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Japanese stiltgrass
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Combating invasive species on 
public lands with gloves and goats.

GOING 
NATIVE
WRITTEN BY WENDY HOLDREN
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N
orth Bend State Park is under 
foreign invasion. But you won’t see 
any enemy submarines in North 
Bend Lake or tanks rolling down 
the North Bend Rail Trail.

This is a much more cunning 
operation. The park is being 

overtaken by plants from other parts of the world, and 
they’re edging out native species. “You may look into 
the forest, see a bunch of green, nothing dead, and 
think, ‘It must be in good shape,’” says North Bend’s 
park activities coordinator, Ken Zebo. “But you need to 
have a good functioning ecosystem, healthy enough to 
sustain the wildlife population with a variety of plants.” 

One of the invaders is a short- to medium-height 
thorny red shrub called barberry. The plant produces 
small dark red berries in the fall. Birds eat those 
berries, which helps to spread the plant to other areas. 
“Barberry will spread like wildfire,” says Andrea “Andy” 
Dalton, a Master Naturalist who volunteers at the park. 

The park has also been afflicted with garlic mustard, 
an annual plant featuring a small white flower. “It’s not 
an ugly plant,” Dalton says with a laugh. “It’s kind of 
pretty, but it’s terribly invasive.” The plant disperses a 
chemical that discourages other vegetative growth. The 
West Virginia white butterfly also commonly mistakes 
garlic mustard for toothwart, a native plant. The smell 
of the garlic mustard entices butterflies to lay their eggs, 
but caterpillars cannot survive on the plant. 

Other invasive species found at North Bend, and 
across West Virginia, include tree-of-heaven, a rapidly 
growing deciduous tree native to China; multiflora rose, 
a shrub native to eastern Asia originally implemented for 
erosion control and as an ornamental fence; and Japanese 
stiltgrass, a plant that looks like regular grass but grows 
so densely it prevents other vegetation from thriving.

“The invasive plants stop the native plants from being 
able to get a good hold,” Dalton says. “That’s one of the 
things you learn in the Master Naturalist Program. One 
thing affects another thing, which affect another thing. 
Everything is connected.” 

Some of the invasive seeds arrived accidentally, but 
some ended up here intentionally, often for landscaping 
or decoration. No matter how the plants arrived, they 
tend to spread rapidly. Plants in their native areas have 
natural controls, like native wildlife that eat them. Non-
native species don’t have such controls, leaving them to 
spread far and wide. 

North Bend State Park has proved the perfect 
breeding ground for these invaders. While many state 
parks were established in the 1930s, North Bend 
is relatively new, established in 1951. The land was 
previously used for farming and oil and gas extraction, 
and railroads ran through the property. “There were a lot 
of alterations to the landscape, and that really lends itself 
to an induction of invasive species,” Zebo says.

There was only one way to fight back against the 
invading force. It was time to call in reinforcements.

 CLOCKWISE FROM 
TOP LEFT  Multiflora 
rose, garlic mustard, 
Japanese knotwood, 
and barberry. R
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That’s how Dalton got connected with Zebo and 
North Bend. “In the summer of 2015, Andy and I had 
a conversation, and she was struck by what was going 
on with invasive species,” Zebo says. “We started to get 
the wheels in motion to get some efforts through the 
West Virginia Master Naturalists Program to do some 
volunteer work.”

In early April 2019, a group of 20 Master 
Naturalists descended on North Bend State Park 
for three days of labor intensive hand-weeding to 
remove barberry and garlic mustard, the park’s two 
most pervasive invaders. The counteroffensive focused 
on the park’s old-growth forest, a 25-acre section 
designated in March 2018 as part of the national 
Old-Growth Forest Network. “We targeted this area 
because it’s sensitive,” says Zebo. “The trees are very 
old. It’s an undisturbed area of the park.” 

Armed with gloves and heavy-duty wrenches, 
the naturalists pulled the barberry up by its roots 
and yanked garlic mustard from the ground before it 
could go to seed. Dalton says with continual weeding, 
garlic mustard can be kept away.

The team returned in June to attack the Japanese 
stiltgrass, uprooting the plant before it goes to seed in 
the fall. 

