wetlands and fields.

Kreider's bill would require both political subdivisions and individuals to control kudzu and teasel or be charged with a misdemeanor. It passed overwhelmingly in the House and died in the 11th hour in the Senate. Kreider said he plans to try again in the next legislative session.

"Now is the time to enact legislation; the more we've learned about it, the more we consider it dangerous to the forest land of Missouri," Kreider said. "We live in a tourist area, and people come here to see the trees."

George Yatskievych is a Conservation Department botanist and curator of Missouri plants at the Missouri Botanical Garden in St. Louis. Yatskievych said he isn't sure that the legislation will solve the problem or that prosecutors will be eager to charge people with kudzu violations.

He prefers educating people to voluntarily stop selling or importing the vine. He points out that virtually all stands of kudzu were planted deliberately, either by highway departments for erosion control or by individuals for a variety of reasons.

Bill and Nancy Knowles, of Kirkwood, didn't plant their kudzu, but they own an impressive stand of it in St. Charles County. And they don't mind.

Their property plunges down a bluff to the Katy Trail, a short distance south of the bridge construction for the new Page Avenue extension.

An abandoned quarry wall provides the backdrop for a showy stand of kudzu that is making its way up the dead winter vines. It was planted by a former owner to stop a mud slide above the quarry. Bill Knowles thinks that, along with competing honeysuckle vines, the plants are holding back the mud.

He's willing to pay the price and to periodically cut back the vines to keep them more or less confined to the area where they were planted.

"Because of the warm winter, this may get a little out of hand," he said, pulling down a vine that was starting up a tree. "If it gets all over the good trees, that's not so good, and I'll have to hack it back. If it stays on the quarry wall, that's not so bad."

The root of the problem

Kudzu, or Pueraria lobata, is a perennial vine of the legume family. From a distance, it could be confused with mature, healthy poison ivy. It has three leaves and it grows on hairy vines from a large central root crown. Rhizomes, hefty underground rootlike stems that are horizontal in structure, contribute to the plant's rapid spread.

Roots can go down 12 feet into sandy loam soils. Sugars produced in the leaves travel down to the roots as starch and are stored in swollen tap roots that can weigh as much as 400 pounds.

In late July to September, plants in full sun produce grape-scented purple flowers in elongated clusters. After the flowers, elongated bean-like hairy pods appear.

Scientists estimated that kudzu's costs are about $500 million a year. That includes the negative value of the infested lands plus the costs of trying to control the plant.

Even so, some Southerners have turned kudzu into an icon of their culture. Union, S.C., puts on a Kudzu Festival each year. Other eat its leaves, which can be cooked like collards, fried or even dried for tea. The nutritional root has many uses in Eastern countries. The flowers can be steeped for kudzu wine and jelly.

Crafters seek the vines for projects including basket-making.

Kudzu probably was taken to Japan from China in the 16th century. It made its first appearance in this country in 1876 at the Japanese Pavilion at the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition.

An attractive element in the pavilion's landscape garden, it was soon discovered to be useful in preventing erosion in gullies and to provide good forage. Kudzu was considered especially valuable in the South, where overplanting of cotton and other unfortunate farming techniques had caused serious soil depletion and erosion.

Kudzu also is drought-resistant and loves the long, hot growing season of the South. Some credit it with keeping the South from experiencing another Dust Bowl.

Kudzu's aggressiveness creates a variety of problems, botanists point out. Because the plant blankets the surrounding vegetation and forms a mat so dense that no light can get beneath it, it chokes out the native plants.

Turning to bugs, science

It seems clear that the same predators that kept kudzu in check in China and Japan are not present in this country. But efforts are under way to change that.

James H. Miller, a forest ecologist with the U.S. Forest Service at the University of Alabama in Auburn, says that more than 300 kinds of insects have been identified feeding on kudzu in China.

There is only one that is native to this country: a weevil that deposits its eggs inside the developing seeds within the pods. The larvae eat the seeds. Although Miller says that nothing will ever eliminate kudzu, insects probably represent the best hope of bringing it under control.

"We all have reservations about using exotic insects on exotic plants," Miller said. "But the only real promise is to attempt some kind of biocontrol effort and eliminate the risk by using good science and very tough procedures."

A determined Gary Pfalzbot laughs at the thought of kudzu not having any natural enemies.

" No natural enemies? I consider myself its natural enemy, and I will get rid of it," he promises. "Maybe we'll start Kudzu Fighters Anonymous."

Kudzu Timeline





1876 -- The plant is introduced in this country at the Japanese Pavilion at the U.S. Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia.





1930s -- The Soil Erosion Service, then a federal agency, recommends kudzu as a means for controlling soil erosion. Assistance payments of up to $8 an acre were offered to farmers and rural landowners who would plant kudzu. After several years, botanists begin warning that the plant is too aggressive and will cause problems. 





1940 -- Despite the warnings, the federal government produces 73 million seedlings and plants them along highways and ditches throughout southeastern United States.





1954 -- The U.S. Department of Agriculture removes kudzu from its list of recommended cover crops. 





1960 -- Federal and state agencies shift their focus from kudzu propagation to eradication.





Source: Callaway Gardens, Pine Mountain, Ga.





Bill Danson, caretaker for this land just south of St. Charles, has given up trying to rid the area of kudzu. The property, owned by Bill and Nancy Knowles of Kirkwood, was a quarry site converted into a swimming pool. The vine was planted in the 1940s to help control erosion. Jerry Naunheim Jr./Post-Dispatch
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