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Foundations (from our Just Farmers 

statement of Principles):   

 We encourage curiosity.  See the 

feature about roadside plants 
below. 
 

Roadside legumes: (friends or 

foes):   

We know about invasive plants and noxious 

weeds which are often the same thing.  We 

also know about leguminous plants which 

fix nitrogen and so are often planted with 

other crops as companions or part of a cover 

crop or forage mix.  Some of these 

leguminous plants are also pioneer species 

that can grow in harsh locations like 

roadsides, lanes, gravel ridges, etc.  Here is a 

partial list of this latter group.  Some you’ll 

recognize and some may be new to you.  

 

Bird’s-foot trefoil.  Trefoil is a standard 

pasture plant in many places.  New varieties 

are more erect in growth habit and suitable 

for hay, too.  But in some places trefoil is 

not appreciated. The Minnesota Department 

of Natural Resources calls it an ecological 

threat.  Here are some quotations from the 

website: 

 Birdsfoot trefoil forms dense mats 

choking and shading out most other 

vegetation. 

 It grows best in the Midwest and is 

most problematic in prairies and 

disturbed open areas, such as 

roadsides. 

 Prescribed burns increase seed 

germination making it troublesome 

in native prairies. 

 This European species has been 

introduced to the U.S. and Canada 

for livestock forage and erosion 

control along roadsides. It is still 

sold commercially. 

From the USDA Forest Service: 

 It [trefoil] is located in roadsides, 

waste areas, fields, prairies, wildlife 

openings, and open disturbed areas. 

It tolerates a variety of soil types 

including dry, moist, hardpan or 

droughty soils. It is a common lawn 

weed in western NY.    

 Ecological Impacts: Bird’s-foot 

trefoil creates tangled mats of dense 

growth that can choke out other 

plants. It spreads to threaten the 

diversity of native plants.   

Did you know?  In folklore the birds-foot-

trefoil was often associated with evil – a 

legacy stemming from its black, claw-like 

seed pods, which were compared to the 

Devil’s claws, or to crow’s feet. It was also 

one of the plants woven into protective 

wreaths on midsummer’s night – possibly 

because its tri-foliate leaves suggested an 

association with the Holy Trinity.  [Both?  

Either?]  http://www.irelandswildlife.com  

 

 

This photo shows the blossoms as well as the seed pods 

which resemble bird’s feet (what else?).  You can see it 

along Tyhee Lake Road growing on the shoulder.   

http://www.irelandswildlife.com/
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 Bird’s-foot trefoil is a no-bloat 

legume.  Older varieties were all 

low-growing types.  Sheep producers 

like it for grazing because it may 

help build resistance to internal 

parasites.  Newer varieties like Bruce 

and Pardee are more erect and used 

for hay.   

Black Medic.  

 

 Black medic is used in the U.S. 

prairies as a companion plant, cover 

crop, and soil builder.  You can find 

it on the edges of lawns in Smithers, 

in roadside ditches, etc.  It is very 

short and you’d need a mouse to 

swath it.  Most people in urban and 

suburban areas know of it because 

they spend so much time trying to 

get rid of it:  “It is a pain in the rear” 

says one writer.  When I grew up it 

was everywhere, but then herbicides 

and lawn edgings came into vogue 

along with pure-grass lawns (clover 

was also suddenly a weed).   

Sweet Clover.   

