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Introduction  
 

This Guide has been written to help students identify the  weeds listed in Common 
Horticultural Weeds , with the arable weeds featuring  in Guide to Identifying Tillage 
Weeds and the rest are covered in this document.   

 

Weeds are plants growing where we d onõt want them.  They are usually just wild flowers 

in amongst cultivated plants but can also be cultivated plants that come back to haunt 

us at a later stage.  For example potatoes will often reappear as a weed in the crop 

following  potatoes ð these are k nown as volunteers.  Sometimes a plant imported as a 

cultivated plant subsequently escapes into the wild ð Helxine and Giant Hogweed spring 

to mind.   But whatever the source weõll need to be able to put a name on them to allow 

us to look up or ask how to g et rid of them.  

 

The easiest way to identify weeds is when they are in flower.  If you of an acetic 

disposition you can wade your way through the keys in Webbõs Flora but much better is 

to get yourself a good wild flower book with lots of coloured pictures , and run down an 

unknown plant by flicking through the pages.  However weeds in flower are not always 

to hand and youõre faced with identifying the species using just the leaves or worse still 

a tiny seedling.  But it can be done as there are loads of clu es other than the flower 

when it comes to putting a name on an unwelcome weed.  

 

In the notes I have underlined  the key identification features for each weed and also 

where appropriate highlighted the image with an arrow.   They are grouped together in 

their  botanical families, which are listed alphabetically.  

 

The botanical jargon  has been kept  to an absolute 

minimum but  you need to know a few terms .  When 

a seed germinates t he first leaves are called 

cotyledons or seed leaves.  The bit of the stem 

underneath the cotyledons is called the hypocotyl.  

The second set of leave s formed are the first 

true leaves, which can be similar to the adult 

leaves but on occasion can look different . 

 

Flowers are made up of a number of different 

parts ð the most obvious are the coloured petals, 

which in turn are protected by sepals before the  

flower bud opens.  The male parts of the flower 

are the stamens which are made up of the anther s 

(contains the pollen) and filament s.  The female 

part of the flower is the carpel which i s made up 

of the stigma, style and ovary (contains the 

seeds).  However there are many variations on the 

simple representation of a flower  as seen on  

your right.  
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All weeds have a Latin  name and usually a common name.  The Latin  name of a daisy is 

Bellis perennis which is made up of two parts.  Bellis  is the generic name or genus; and 

perennis is the specific epitaph and the two together is the species name. 

 

Weeds are either annuals  (A) , biennials (B) or perennials  (P).  Weeds of tillage or 

cultivated grou nd are usually annuals, in lawns they are normally perennials and in 

borders  and waste ground  can often be a combination of both.  

  

Weeds have a number of features in common  that have allowed them to succeed .  They 

usually have the following characteristic s: 

 

¶ An ability to grow, flower and set seed quickly e.g. groundsel, chic kweed, 

shepherdõs purse 

¶ An ability to grow from root fragments which are often brittle e.g. bindweed, 

scutch, perennial sowthistle  

¶ An ability to germinate readily when conditions are r ight coupled with the seeds 

ability to survive many years in the soil if necessary e.g. oil seed rape, dock, 

redshank  

¶  Ability of the plant to adapt to different growing conditions.  A plant of hairy 

bitter cress may grow an inch tall and produce only a fe w seeds in poor hard 

ground but will grow a foot tall  and produce lots of seed in a rich environment.   

Another example is the ability of annual meadow grass in a lawn to change its 

growth habit to enable it to produce seed under conditions of close mowing. 

¶ An ability to disperse seeds widely.  Wind bore seed is able to travel widely and 

the best gardener or grower can be at the mercy of a bad neighbour . Examples 

would include willowherb, groundsel, dandelion and spear thistle.  

¶ An ability to be genetically d iverse with certain weeds showing an ability to allow 

both self and cross pollination.  This means that they are well adapted to 

colonise a wide variety of habitats created by human activity.  

 

The problem weeds in nurseries are hairy bitter cress, groundse l and willowherb.   The 

top 10 weeds found in vegetable fields  are groundsel, shepherdõs purse, mayweed, fat 

hen, chickweed, knotgrass, redshank, annual meadow grass, fumitory and black 

bindweed.  Sorrel, sheepõs sorrel, corn marigold and corn spurrey are all indicators of 

acid soil.  

 

If you are new to weeds ð get to know these very common ones first:  

Annual meadow grass, scutch, daisy, dandelion, groundsel, mayweed, smooth sowthistle, 

hairy bitter cress, shepherdõs purse, chickweed, fat hen, bindweed, petty spurge, 

fumitory, red deadnettle, white clover, willowherb, knotgrass, red shank, dock, 

buttercup, cleavers, speedwell and nettles.   

 

If you are keen to expand your knowledge of wild flowers Iõd recommend checking out 

the Biodiversity Ireland website . Here they encourage everyone to explore their local 

area and record what they find in the way of wildlife on the website. They also run 

classes on wild flower identification. Itõs a great way of learning about your local flora 

and fauna and keeps you interes ted . 
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All plant names are of Latin or Greek origin.  It can be useful to understand what the 

specific name means as it often refers to the morphology, habitat  or medicinal use of 

the plant.  

