
Sunchokes, also called Jerusalem artichokes, are a native
perennial vegetable with sweet, crisp tubers.
•Plants that have naturalized somewhere in the United States
or Canada to a mild or moderate degree. Most of the species in
this book fit in this category. The majority of perennial vegetables
are herbaceous species of mid-succession stages, including many
vines. Ecologists call plants using this strategy competitors since
they have evolved to disperse their seeds widely and then grow
aggressively to secure a niche for themselves. It’s no small
wonder that the majority of perennial vegetables have escaped
from cultivation and made themselves at home here. If they are
already established in your neighborhood, you certainly might as
well take advantage of them since planting a few more is hardly
going to change the situation. Certain techniques can also
minimize the potential of these species to escape your garden—
like planting aquatic vegetables in containers and plastic ponds
rather than establishing them in natural ponds and waterways.
Otherwise I leave this ethical call up to you. Please consult the



article Rethinking Nonnative and Recommended Reading in Part
III if you are interested in this issue.

This book does not include:
• Plants that are known to be very aggressive naturalizers
and/or noxious weeds. I have excluded some very useful plants
for this reason, including the delicious singhara ling water chestnut
(Trapa spp.) and oyster nut squash (Telfaria pedata). To my mind, I
simply cannot recommend planting these species at this time, with
the following exceptions:

• Water spinach, an incredibly productive and tasty aquatic
vegetable. Water spinach, a tender tropical, can be cultivated in
cold areas or artificial ponds in such a way that it can’t escape.
This species is illegal to grow in the United States without a
permit, but is legal in Canada.

• Air potato is unique—a root crop that produces tubers on vines
above ground, as if they were fruits. The wild form has toxic
tubers, and has naturalized extensively in Florida. The cultivated
variety is less aggressive, although still quite vigorous. Because of
the incredible potential of this plant to produce starchy tubers
without digging and disturbing the soil, I believe it to be a crop of
great importance.

Each profile indicates where the species is native, and whether it
may naturalize.

Please note: There is a big difference between plants that are
“invasive” on the ecological level (plants that escape gardens to form
viable populations in the wild) and plants that spread aggressively in
your garden. For instance, running Phyllostachys bamboos with
edible shoots are not native. However, they almost never set seed,
and thus won’t start growing hundreds of miles away from seed
carried by birds or in the cracks of car tires. But you can be sure they
will form a huge colony and take over your garden if given the
chance!

Rethinking Nonnative Plants



It seems that you can’t discuss any interesting plant species these
days without someone wanting to know within the first three minutes
whether it is native or exotic and, if it is exotic, is it invasive.

Many gardeners and environmentalists are concerned that exotic
invaders are outcompeting native plant species and communities. I
have personally witnessed salt cedar, melaleuca, and Japanese
knotweed growing in dense, virtually monocultural stands where
native plant communities once grew. I have seen kudzu, bittersweet,
and wild air potato smothering the very life out of mature native
trees. Certainly I would hate to be responsible for the introduction of
such a “super-competitive” species.

Numerous books and articles in recent years indicate the
groundswell of public concern about this issue. To me this expresses
a very legitimate concern about the health of our environment. It is
heartening to see that so many people are taking action against the
destruction of the native flora and fauna of our countries. Alan
Burdick’s Out of Eden gives an eloquent and open-minded review of
the issue.

For many years my own position was to advocate the planting of
native plants wherever possible, and the use of nonnative species
known or likely not to escape from cultivation only if there were no
native species that could perform the functions you were looking for.

Then came David Theodoropoulos’s Invasion Biology: Critique of
a Pseudoscience. An environmentalist, ecologist, and plant lover,
Theodoropoulos offers a very different perspective on the issues.
Though they may be unpopular in some circles, I think
Theodoropoulos’s ideas are a critical and largely unheard voice in
this dialogue, and need to be widely heard and discussed.

Theodoropoulos is concerned that the native plant movement is
becoming rigid and reactionary. Imagine our North American
gardens and cuisine without peaches, apples, or carrots. Yet if you
attempted to introduce these species today, you would face
resistance, and perhaps even legal barriers. And indeed, all three
species have naturalized here to varying degrees. Nonnative
perennial vegetables could similarly become a part of our agriculture
and cuisine, but could potentially escape from cultivation. What is



one to think? Let’s review some aspects of the issue that have been
neglected in the dialogue, and return to the question.

