
SYNONYMS
Polygonum perfoliatum L., devil’s tearthumb, Asiatic 
tearthumb, giant climbing tearthumb

CLASSIFICATION

HISTORY AND DISTRIBUTION
Mile-a-minute weed is native to Asia. It was introduced to 
North America in the 1930s, likely as seed unintentionally 
mixed in with holly seeds. It subsequently spread throughout 
northeastern North America and has more recently been 
documented in Kentucky, Indiana, Michigan, and Iowa. 
It was reported at a single site in Oregon in 2010, but no 
subsequent spread has been confirmed in the western USA.

Figure 1. Mile-a-minute weed reported distribution in North America (Credit: EDDMapS, www.
eddmaps.org and iNaturalist.org; both accessed 11 October 2022)

IMPACT
Mile-a-minute weed competes with other plants for limited 
resources, displacing more desirable species. It forms large 
mats (Fig. 2a) that smother, shade out, and can even break  
shrubs and small trees in native and commercial forests (Fig. 
2b). It is a nuisance in landscaping, nurseries, orchards, and 
transportation rights-of-way. The recurved spines covering 
the vines hinder movement of wildlife and recreationalists. 
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Figure 3. Mile-a-minute weed vines (Nick 
Hamblet, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0)
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Figure 2. Mile-a-minute weed forms large mats (a) that overtop and smother more desirable 
vegetation (b) (a: Sandy Wolkenberg, iNaturalist.org CC BY 4.0; b: Sdifalco, iNaturalist.org CC BY 4.0)

IDENTIFICATION
at a glance
Mile-a-minute weed (Fig. 
3) is a climbing, branching 
annual vine that grows up 
to 20 ft (6 m) long from 
a shallow root system. 
Stems, leaf petioles, and 
the undersides of leaf veins 
are covered in recurved 
spines. Leaves are alternate, 
triangular, and up to 3 in 
(7½ cm) long. Saucer-shaped 
ocrea surround the stem at 
each leaf node. Flowers are 
green and inconspicuous. 
Fruits are berry-like, blue at 
maturity, and each produces 
one hard, shiny black seed.

http://www.eddmaps.org
http://www.eddmaps.org
http://iNaturalist.org
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Figure 4. Mile-a-minute weed grows from a shallow, fibrous root system (a). Stems are green at first (b) but turn red with age (c). Stems, petioles, and the undersides of major leaf veins are covered in 
recurved spines (d). Leaves are triangular (e) and have a saucer-shaped ocrea (f) surrounding the stem at each leaf node. Flowers are green and inconspicuous (g). Fruits are berry-like and purple-blue 
at maturity (h), each producing one hard, shiny black seed (i). (a,b,d,e,i: Leslie J. Mehrhoff, University of Connecticut, Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US; c: Linkmdavis, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0; f: Bruce 
Ackley, The Ohio State University Bugwood.org CC BY-3.0 US; g: Dalgial, Wikipedia.org CC BY-SA 3.0; h: Mcnod, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0)

roots
Mile-a-minute weed develops from a shallow and fibrous 
root system (Fig. 4a). 

steMs and leaves
Vines may grow up to 20 ft (6 m) long in their single 
growing season. Stems are branching and are green initially 
(Fig. 4b) but turn red with age (Fig. 4c). Stems, petioles, 
and the undersides of major leaf veins all have sharp, hook-
like barbs that are distinctively curved backwards (Fig. 4b–
d). Leaves are alternate, triangular, and 1–3 in (2½–7½ cm) 
long and wide (Fig. 4e). An ocrea (saucer-shaped sheath) 
up to ¾ in (2 cm) across surrounds the stem at each leaf 
node (Fig. 4f).

Flowers
Flowers are tiny, greenish-white, and inconspicuous (Fig. 
4g). They appear in clusters of 10–15 at vine tips or in the 
axils of upper leaves.

Fruits and seeds
Fruits are berry-like and green at first but turn to purple and 
then blue at maturity (Fig. 4h). Each fruit contains a single 
shiny black seed (achene) (Fig. 4i).

ECOLOGY
Mile-a-minute weed spreads by seed only. In North America, 
most seeds germinate in early spring and develop shallow, 
fibrous roots systems. Plants grow rapidly, and vines can reach 
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20 ft (6 m) long by the end of the growing season. Flowering 
occurs throughout summer. Flowers are self-fertile and 
produce fruit throughout summer and fall. Immature green 
fruits can still produce viable seeds, and seeds may remain 
viable for up to six years. Seeds are readily transported by 
water, humans, birds, deer, and other animals. Plants die 
back with autumn frosts. 

HABITAT
Mile-a-minute weed prefers low, moist ground and full sun, 
but it can also tolerate partial shade as well as drier or wetter 
soils. In North America it is restricted to regions with cold 
winter temperatures and can be found in floodplains, parks, 
conservation areas, orchards and along creeks, forest edges, 
and transportation rights-of-way. 

