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Yarrow 
(Arrow-root, bloodwort, greenarrow, milfoil, nosebleed, sneezewort, thousand-leaf, 
yallow, yarroway) 
Achillea millefolium L. 
(Achillea lanulosa). 
 
Occurrence 
Yarrow is a polycarpic perennial, native in meadows and pasture, lawns, banks, 
hedgerows and waysides, very common in Britain (Stace, 1997; Clapham et al., 
1987).  It is recorded up to 3,980 ft (Salisbury, 1961).  Yarrow is a persistent weed of 
grassy banks and roadsides but not on acid or waterlogged soils (Barker, 2001).  It has 
a preference for coarse, well-drained soils, low in organic matter and with a pH of 4.6 
to 6.4 (Dale et al., 1965).  However, it is also said to grow on soils with pH levels 
ranging from 4.7 to 8.0 (Grime et al., 1988; Warwick & Black, 1982).  Yarrow has 
roots that penetrate to 20 cm allowing it to withstand drought and it wil l thrive even 
on a poor dry soil (Tansley, 1949).  Yarrow is considered to be an indicator of loam 
(Hanf, 1970).  It prefers an open habitat and grows less well in the shade (Warwick & 
Black, 1982).  It is a natural component of chalk grassland but is absent from 
woodland (Grime et al., 1988).  Yarrow thrives in most climates but is more of a 
weed problem in cool temperate conditions (Mitich, 1990). 
 
There is considerable variation both within and between yarrow populations in plant 
morphology (Warwick & Briggs, 1979).  Races have been recorded that are able to 
tolerate heavy metal contamination in soil (Grime et al., 1988).  Diploid, tetraploid, 
hexaploid and octoploid races are known to occur (Warwick & Briggs, 1979).  
Yarrow exhibits considerable morphological plasticity in response to external factors.  
Cultivars with coloured flowers have been bred as ornamentals (Mitich, 1990). 
 
Sheep eat yarrow when it is young and for this reason it is sometimes included in 
grass mixtures (Morse & Palmer, 1925; Tansley, 1949).  It is also said to control 
diarrhoea in sheep.  It is much valued in permanent pasture both as stock food and for 
the soil improvement the roots induce (Elliot, 1943).  The plant is rich in magnesium.  
The young shoots are rich in calcium and phosphate (Warwick & Black, 1982).  Deer 
feed on yarrow in the autumn.  Yarrow has an aromatic odour and can taint dairy 
products if it is grazed by cows (Frankton & Mulligan, 1970).   
 
Yarrow has many herbal uses (Barker, 2001).  The Anglo-Saxons used it to coagulate 
the blood of wounds (Haig, 2005; Mitich, 1990).  Roman centurions carried dried 
leaves into battle.  More recently, it has been used to treat digestive problems and 
piles.  It is used as a face and hair wash to improve the complexion.  Aromatic oils in 
the foliage have an anti-bacterial action.  However, the plant can also cause skin 
irritation and rashes (Warwick & Black, 1982). Yarrow repels insects.   
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Biology  
Yarrow flowers from June to August (Clapham et al., 1987) sometimes into October 
(Hanf, 1970).  Plants have been found in flower in late May.  The flowers are insect 
pollinated and self-incompatible (Warwick & Briggs, 1979).  Not all plants flower 
and yarrow may need to reach a minimum size before flowering (Bostock & Benton, 
1979).  Grime et al. (1988) state that seeds are set from July onwards but elsewhere 
seeds are said to be produced from May to October or August to September or 
November (Mitich, 1990).   A single plant may have from 3,000 to 6,000 seeds 
(Stevens, 1957; Guyot et al., 1962).  The average seed number per stem given by 
Stevens (1932) is 210 while Grime et al. (1988) state it is 1,500, and Warwick & 
Black (1982) give it as 1,660.  The mean number of seeds per capitulum is 11.  The 
average seed number per plant in ruderal situations is given as 5,207 (Pawlowski et 
al., 1967).  The 1,000 seed weight is given as 0.40 g by Stevens (1932) and 0.158 g by 
Bostock (1978).  Seed production decreases with increasing plant density (Warwick & 
Black, 1982).  Plants may remain vegetative or may flower but not set seed. 
 
