Lousy Lilies 
by

Eyes Right

Springfield, VA – For the past two days I have been at war.  In spite of a continuous assault, using the best weapons available, I am not confident that I am winning. My enemy, an ever-expanding, sneaky, mean-spirited aggressor is ….lilies!

For years, I had called these plants “tiger lilies.”  Wrong!  Real tiger lilies (Lilium Tigrinum) behave properly and know their place in the garden.  They have bulbs and seeds which form on the leaves and fall to the ground.  They are models of decorum in the garden and produce impressive colorful flowers.  Unfortunately this is not what I have.  Mine are the evil twin, an invasive species which I are sometimes called “ditch lilies” (Hemerocallis Fulva) because they are often found growing in the wild in large clumps near ditches alongside roads.  [They prefer moist soil.]  They do not have bulbs, but propagate via underground tubers and roots.  Therein lies the problem.
For years, I have had a patch of these ditch [one is very tempted to change the “d” to a “b”] lilies near a small gold fish pond behind our home.  They bloom in early July and produce a gaggle of colorful, not unpleasant, orange blossoms.  Once the blooms fall off (typically in about a week or so), the stems turn brown and the plants wither.  New growth begins in a few weeks.  The plant spreads like an out-of-control ant colony.  New shoots poke through the ground within a foot of the previous boundaries, and soon every other piece of vegetation is crowded out.  I have see no plant which can withstand the onslaught of this lily.  It has no natural enemies - even hungry deer will not touch them- and seems to need absolutely no attention.  Although this lily is said (as stated above) to prefer moist soil, it seems to do just fine anywhere it lands.  I am certain that it would thrive in the Mojave Desert.
Wanting to create some new space on our property (which is small) to plant additional garden vegetables, I decided to dig out the lilies after their blooms this year.  I carted off all the upper growth (three large trash cans) and began to dig to eliminate all the roots.  The root system consists of a large quantity of small tubers.  American Indians are said to have baked these tubers like potatoes, but I have not had the urge to try them.  The tubers also allegedly have certain medicinal value such as relieving congestion and reducing nausea and vomiting during pregnancy.  In view of the fact that I am an uncongested male, the medicinal traits were, even if true, rather worthless for me.

These tubers grow in dense clumps under the green growth and are connected by thin fragile white roots which break off into pieces if you look at them hard.  This is a crucial aspect of the war, because even one small piece of a root left in the ground will easily propagate into countless new lily plants. And the tubers themselves are difficult to see in the dirt; they also have the ability to establish a new colony if left in the ground.  So I was reduced to digging in hard ground, then getting down on my hands and knees to shake off the dirt from each clump of lily roots before tossing every tiny tuber and root piece into the trash for removal to the local incinerator.  If you throw these babies into the woods, you will have on your conscience forever the knowledge that you have just started a biological process which may result in the end of that forest.
So I dug and crawled and dug and crawled for nearly four hours in the 90 degree sun battling the lilies and their tubers and their roots.  I plan to plant green beans there tomorrow.  I cannot wait to see what comes up first:  the beans or the lilies.  Smart money will probably be on the lilies.  
I thought you might like to know.
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