What exactly is a native plant?
The native plant movement in the United States and Canada
generally defines native as a plant that was growing here in 1492.
But plant populations move and always have. Plants have always
traveled around the globe, often dispersed by far-flying birds. It
seems likely that the bottle gourd floated across the Atlantic Ocean
from West Africa to South America thousands of years ago and
established itself there. Climate changes cause tremendous
movements of plants. Fifteen thousand years ago my garden was
buried under a mile-high glacier, and north Florida was home to
spruce forests similar to those that you would now find north of
Montreal. As continents move and come into and out of contact with
each other, massive waves of species travel among them. Animals
that we consider native, such as grizzly bears and moose, have in
reality only arrived from Eurasia within the last 13,000 years—just
the blink of an eye in ecological time. Tim Flannery’s The Eternal
Frontier is a fascinating account of the last 65 million years of North
American history. It describes waves of species arriving and
emigrating over and over, offering a very different perspective on
what is native. In this context, the arrival of new species is not a new
phenomenon. The difference is the dispersal vector (humans), and
the rate of new species arriving (although this is also not without
historical precedent). This perspective of evolutionary biology has
largely been missing from discourse on invasives.

Invasive plants defined
Invasive species must meet two criteria. First, they must not be
native according the criteria discussed above. Second, they must be
growing in the wild without human assistance. Most definitions would
also say that invasive plants are those that have not only naturalized,
but also done so successfully enough to outcompete natives and
cause ecological harm (Theodoropoulos critiques the way invasion
biologists define harm as well). Remember that most nonnative



plants do not escape from cultivation, and those that do rarely
become “super-weeds.”

Invasive plants are indicators of disturbance 
Most invasive plants are adapted to colonizing disturbed areas. They
have a much more difficult time becoming established in healthy,
intact ecosystems. Unfortunately, there are not many healthy, intact
ecosystems left. But invasive species are a symptom of ecological
disturbance, not its cause. It is easy to look at western riverbanks
and get upset about salt cedar displacing native willows and
cottonwoods. What is a bit trickier to see is that the widespread use
of dams has disrupted the flooding cycle that willows and
cottonwoods are adapted to. This intense disturbance changes
conditions and sets up natives to be outcompeted by salt cedar.

Scapegoating invasive plants
It’s not invasive plants that dammed western rivers. They didn’t
cause global warming or acid rain either. Short-term thinking
motivated by greed has caused tremendous damage to our world’s
ecological systems. When we turn our eyes solely on invasive plants
we miss the real cause of ecological destruction—governments and
corporations acting for short-term profit to “benefit” a tiny segment of
the population. These plants may be a mechanism for the loss of
diversity due to disturbance, but they are not its cause.

Follow the money
Not many people know that the anti-invasive-plant movement has
been extensively bankrolled by herbicide companies. A Monsanto
executive in charge of developing new markets sits on the U.S.
National Invasive Species Council. Herbicide companies have
funded many books and conferences on this issue. In a somewhat
ironic twist, companies that helped to cause the environmental crisis
are now profiting from the spraying of herbicide in national parks in
the name of environmentalism.

Regulation and control of the world’s plant resources
Federal, state, and provincial governments prohibit the importation of
certain species known to be invasive. In many cases useful species



are being banned—in others the species being banned are native by
some definitions. In my own state of Massachusetts the black locust
would be banned under proposed legislation. Black locust fixes
nitrogen, is a rot-resistant wood that is a perfect replacement for
toxic, pressure-treated lumber, and grows as a native less than 200
miles away. While perhaps laudable, these regulations clearly need
a bit of revision.

This policy of blacklisting specific plants may give way to proposed
white-list legislation (in the United States at least), which would ban
importation of new species unless proven innocent. Any proposed
process of demonstrating that a plant will not become invasive is not
only on shaky ground scientifically, but would be extremely
expensive.

