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It is the best of weeds and it is the worst of weeds.  Once upon a time fathen (Chenopodium album) was one of the main food sources in Europe providing a sustaining fatty seed yield and nutritious fresh leaves.  In many cases it was purposefully cultivated going right back into prehistory.  More recently it is one of the biggest problem weeds especially in arable land.  It is a hardy plant well suited to the dry conditions of Canterbury and able to “suck” moisture out of the soil when other plants have given up.

Fathen pretty much disappeared off the European menu once market gardening came about and subsistence was no longer the main way of living.  The stems were also of no use in the way that cereal straw was.  And the leafy fathen simply did not last the distance to the market and the time taken before being sold.  So the vegetable became a weed.

Fathen Control

Fathen is usually pretty easily controlled by herbicide although in some of the maize growing parts of New Zealand there is a type with a built up atrazine resistance.  This article looks at non-chemical means of control.  The weed is relatively easy to control with cultivation but the main trick is to get it early enough preferably hoeing (mechanical or hand hoeing) it when there are three or four true leaves on the seedlings.  Adult plants are more difficult to hoe through and flowering and seed set can be accomplished by surprisingly small plants.  If let to get away, fathen can easily overtop crops, even reaching two metres in height.

A single fathen plant will yield thousands of viable seed.  This is great if you’re harvesting it as was done in old Europe but it can be very problematic for a subsequent crop.  Therefore try to avoid such massive seed set but if that fails, it may be time to plough that area and plant a subsequent crop the next year that is competitive to weeds and allows cultivation (potato would be one of the best).

For most plants going into an area at risk of high fathen and other annual weed problems, it is wise to employ a stale seedbed.  This involves cultivating an area in late spring to form a seedbed.  Allow a flush of weed seedlings to emerge and then cultivate with an undercutter bar or very shallow rotary hoe or wheelhoe when the seedlings are still small (around 3 to 4 true leaves).  If conditions are dry, it may be necessary to irrigate to stimulate a weed flush.  By shallow or minimal tillage, we are avoiding stimulating weed seeds deeper in the soil profile.  In some cases, a second of third control of weed flushes is warranted before direct seeding or transplanting the crop into the now low weed potential soil.

Fathen mostly germinates in spring to early summer, once through this period, the risk is reduced significantly but there the crop should still be watched.  Again it is important to control this weed early rather than letting it seed.

A phase of pasture can be used to reduce fathen pressure in problem areas but it needs to be for at least three years as the seed is relatively long lived for an annual weed.  Pasture needs to grow well to outcompete the fathen, which can be mown down while the pasture is first establishing.  Fathen is palatable to stock but may be too lush at times and sheep will sometimes not do well on it if it is present to excess.

Fathen Relatives

There are many crop species within the same family as fathen including silver beet, beetroot and more closely related spinach.  These vegetables are more suitable for the market gardening system as they have longer storage characteristics compared to fathen.  There is increasing worldwide interest in some of fathen's closest relatives especially in quinoa (Chenopodium quinoa).  This crop has been cultivated and its grain harvest for centuries in South America.  Its amino acid profile complements that of more conventional grains making bread for instance of an overall improved protein quality for human consumption.  Another relative, Amaranthus, has several species that are edib1e for their leaves and grain as well as being quite visually striking.

An advantage that quinoa has that should be of interest to many is that it is relatively safe from birds eating the grain due to the levels of saponin on the grain surface.  The saponin is removed by soaking overnight as part of the processing of the grain.  For self-sufficiency type situations, another advantage of quinoa, amaranthus and even fathen is that there is no requirement for threshing.