 We’ve written about sweet clover 

before but here is a recap.  1) Sweet 

clover is a great nitrogen fixer.  2) It 

is a biennial with a root that can 

punch through tough subsoil or 

gravel in its short, two-year life.  3) 

Bees love it.  4) Along the Dempster 

Highway and some rivers in 

Canada’s north, it replaces native 

fireweed and colonizes sand bars 

which need to be bare as habitat for 

sandpipers and other shorebirds.  It is 

considered the worst invasive plant 

in Yukon; 5) Some sweet clovers 

contain coumarins, compounds that 

are poisonous to livestock (usually 

when found in mouldy feed); 6) 

Yellow sweet clover varieties like 

Norgold have no- or low-coumarin 

levels and are safe forages; 7) Some 

prairie farmers use sweet clover as a 

replacement for summer fallow, and 

to control Canada thistles as a part of 

their rotation; 8) Frost seeding with 

sweet clover is almost always 

successful.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Yellow sweet clover growing in pure gravel on 

edge of our driveway. 

http://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/flower/black-medick
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Cicer Milkvetch: 

 “[This plant] is also popular in 
reclamation mixes because it is a 
nitrogen fixer, its prolific root system 
stabilizes soil, and can be used at high 
elevations - cicer milkvetch requires 
only 30 days of frost free growth per 
season.  Under favourable conditions 
plants can spread 1.2 m in diameter 
over a season. These ‘swales’ of cicer 
milkvetch smother other vegetation. 
Cicer milkvetch is not widely considered 
to be invasive yet, but naturalized, 
expanding populations do exist in 
Alberta.”   Source:  abinvasives.ca  

 

 “Cicer milkvetch is an introduced 
legume that is beginning to encroach on 
native mixed grass prairie plant 
communities within the Mattheis 
Research Ranch. By measuring soil 
properties, plant biomass, and plant 
community composition in areas with 
and without cicer milkvetch, Dr. Carlyle 
and undergraduate student Kyle Le 
assessed the localized effects of 
invasions by this species on rangeland 
ecosystem functions. They found that 
forage quantity and quality were 

highest in plots with cicer milkvetch, 
and that nitrogen content of grasses 
also increased in these plots. However, 
plant diversity was lowest in cicer 
milkvetch plots, and the species in 
question was associated with a decline 
in the biomass of grasses and other 
forbs. Soil carbon was not different 
between plot types, but there was a 
trend of cicer milkvetch plant size being 
negatively related to soil carbon. These 
data show that an invasive plant can 
have positive, neutral and negative 
impacts on different ecosystem goods 
and services. As these rangelands 
become increasingly  valued for goods 
and services other than forage 
production, land managers should begin 
monitoring and considering these other 
values.” 
Source:  University of Alberta 
 

Cicer milkvetch seed pod (below) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alfalfa: 
 If you are approaching Smithers from 

the Telkwa side, you can see a nice stand 

of alfalfa on the steep bank opposite the 

golf course.  As I recall, it was 

established by hydro-seeding and the 

application of matting. Who could 

possibly object to alfalfa?  It is a 

valuable crop, grows on gravel.  No 

problems. Here (next page) are photos I 

took from a roadside.  Note that they are 

Cicer milvetch on roadside bank, Quick. 
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light blue and purplish; other places have 

yellow alfalfa, too.   

 Is alfalfa on roadsides controversial?  It 

is if GMO alfalfa is being used and the 

“feral alfalfa” contains genetic material 

that can be passed on through seeds.  

Some countries won’t accept GMO 

alfalfa products and organic producers 

would be especially vulnerable.  

 

 
Alfalfa on roadside with alsike clover  

 

 

 

 

Tufted 

Vetch:   

 Where, earlier in the year, you spotted 

Jacob’s ladder in some places, then 

hawkweed (that durn stuff) and daisies, 

you may have noticed mounds of 

purplish/blue vetch growing along the 

highway.  One of these is tufted vetch.  

(See close-up on column one.)     

 A question:  if one of the many vetches 

(hairy vetch, cicer milkvetch) would 

“mound up” as a crop, would it smother 

hawkweed while providing haylage, 

grazing, and supplying nitrogen?  If you 

know of any sources of information 

about this question, let us know.   

