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ROLERFATUTORMWIZEZ X,

When we value a plant, | *weed. A weed is not a

)
wild flower or a herb. It should not be precious or sought after. It is said that

what marks out a weed is our attitude to it. If a weed is called harmful or
non-native, then it is being taken seriously. Weeds are often said to be
“common,” a term bearing all the dislike of that description applied to our own
kind, suggesting rude breeding and behavior.

If you are a farmer or simply a domestic gardener, you must fight against
weeds. Weeds are the enemy and must be rooted out. Yet by their tough
nature they appear to fight back, to be a weed is to have the ability
to resist our attempts to destroy them. Plants struggle with each other to
survive, though they are anchored to the ground and their roots are unseen.
Perhaps because they seem less like us than members of the animal world,
their battles appear to be slow. We put too-successful plants into the category
of weed. Darwin wrote, “It is difficult to believe in the terrible but quiet war
of organic beings going on in the peaceful woods and smiling fields.”

Yet these images suggest that Wee(Ci% return our hatred, whereas all they
do is succeed, quite unaware of hopes and needs. We may carelessly offer
them shelter and new opportunities, and our *weeding may even allow them
to cover more ground more easily. We tear them out, slice throug%) and dig up
deeper root systems, deny them light or even *drench their leaves with
chemicals. In response, despite our best efforts to remove all of an offending
plant, tiny sections of root can easily become multiple new plants; seeds are
carried to new sites they can be pr%sperous again; *herbicides may
not reach down deep enough to kill and may in fact strengthen a plant in the
long term, toughening it up for future conflict. Weeds, it might be said, are the
success stories of the plant world, humans the success story of the animal
kingdom, and we are set against each other. Who will be victorious?
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Weeds, then, can be a concept for what we find threatening in the plant
world, rather than a specific *botanical species. The carrot, for example, was
once a wheatfield weed. The term “weed” is used to describe our shifting
attitudes. *Kentucky bluegrass is welcome pasture, but in *Rocky Mountain
National Park in *Colorado it has become a threat to native plant species, its
*rhizomes forming a thick mat of almost *impenetrable growth. *Elm trees,
now highly valued because they are rare, were once common enough in

Britain to become known as the Weed of *Worcester.
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In the bars and cafés around Cottonwood Falls, *Kansas, regulars tell the
story of a *settler family that arrived in *Chase County about 1860, their
wagon loaded with the household goods and farm tools required to start a new
life on the *prairie. They encountered a member of the *Kansa tribe, according
to the story, and asked where they might find a good place to farm. He gave
them a warning: Their steel®*plow would be useless here. , they
claimed a *homestead and *hitched horse to plow, only to discover that he had
been right. In this part of east-central Kansas, the hard *limestone bedrock
lies close to the surface that a plow can’'t carve a *furrow without
striking rock. Subsequent settlers got the message and chose to settle farther
west. So, the Flint Hills region survived as a rare island of grass in a vast sea
of corn and wheat. Today it covers some four million *acres in eastern Kansas
and northern Oklahoma and includes the Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve,
the nation’s largest remaining area of native tallgrass prairie. It may be the
best place in the country to see the ancient landscape that shaped life here for
centuries before Europeans arrived.

Standing on a rise at the center of the *preserve you can see for miles and
imagine the sea of grass early European explorers described centuries ago.
The gently rounded hills roll like ocean waves — nothing yellow
grass and prairie flowers to the edge of the sky. To the west, a lone bison
*grazes near a small river. To the northeast, a *red-tailed hawk soars on the
breeze, gracefully circling in its hunt for prey. The silence is immense

a soft wind comes over a nearby rise, playing the grass like an

instrument. This is what the prairie must have looked like two hundred years

ago, when Lewis and Clark explored the West for President Thomas Jefferson.
And five hundred years ago, when Native American tribes such as the
Pawnee, Osage, Wichita, and Kansa people hunted buffalo and learned to turn
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the stone into weapons. Or even twelve thousand years ago, when this
landscape emerged fresh to the sky after centuries under the combined forces

of ice and *geology.
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The main reason why we know of the first recorded instance of a man-
made international border is because of its ending.

It won't have been the first to have existed, of course. People have been
drawing lines on maps for as long as there have been maps to draw on. Even
before that, our ancestors will have been strongly aware that this side of the
streag is our tribe’s land, while over there, in the distance, the others dwell.
But the first example of an international border we can place with some
degree of confidence is that which divided the lands of *the Nile during the
fourth *millennium *BCE.

Before recorded history, this region had been home to *nomadic *hunter-
gatherers, who moved from place to place in search of food, possibly with
herds of cattle. Sometime around the eighth millennium BCE, though, natural

®climate change meant the land began to dry out and, over many generations,

the nomadic people settled down to farm the fertile lands beside the river.

OThose lands, though, the great desert beyond. @T_he
2

settled lifestyle meant a lot of people in a relatively small space.

So it is that the first example of something resembling a modern
international border you'll come across is almost certainly the one you'll find on
the Nile. To the north of this limit was *Lower Egypt, which lay in the low
river *delta. To its south was *Upper Egypt, which occupied the narrower
band of higher ground. The dividing line was somewhere around the thirtieth
parallel, just south of modern-day *Cairo.

But then, sometime around 3100 BCE, that border ceased to exist.
*Menes became the first king by uniting the two kingdoms, and in the process
created the world’s first and most continuous national identity. For centuries
to come, Egypt’s rulers employed *regalia combining symbols representing
both of their kingdoms, ang) styled themselves as “lord of the two lands.”
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Several things are worth noting about this story. One is that borders and
boundaries, the division between people like us and people like them, have
been with us for the whole human history. Another is that, while both may
sometimes have their roots in real physical geography, it's not always clear
whether the border was shaped by political identities or whether the political
identities were shaped by the border. A third is that boundaries can retain
importance long after they are effectively erased.

But probably the most important thing to take from this story is that,
given a distant enough perspective by time or geography, almost any

boundary can become mysterious to the point of meaninglessness.
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