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Weeds of Interest: Long Island’s Weedy Nightshades
Andrew Senesac, Weed Science, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Suffolk County

The Solanaceae plant family (Nightshade) contributes greatly 
to the worlds’ food supply. Species in this family include po-
tato, tomato, pepper and eggplant. However, there are just as 
many, if not more species that are considered weedy on Long 
Island and other parts of the northeastern U.S. These include:

• Apple-of-Peru (Nicandra physalodes) 

• Bittersweet nightshade (Solanum dulcamara)

• Eastern black nightshade (Solanum ptycanthum)

• Groundcherry (Physalis spp.)

• Hairy or hoe nightshade (Solanum physalifolium)

• Horsenettle (Solanum carolinense)

• Jimsonweed (Datura stramonium)

Even though the nightshade family contains several species 
with important food value, many of the weedy and wild spe-
cies have some degree of toxicity. Jimsonweed, a common 
summer annual produces seeds which are a source of atro-
pine, a potent alkaloid toxin. 

Apple-of-Peru is an erect annual that occasionally infests row 
crops. The blue and white flower is large, and the fruit is sur-
rounded by a decorative dry husk. Although Apple-of-Peru is 
known to have been on Long Island for several decades, it has 
not become an important row crop weed. But it certainly has 
the capacity to do so. The dime-sized fruits are loaded with 
seeds that can be consumed and moved to other locations by 
birds and other wildlife. This is a weed currently appearing in 
low numbers but is one that is well worth scouting for in the 
late season. It is weakly rooted and field removal is easy to 
prevent seed spread.

Eastern black and hairy (hoe) nightshades are the most com-
mon nightshade species found in Long Island’s vegetable 
fields. The plants are usually low growing and non-descript at 
early stages. This stealthy growth habit allows them to escape 
attention until the green berries start to form and ripen in mid-
summer. When ripe, the berries turn black and become soft 
and juicy. Interestingly, the green fruit is toxic, but the ripe 
fruit is less so - possibly allowing for greater seed dispersal 
by wildlife. The dark juice from the ripe berry can easily stain 
and contaminate pea and beans as they are being harvested. 
Any mechanical harvest operation can be slowed by the sticky 
berry juice which glues the seeds to soil particles and can plug 
screens and other harvest equipment. Also, the extra moisture 
from the berries can increase postharvest disease problems.

Bittersweet nightshade is a viny semi-woody perennial that 
can be one of the most commonly encountered nightshades 

Eastern black nightshade

Carolina horsenette -large spines under leaves



Serving Suffolk County Agricultural and Horticultural Industries October 2018   9

in perennial crops such as raspberries 
and grapes as well as field grown nurs-
ery stock and established landscapes. 
In the landscape, it can be well hid-
den within a hedge in the spring, but 
when the fruits ripen and turn from 
green to yellow to red, they are of-
ten so intertwined with the host plant 
that it is nearly impossible to control. 
However, even though the vines may 
be spread out within the landscape, it 
is often the case that there are only a 
few stout stems arising from the soil . 
These vines can be more easily seen in 
the dormant season and can be cut at 
the soil line. The fresh cut stump can 
be treated with a systemic herbicide to 
prevent regrowth.

Horsenettle is a creeping perennial 
with stout yellow spines on its stems 
and along the midrib under each leaf . 
The plants are fairly low growing, and 
in the summer, numerous white and 
yellow flowers give rise to yellow ber-
ries in the fall . These berries are highly 
toxic to livestock. Their bright color 
and conspicuous appearance after the 
leaves fall may attract grazing animals. 
In general, the spiny stems will inhibit 
grazing unless other forage sources 
are scarce. This weed is also a  prob-
lem in established strawberry beds 
and landscape beds. Once a single 
plant gets established, it will produce 
lateral roots which start to grow away 
from the plant. Adventitious buds will 
arise from the creeping roots and start 
to produce new daughter plants many 
feet away. This can be a real problem in 
areas that are mulched with landscape 
fabric or plastic mulch. The shoots can 
grow under the mulch until they find 
the holes for the crop or ornamental 
plant and then compete and interfere 
with the desirable plants.

Managing weedy nightshades is almost 
always difficult. They are closely related 

to many solanaceous crop plants and are likely to be resistant to herbi-
cides which can be used selectively on those crops. Because they are 
prolific seed producers over a long period of the summer, it is an ongoing 
process to prevent new infestations. Each growing situation presents a 
different challenge, but in all cases, either preventing or destroying fruit 
before ripening will help alleviate next year’s’ weed crop’. ●

Apple-of -Peru- large blue flowers and yellow fruit
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