SIMILAR SPECIES
There are several similar vines within the family (Polygonaceae) 
that are established in North America and resemble mile-

a-minute weed with green to reddish stems, triangular 
and alternate leaves, ocrea around stem nodes, and small, 
inconspicuous flowers. Among these, the native arrow-leaved 
tearthumb (Persicaria sagittata) and halberd-leaf tearthumb 
(P. arifolia) also have similar recurved spines along stems and 
leaf petioles. They both differ from mile-a-minute weed in 
that they grow much shorter, they have lobed leaf bases, and 
their ocrea are small and papery. The native climbing false 
buckwheat (Fallopia scandens) is a perennial, it has no recurved 
spines, and it has more heart-shaped leaves, a papery ocrea, 
and 3-winged fruit. The exotic wild buckwheat (F. convolvulus) 
has no recurved spines, and it has arrowhead-shaped leaves, a 
papery ocrea, and 3-sided fruit. Species most closely resembling 
mile-a-minute weed are listed in Table 1, along with key 
characteristics that can be used for differentiation.

NOTES
Mile-a-minute weed is used in traditional Chinese medicine 
for its supposedly diuretic and anti-inflammatory properties.

SPECIES SIMILARITIES DIFFERENCES PLANT LEAVES FLOWER
Arrow-leaved 
tearthumb

Persicaria sagittata
Polygonaceae

Annual vine; stems green 
to red; stems, leaf stalks, 
petioles all with recurved 
spines; leaves alternate, 
triangular, similar length; 
flowers small, inconspicuous

Native; vines only to 6½ ft 
(2 m) long; recurved spines 
smaller; leaves narrower, 
≤1 in (2½ cm) wide, deeply 
lobed at base; ocrea small, 
papery; flowers white to 
pinkish

Halberd-leaf 
tearthumb

Persicaria arifolia 
Polygonaceae

Annual vine; stems green 
to red; stems, leaf stalks, 
petioles all with recurved 
spines; leaves alternate, 
somewhat triangular; 
flowers small, inconspicuous

Native; vines only to 6 ft 
(1.8 m) long; recurved 
spines smaller; leaves 
arrowhead-shaped, may be 
larger; ocrea small, papery; 
flowers white to pinkish

Climbing false 
buckwheat

Fallopia scandens 
Polygonaceae

Vine; stems green to red; 
leaves alternate, somewhat 
triangular; flowers small, 
inconspicuous, greenish

Native; perennial; vines 
only to 5 ft (1½ m) long; no 
recurved spines on stems; 
leaves heart-shaped, may 
be longer; ocrea small, 
papery; flowers winged; 
fruit 3-winged

Wild buckwheat

Fallopia convolvulus
Polygonaceae

Annual vine; introduced; 
vines to 20 ft (6 m) long; 
stems green to red; leaves 
alternate, somewhat 
triangular; flowers small, 
greenish, inconspicuous 

No recurved spines on 
stems, petioles, leaf 
vein undersides; leaves 
arrowhead-shaped, often 
smaller; ocrea small, 
papery; fruit 3-sided

Table 1. Key traits for differentiating mile-a-minute weed from similar species established in North America.

Photo credits: arrow-leaved tearthumb plant (Jesse Rorabaugh, iNaturalist.org CC0), arrow-leaved tearthumb leaf and flowers (Keesling3, iNaturalist.org, CC BY-NC 4.0); halberd-leaf tearthumb 
plant (Pat Deacon, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0), halberd-leaf tearthumb leaf (Sara Rall, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0), halberd-leaf tearthumb flowers (Chris Buelow, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0); 
climbing false buckwheat plant (Tom Norton, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0), climbing false buckwheat leaf (Laura Rainbow Dragon, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0), climbing false buckwheat flowers 
(Doug Sponsler, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0); wild buckwheat plant (Nikolay Panasenko, iNaturalist.org CC BY-NC 4.0), wild buckwheat leaves (Travis McMahon, MIA Consulting), wild buckwheat 
flowers (Andreas Rockstein, iNaturalist.org, CC BY-NC 4.0)
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NAISMA is a network of professionals challenged by invasive 
species: land managers, water resource managers, state, 
regional, and federal agency directors and staff, researchers, 
and nonprofit organizations. NAISMA’s members are a 
diverse group of individuals and organizations who are 
involved in implementing invasive species management 
programs at all scales. Our mission is to support, promote, 
and empower invasive species prevention and management 
in North America. Our vision is to have North America’s 
lands and waters protected from invasive species. NAISMA’s 
programs aim to provide the support, training, and standards 
needed by the professional invasive species management 
community.
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