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I have noticed in recen t years that terminology for be
lowground structures of weeds in extension brochures, class
room lectures, short courses, grower meetings, etc., all by
weed scientists, has sometimes been used somewhat care
lessly and imprecisely. Whether a weed spreads laterally by
rhizomes or roots may not be of major concern to a grower
or applicator, but weed scientists should try to be as accurate
as possible.

To review, a rhizome is an underground stem, also called
a rootstock. It differs visually from a root in having nodes
and internodes, which the root does not have. Stolens are
creeping horizontal stems aboveground. Sometimes a creep
ing perennial broadleaf is described as spreading by an ex
tensive rhizome system, perhaps because a previous bulletin
described the plant that way, and the author has not inves
tigated to see whether the description is accurate. I have
seen Canada thistle described this way. But years ago, we
sectioned the horizontal organs of Canada thistle and ex
amined cross sections under a microscope. They were all
roots.

Recently, I have spent a few hours reviewing the litera
ture, sometimes going back to reports more than 50 yr old.
There was a lot of very good botanical work done then. I
have come to the following conclusions:

(1) The majority of the important creeping perennial
broadleaves, at least in the western U.S., spread laterally by roots,
not rhizomes. ~rhis is true of C:anada thistle, field bindweed, hoary
cress, Russian knapweed, red sorrel, yellow toadAax, leafy spurge,
and perennial sowthisde. Stem tissue can arise from root buds, send
ing a shoot toward the surface to form a new aboveground shoot.
~rhis vertical or oblique belowground section of the shoot generally
is called a rhizome by botanists (ahhough one author restricts the
definition of rhizome to a belowground horizontal stenl).

To be sure, broadleaves can spread by rhizomes as well.
Korsmo (1954) lists numerous species as having lateral rhi
zomes. Most of these are Norwegian weeds unknown to me.
Familiar weeds with rhizomes are field chickweed, hedge
bindweed, and common yarrow.

(2) Creeping perennial sporophytes and monocots seem to
spread laterally by rhizomes. l~hese include field horsetail and brack
enfern (sporophytes), and quackgrass, johnsongrass, cattail, soft rush,
and nutsedge (monocots). I found no exceptions. l·hese rhizomes
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can produce roots and shoots at the nodes. The shoots then can
grow to the surface and produce new aboveground shoots. Some of
these rhizomes can be extremely persistent. One report estimates that
rhizomes of brackenfern can survive at least 50 yr! Some of the
rhizollles Inay have tubers, also stenl tissue, along the rhizolne or at
the terminal end.

This was not an exhaustive literature search, and there
may be many exceptions. I believe the above conclusions are
generally accurate for North America.

Most weeds have been studied anatomically, and reports
are in the literature. If not, this offers an opportunity to do
some simple studies ourselves. We should do our best to use
proper terminology whenever possible.
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