 Here’s what Ontario’s Ministry of 

Agriculture says about hairy vetch, a 

commonly-used cover crop.  

http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca (Ontario’s  

Sensitivity to Herbicides 

•In corn - combinations of paraquat or 

glyphosate with: 2,4-D and dicamba all 

work to control hairy vetch  

•Roundup is not effective in killing hairy 

vetch 

 

Roadside Legumes:  A Response  
  

   “When I think of the highway roadside 

legumes we commonly see, I think of 

tenacity under less than ideal conditions. 

   For example, think of the volume of 

hydrocarbon exposure, road salt, and sand 

that these plants receive on the highway 

shoulder.  Granted they are in dormancy at 

that time of year [winter] for winter salt 

exposure, but still…? 

   I suspect the reason why the prominence 

of sweet clover vs the other species might be 

because of better tolerance of salinity.   Also 

those gravelly, likely quite nutrient-devoid 

highway shoulders demonstrate to me the 

resiliency and food/water foraging ability of 

deep-rooted plants.      

 
(continued on next page) 

Tufted vetch 

http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/
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Murphy’s Laws:  

   I don’t think anyone would fill a bunk 

or trench silo with corn or alfalfa 

ensilage, and then turn livestock into it, 

allowing them to eat what and when they 

want to.  Of course no one would do that 

intentionally, because everyone knows 

what would result:  a mess!  Instead the 

silage is carefully rationed out according 

to the needs of livestock, while keeping 

waste of the feed to a minimum.  

   But everyone who has grazed animals, 

including me, has turned them out into 

large pasture areas, allowing them to pick 

and choose, eating what and when they 

want to.  The same kind of mess results.  

The animals tend to eat plants and parts 

of plants that they like best, leaving the 

rest to mature, set seed and multiply. 
 

From Greener Pastures on Your Side of the 

Fence, p. 117. 

 

   It is too bad regular roadside mowing does 

not occur because it could mimic grazing 

pressure and we could see the reaction(s) of    

community.    Also, I wonder what kind of 

N- Fixation and nodulation “rates” these 

highway legumes have vs desired agronomic 

legume varieties?  All things being equal, it 

would be an interesting rivalry (at least to 

me) to research. 

   When I consider some of the positive soil 

building aspects of highway legumes albeit 

their apparent aggressive (weedy?) spread 

potential, I know which I would prefer to 

work with: 1) a patch of trefoil, vetch, and 

sweet clover or 2) thistles, hawkweed, and 

daisies.” 
by John Stevenson, Regional Agrologist 

 

The verdict is out.  In this issue of Just 

Farmers we have used words like “invasive” 

rather loosely.  Most lists give more precise 

definitions, distinguishing “noxious” by 

categories, for example.  This Ontario list 

(below) says this.  (The list is not about 
roadsides, but mainly about competition 
with native plants.)  If there is any doubt 
remaining, let it be known that one’s 
perspective, occupation, view of nature, 
etc., all affect our ways of thinking about 
and/or treating non-native plants.  

 Alfalfa is on the Category 4 list:  Species 
that do not pose an immediate threat to 
natural areas but do compete with more 
desirable native species.   

 Sweet clover, bird’s-foot trefoil and 

common vetch make Category 3:  

Species that are moderately invasive but 

can become locally dominant given 

certain conditions.    

 Orchard grass, tall fescue, bluegrass, 

reed canary, and other grasses make 

some lists, too.   

 

 

The Last Word(s):  Wisdom 

from Will Rogers 
 Never kick a cow chip on a hot day. 
 Always drink upstream from the herd. 
 If you're riding' ahead of the herd, take a 

look back every now and then to make sure 

it's still there. 
 After eating an entire 

bull, a mountain lion 

felt so good he started 

roaring. He kept it up 

until a hunter came 

along and shot him. 

The moral: 

When you're full of bull, keep your mouth 

shut.  
 Never slap a man who's chewing tobacco. 

William Penn Adair "Will" Rogers was an American 
cowboy, vaudeville performer, humorist, newspaper 
columnist, social commentator, and stage and 
motion picture actor. 