Meanwhile, a small number of so-called life science multinationals
(with pharmaceutical, genetic engineering, agrichemical, and seed
divisions) are rapidly gaining control of the world’s food plant
diversity. Monopolies may be good for business, but in the long term
it is not in anybody’s best interest for a few corporations to own and
control the very seeds the world depends on for food. White-list
legislation would make introduction of new species so expensive that
only these giants could do it—putting more power into their hands.
To learn more about consolidation in the seed industry and corporate
control of plant genetic resources contact the Action Group on
Erosion, Technology and Concentration (listed in Part III).

The real enemies of native ecosystems
It is ironic that the same governments and corporations that are
pushing the regulation and extermination of invasive plants are not
concerned with the potential ecological damage caused by
genetically engineered plants and other organisms (GMOs). Plants
have spread around the world for millions of years, but GMOs are
completely unprecedented. While GMOs may have the potential to
develop interesting new crops, in the hands of “life science”
corporations, this technology is being used to seize greater control of
the plant genetic resources necessary to human survival. Spraying
herbicide on naturalized plants won’t solve the root cause of the
environmental crisis—this is an irrational economic system that puts



profits above air, water, people, and ecosystems. It will only make
the real culprits richer and add more poison to our environment.
There is currently a lot of human energy being put into the invasive
issue at the grassroots level. I think more of this energy needs to be
directly aimed at the causes, not the symptoms, of ecological
destruction.

I sympathize deeply with people’s legitimate concerns about the
destruction of the environment. However, we need to pay attention to
these larger issues, and not allow our emotions to be manipulated by
the forces that are the real enemies of native ecosystems.

The environmental argument for introducing new species
In the global economy, food, timber, and other plant products are
shipped around the world. Apples are grown in China and freighted
to New York for less than it costs to produce them in orchards just a
few hours outside of the city. The result is a heavy toll on small
farmers around the world. The enormous amount of fossil fuels
required to fuel this “free” trade system has the side effects of global
warming and global war. And that is to say nothing of the petroleum
needed for the tractors and fertilizers that are the basis of our annual
agriculture, and the environmental and human health impacts of
pesticides and other agrichemicals.

An alternative is for each region to produce the majority of what
they need in a sustainable fashion. I believe that to do this effectively
we will need to utilize plants from around the world (particularly
perennials!). In this case clearly the environmentalist platform is to
welcome nonnative species. See Dioscorea bulbifera • Air Potato for
an example.

Ecosynthesis
David Holmgren, one of the founders of permaculture, argues that
naturalized plants are integrating with native species to form new
hybrid ecosystems that are better able to respond to the changed
conditions human disturbance has caused. He calls this
ecosynthesis and will explore this idea in his forthcoming book
Weeds or Wild Nature? You can read a short article on ecosynthesis
at Holmgren’s Web site, listed in Part III.



So how do I know what to plant? 
All of this certainly does not mean we should be indiscriminate in
introducing new species to our regions. There is very clearly a real
phenomenon occurring, which is causing changes in plant
communities. But the situation is more complicated than we
believed, and invisible causes need to be investigated.

When a species successfully naturalizes in its new environment
there is often a population explosion. In time, a balance is restored
as local herbivores and pathogens learn to take advantage of this
new food resource. This process can take decades or even
centuries. Meanwhile, our already fragmented ecosystems are
already hurting, and more aggressively successful naturalizers are
probably the last thing they need.

I urge anyone who cares about plant invasion to read
Theodoropoulos’s Invasion Biology and get acquainted with his
ideas. Even if he is reacting too strongly to what he sees as
unscientific and dangerous ideas, his perspective is of critical
importance at this point in history and needs to be debated widely in
gardening and environmental circles. We need to arrive at a more
balanced perspective through a frank, ethical, and science-based
discussion of this issue.

So should you plant species that may naturalize? I would
discourage readers from planting anything where there is a real
danger of explosive naturalization. You will have to make your own
judgment call as to whether you are willing to plant species that have
naturalized somewhere to some degree—although if they are
already present in your region you may decide to take advantage of
it and plant them. Certainly you should feel free to plant native
species and noninvasive nonnatives. There are a fair number of
such species to choose from profiled here.