 

acris  sharp, pungent  agrestis  growing in fields  

album white  arvense, arvensis of arable land  

asper rough annua annual 

anserina eaten by geese  bulbosus bulb 

communis common corniculata  horned 

ciliatum  with eye -lash like 

hairs on the margin  

crispus  curled  

convolvulus entwine  dioica male and female 

flowers on separat e 

plants  

dubium doubtful i.e. likely 

to be confused with 

other species  

didymus twin  

fontanum  growing beside 

springs 

filiformis  thread like  

ficaria  fig like  heli - sun or sun loving 

hirsuta  hairy  hederifolia  ivy leaved 

indorum without a smell  lanceolata  spear shaped 

lupulina hop like major  larger, greater  

maculosa spotted  media intermediate 

between two other 

species 

montanum growing in 

mountains 

muralis growing on walls 

nigrum black oleraceus eaten as a vegetable  

officinale  used as a herbal 

remedy 

obtusifolius  with blunt leaves  

pratense  growing in meadows palustris  of the marshes  

perennis perennial  parviflorum  small flowered  

purpureum purple persica  peach 

podagraria  cure for gout  procumbens creeping 

patula open or spreading  repens/ reptans  cree ping 

radicata  with a strong 

taproot  

sepium growing in hedges 

segetum growing in 

cornfields  

vulgare common 
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APIACEAE (formerly UMBELLIFERAE) 

 
Crops: carrot, parsnip, celery, parsley, coriander 

 

Ground Elder ï Aegopodium podagraria (P)  
 

 
 

 

Ground elder is a vigorous and invasive perennial species, that once it gets into a 

garden can be difficult to remove.  Itõs difficult because of the extensive 

underground rhizomes (stems) that can spread the weed into large colonies 

intertwining itself amongst culti vated plants . Where it invades a planted area it 

may be possible to dig out the desirable plants and clean off their roots to 

remove rhizome fragments.  The bed should then be dug over to remove all 

rhizomes before replanting.  

 

It flowers from May to July and while it can set seed, 

vegetative spread is more important. The rhizomes can grow 15 

to 90 cm per year. Rhizome fragments containing a node can 

readily develop into new plants. Fragments without a node form 

a callus that may produce adventitious buds a fter several months and these 

then grow to form new shoots. All the stems except the flowering shoot remain 

below ground and it is the leaf stalk not the stem that emerges above ground . 
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ASTERACEAE (formerly COMPOSITAE) 

 
Crops: lettuce, salsify, chicory, endive, globe artichoke, Jerusalem artichoke 
 

Yarrow ï Achillea millefolium (P) 

 

Like selfheal this is another  wild 

flower that naturally inhabits 

pastures and grassy areas 

that can end up as a 

weed in our lawns.  Itõs a 

perennial plant that can 

grow up to 40 cm but can 

adapt to being regularly 

topped in a lawn situation.  It 

can be very persistent in a lawn 

with its extensive root system of  

underground  branching rhizomes and above 

ground prostrate stem s that  root at the nodes.  

The white flat topped fl owers are insect pollinated 

and appear from July to September.  

 

One rarely  comes across this species as a weed in tillage  as 

in general y arrow does not survive regular cultivation.  It õs not  

easy to control yarrow with selective herbicides.  Abundant.  
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Daisy ï Bellis perennis (P) 

 

 
 

Hands up who doesnõt recognise daisies?  Nobody hopefully .  This very familiar 

weed is known by just about everyone and is the bane of every gardener who 

wishes to have a pristine weed -free lawn . And if you donõt mind the odd weed 

itõs one of the prettiest there is.  

 

Itõs an evergreen perennial plant with short , shallow, creeping rhizomes 

(underground stem s) on which rosettes of leaves are formed. The rhizome 

keeps diverging into two and hence the formation of  a daisy patc h, that 

increases in size year on year.  The familiar flowers can appear at any time of 

the year  but mainly from March  to October  with a flush in April and May.  The 

flower heads close up at night and during wet weather. The common name is 

thought to be a contraction of ôDayõs eyeõ. Daisies are mainly self -pollinated and 

set seed that  is wind dispersed around the plant which readily germinate if 

conditions are favourable.  Abundant.  
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Nipplewort ï Lapsana communis (A)  

 

 
 

Nipplewort is a common en ough weed of waste places and occasionally seen in 

arable situations but doesnõt register too highly on the Richter scale of weed 

problems.  An erect annual growing up to 75 cm it flowers from June to 

September.  The yellow flowers can look rather similar to other weeds of the 

same family such as smooth sowthistle and hawkweed but take a good look at 

the leaf shape s  below ð as good an indicator youõll get for this weed.  The leaves 

are softly hairy  to the touch and appear singly ð not in pairs.  Upright ha bit .   

Very frequent.  

 

Similar: could be confused in early growth stages with smooth sowthistle but 

the latter has totally smooth and hairless leaves.  
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 Catôs Ear ï Hypochoeris radicata (P) 

 

This weed that youõll find growing in waste places and lawns could easily enough 

be confused with dandelion as both the leaves and flowers are rather similar.  

However there is one key difference: the leaves of dandelion are smooth but 

those of catõs ear are hairy.  Also the flowering stems are taller and can be 

branched.  The tips of the bracts just behind the flowering head are purple 

tipped. Tends to avoid calcareous soils.  Common. 

 

Just to confuse matters there are other dandelion type plants that can end up 

as lawn weeds. Smooth  hawksbeard ( Crepis capillaris ), Rough hawksbeard (Crepis 

biennis)  and Autumn Hawkbit ( Leontodon autumnalis ) are three to look out for . 

 

 
 

 

The yellow flowered members of the daisy family can be difficult to tell apart e.g. the 
plant on the bottom right is the rosette stage of C. biennis �W�K�D�W���O�R�R�N�V���O�L�N�H���&�D�W�¶�V���(�D�U�� 


