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VETIVER

By Suzie Cook, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

There’s a tall, handsome, hard-working stranger that gardeners in the Coastal Bend ought to meet. That stranger to South Texans is vetiver (Chrysopogon zizanioides), a tropical grass native to India that has been used successfully in the Gulf South since before the Civil War.

Vetiver is a clumping grass, with slender, arching, evergreen blades that take two or three years to reach a maximum height of 8'. That’s the tall and handsome part. 

The hard-working part derives from vetiver’s fine roots, which grow 13' straight down into the ground in as little as a year. The quality of the ground is unimportant. Vetiver grows in sand and clay and can tolerate acid soil (pH 3.0), alkaline soil (pH 11), and everything between. Once established, it will survive long periods of drought and can live for months under fresh or salt water. Vetiver is at home in the tropics, but it can survive temperatures as low as 14° F.    

Vetiver tolerates high heat and salt. Strong wind will bend the tips of the leaves, but the plant stays in place and keeps its attractive shape. Vetiver hedges make fine windbreaks to protect more tender plants.  

Vetiver hedges are used in the developing world as low-cost barriers to flood water. The plant’s stiff leaves slow the flow of water and trap sediment. Vetiver planted next to concrete stops the undermining of soil. Vetiver planted on the land side of a levee strengthens the soil and prevents erosion when the levee is overwhelmed by floodwater. Contour vetiver hedges stop runoff on agricultural land, keeping valuable soil where it is needed to grow crops.

Vetiver has been shown to act as a pollution filter, trapping excess nitrogen and phosphorus. It is so tolerant of heavy metals and other pollutants that it is used to rehabilitate contaminated industrial sites. The vetiver grows where nothing else will, but will make way for other plants, because it does not run or set seed and will die out in shade.    

Vetiver is also an herb. Vetiver roots are used in high-end perfumes and as insect repellant. Research at LSU indicates that vetiver is both toxic and repellant to termites. 

Perhaps this tall, handsome stranger sounds too good to be true, and vetiver does have some wild relatives. There is a seedy, short-rooted vetiver that grows in India. Johnson grass, a formidable weed, is in the same family, but so is sorghum.  

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is not yet convinced that vetiver should be planted widely on the New Orleans levees, for fear pieces of the grass will break off during catastrophic events and then plant themselves where they’re not wanted. However, the historical record suggests otherwise. Vetiver has grown in Louisiana for more than 150 years and has shown no signs of spreading. Like other plants domesticated by gardeners, hedge vetiver is sterile and must be propagated by division.

Sand, clay, high heat, salt, wind, floods, and pollution are not unknown to gardeners in the Coastal Bend. It might be time to get acquainted with vetiver and see what it can do for us. To learn more, visit www.vetiver.org. 
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