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Watch out for winter annuals!!!!!! 
Over the past few weeks we have experienced some serious ups and downs in temperature here in Hancock 
County, which is great if you are cheap like me and tend to try to save money by turning down the 
thermostat in your house. The bad thing about these unusual highs has been the immense amount of growth 
the winter annuals in this county have been experiencing. When I am talking about winter annuals generally 
I mean anything from shepherd’s-purse to field pennycress, chickweed to henbit, and anywhere in between, 
but mainly what I want to focus on is the big bad weed among the winter annuals, Marestail.  
 

 
 

Identifying marestail in field is easy if you know what to look for. In the fall, marestail will appear as a flat, 
hairy weed with leaves alternating from a single stem. Sharp notches near the end of each leaf distinguish 
marestail from sheperd’s-purse and field pennycress which look similar when small. Like all of the other 
winter annuals, marestail tends to germinate mainly in the fall with a small portion emerging in the spring. 
What makes marestail a problem weed in agriculture is its ability to outcompete crops, even during the 
growing season. In the past, the solution would have been to use RoundUp as a burndown chemical to deal 
with marestail. Over time marestail developed resistance to RoundUp and is now one of our biggest 
problem weeds we deal with. If left untreated, Marestail can grow up to 6 feet in height and release up to 
200,000 wind born seeds that can travel miles if given the right wind current.  
 

 
 
 



Control Tactics 
There are several ways to go about controlling marestail as well as other winter annuals with none of them 
being the absolute best way to do it but for the sake of simplicity I have divided it up into 3 categories: 
Mechanical, Biological, and Chemical. 
 

Mechanical: Long before we had herbicides to do our weeding for us we had tillage to do the job. Whether 
it was the moldboard plow or disk, we relied on them all to kill weeds and prepare a seedbed. 
Unfortunately, all that tillage led to us donating a little bit of our soils each year to the Mississippi river and 
to the wind in the Dustbowl. Now our focus has been on less tillage disturbance and less passes which has 
given winter annuals the opportunity they need to grow in the off-season. Now I think it is time to address 
the question is possible to use my turbo tiller (or any vertical tiller) to kill my marestail? The answer is no! 
Tilling lightly in the upper 2-3 inches will not only limit your weed control but it will anger the survivors 
and make them nearly impossible to kill (see weed below!). I don’t care what your implement dealer has 
told you, if it is vertical tillage its only purpose is seedbed preparation and anything else is just marketing 
propaganda. This is why the only preferred tillage tactic for winter annuals is deep tillage that inverts the 
soil and buy’s the weeds deep. 
 

 
 
Biological: Here is where I do my plug for cover crops and why I love them. Not only does a cover crop 
benefit your fields and the environment by catching excess nutrients and preventing erosion but because of 
their rapid growth they tend to choke out any would-be winter annuals. Cereal rye is the king among cover 
crops and in studies has led to a 78% reduction in weed stands the next spring. Both oats and cereal rye 
give off natural herbicides that are effective at killing smaller seeded weeds. In these two cases killing the 
cover crop is simple: oats don’t overwinter and cereal rye only requires a low rate of RoundUP to kill. 
 

Chemical: Before I start talking about what herbicides to use I think it should be noted that my main focus 
will be on soybeans because with corn we have several options (e.g.  atrazine, Status, and Liberty) In 
soybeans, your best bet is killing marestail with a proper burndown treatment and keeping it at bay with 
your in-season residual herbicides. One such tactic is to add on 2,4-D with your glyphosate and residual 
herbicide. With this method, you have to wait one week to plant as it is an absolute necessity to wait for the 
herbicide to do its job and to keep your crops safe from herbicide damage. Another option would be to use 
any product such as Zidua PRO or Verdict with Sharpen herbicide in it which allows for a good burndown 
that will ensure you start your season off with clean fields. Finally, you can look to old chemicals such as 
paraquat and metribuzin tank-mixed together to provide winter annual control. The one thing that must be 
taken in consideration for all of these burndown programs is the need to give the herbicide the time it needs 



to do its job before any tillage operation is performed. Even 24 hours’ time can mean a difference between 
good weed control and bad weed control. Second pass control of marestail in Hancock County is a situation 
you do not want to be put in, but for those who have Liberty Link soybeans and RounUp Ready 2 Xtend 
soybeans, you are in luck because both products can handle reasonably sized marestail. If you do not fall 
into those categories, dicamba should do the trick. If your location prevents you from being able to spray 
dicamba, then you will have to try your luck at spraying RoundUp and First Rate or Pursuit but I wouldn’t 
hold out hope that any of those options will give any real control.  
 

If I haven’t bored you by this point it means you made it to the end! If nothing else I would just like you to 
know that marestail can be a difficult weed to control, but if we have some patients and make sure to do 
things right, we will emerge successful at the end of the day. Like always, my job is to give you the best 
advice possible, what you do with it is up to you. 