Digging In
Back in 1976, Dalton and her newlywed husband Bruce 
decided to honeymoon at Blackwater Falls State Park. “We 
got married at Christmastime, and we love snow,” she says. 
“I grew up in the D.C. suburbs, and my friends suggested 
we try the West Virginia state parks. They recommended 
Blackwater for snow—it snowed 12 out of the 14 days we 
were there. It was glorious.”

After that, the couple would leave their Atlanta, 
Georgia, home every few years to vacation in the Mountain 
State. When they retired, they made it their permanent 
home. “This state is just so special,” Dalton says. “A lot of 
people don’t know how special it is. You almost have to live 
somewhere else to appreciate it.”

She and Bruce appreciate the state’s natural beauty 
so much they have both become West Virginia Master 
Naturalists. The program, run by the West Virginia Division 
of Natural Resources, teaches students the fundamentals of 
natural history, nature interpretation and teaching, and the 
importance of responsible environmental stewardship. 

Dalton serves as the state chairperson for the Master 
Naturalist Program, which has eight active chapters across the 
state. While each chapter works with its nearest state park, 
the chapters also band together on occasion to volunteer at 
other parks. 

The Master 
Naturalists who 
volunteeerd to pull 
up invasive species 
at North Bend 
State Park in April 
2019.
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Weapons of Grass Destruction
North Bend is hardly the only public land plagued by invasive 
plants. The New River Gorge National River has its own 
problems with multiflora rose, Japanese knotweed, and kudzu. 
The multiflora rose is a thorny shrub that produces pretty little 
white and pink flowers but quickly grows into impenetrable 
thickets that crowd out native species. Japanese knotweed is a 
plant with dense, hollow, bamboo-like stems, along with heart-
shaped leaves and a zig-zag patterned stem. It, too, inhibits 
native plant growth. 

Most insidious of all is the vining kudzu plant, which was 
brought into the area years ago to help stabilize roadsides 
after mountains had been cut through. The plant isn’t just 
detrimental to the local flora; it’s also dangerous for the New 
River Gorge’s historic structures. In the former railroad 
town of Thurmond, kudzu is creating a heavier fuel load and 
increasing the risk of fire danger. 

In the past, resource management staff at the New River 
Gorge National River had tried chemical treatment and 
mechanical removal, all with little success. So the U.S. 
National Park Service decided to fight the invasive species with 
another kind of invader—goats on loan from Green Goats, a 
Rhinebeck, New York-based company.

Two dozen goats—retired dairy and 4-H goats from Green 
Goats who have previously worked at the Gateway National 
Recreation Area in New York, where they were used to remove 
plants that were damaging a Civil War gun battery—came to 
Thurmond in September 2018 and stayed for about a month, 
munching on kudzu and other invasive plants.

When goats eat foliage, it causes the plant to use up stored 
energy in its roots for new growth. But the goats continue to eat 
the plant, stressing and weakening it until it cannot survive. The 
furry creatures also eat the flowers on the plants, ensuring they do 
not go to seed, further preventing the spread of the invasive species. 

The goats returned in June 2019 for about three months. 
They’ll return for a final feast in 2020. 

During the three-year program, the U.S. National Park 
Service will conduct research on the areas pre- and post-grazing 
to determine the success of the goats’ work. Grazed areas will 
be seeded with grass and wildflowers at the end of the project to 
promote the growth of native species. 

An Ongoing Battle
Whether using gloves or goats, the battle against invasive 
species will not be won easily. That’s why Dalton, in addition 
to volunteering at North Bend, also wants to get more people 
involved in the fight. 

A retired teacher, she says her love of nature and her love of 
learning have made for a beautiful marriage in her work with 
the Master Naturalist Program. It’s like the old proverb about 
giving a man a fish versus teaching a man to fish, she says. 

“We like to share what we have learned with others. We 
can help other people understand just how special the area is 
and what we can do to keep it special,” she says. 

Dalton believes volunteers can make a difference in helping 
native species and wildlife. “I’ve always loved nature,” she says. 
“We have many people across the state who have the same love, 
who want to see our natural places stay natural.” w

 TOP  Master Naturalists uproot barberry at North Bend State Park. 

 BELOW  Retired dairy and 4-H goats munch on invasive species in Thurmond.
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