Fresh seed requires a period of after-ripening (Bostock, 1978).  In Petri-dish tests, 
germination of fresh seed was low initially but after a short period of dry-storage the 
germination level reached over 90% (Rodbocker, 1977).  Germination was greater in 
the light and at alternating temperatures.  When seeds were put to germinate under a 
leaf canopy or in diffuse white light there was 32% germination under the canopy and 
90% in the diffuse light (Górski et al., 1977).  However, Grime & Jarvis (1976), in 
Petri dish tests with seed maintained under high or low light intensity or in darkness, 
found seed germinated to around 70% in all conditions.  While light will break seed 
dormancy, seeds wil l germinate in the dark after chill ing, coat pricking, and exposure 
to high nitrate concentrations or to alternating temperatures (Kannangara & Field, 
1985b). 
 
In the field, seedlings require an open site in which to become established.  A few of 
the seeds sown in a 75 mm layer of soil i n open cylinders in the field and stirred 
periodically emerged in the autumn and winter after sowing in October (Roberts, 
1986).  In the following year the seedlings emerged from January to October with the 
main peak of emergence period from March to April .  A reducing number of 
seedlings emerged in subsequent years but some viable seeds still remained after 5 
years.  Seeds germinate better at the soil surface (Warwick & Black, 1982). 
 
Yarrow has far creeping stolons and prostrate stems that root at the nodes (Salisbury, 
1961).  The plant has a well-developed fibrous root system (Bostock & Benton, 
1979).  The branched rhizomes generally remain in the top 10 cm of soil (Bourdôt, 
1984).  A high degree of apical dominance is present and branching normally occurs 
only from buds near the rhizome apex (Bourdôt & Butler, 1985).  When the rhizomes 
are fragmented, a higher proportion of the buds develop on smaller fragments than on 
the longer pieces where apical dominance is soon re-imposed and bud development is 
inhibited.  Yarrow overwinters as leaf rosettes that give rise to leafy flowering shoots 
in spring (Grime et al., 1988).  A few plants flower in their first year but flowering 
usually begins in year two (Warwick & Black, 1982). 
 
Yarrow plants can stimulate the growth of neighbouring plants but inhibit the 
germination of seeds (Mitich, 1990). 
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Persistence and spread 
Yarrow is not thought to form a persistent seedbank (Hutchings & Booth, 1996).  
Thompson et al. (1993) suggest that based on the seed characters, yarrow seed should 
persist less than 5 years in soil .  Nevertheless, in cultivated soil yarrow seeds 
remained viable for at least 5 years (Roberts, 1986).  Seed buried at 32 cm in 
undisturbed soil lost viabil ity slowly over 4 years while seed in the upper 8 cm lost 
viabil ity almost completely within 2 years (Kannangara & Field, 1985b).  Seed 
longevity in dry-storage is 7-8 years (Guyot et al., 1962).  Seed in dry-storage for 10 
years had around 30% viabil ity (Rodbocker, 1977).  In other studies, seeds gave 41% 
germination after 9 years dry-storage (Warwick & Black, 1982). 
 
Yarrow seeds may be dispersed by wind (Grime et al., 1988).  The seed has been 
found in horse droppings, and seedlings have been raised from the excreta of various 
birds (Salisbury, 1961). 
 
In lawns, yarrow occurs in clonal patches and rarely flowers or sets seed (Warwick & 
Briggs, 1979).  In pasture, the shallow rhizomes simply spread out from the parent 
plant at a rate of 7-20 cm per year.  However, rhizomes up to 70 cm long may be 
produced in 1 year but they generally remain attached to the parent (Bourdôt & 
Butler, 1985).  On cultivated land the rhizomes are easily broken up by tillage and the 
fragments become spread around.  Regeneration can occur from single node 
fragments but the shorter the fragment the greater the mortality with depth of burial 
(Bourdôt, 1984).  Fragments 4 cm long failed to emerge from below 15 cm. 
 
Management 
As a natural component of chalk grassland, yarrow has been included in seed mixtures 
to restore arable land back to grassland (Hutchings & Booth, 1996).  It germinates 
best when the vegetation is cleared, somewhat less well in if the vegetation is cut 
short, and poorly if the vegetation is left uncut.  Good germination was achieved when 
the seed was sown on chalk grassland grazed by rabbits.  Field germination was often 
much less than laboratory tests of germination indicated.  In long-term grassland 
studies the application of lime did not favour yarrow (Will iams, 1976). 
 
In pasture, yarrow decreases under lenient spring grazing and increases under tight 
spring and autumn grazing by sheep (NERC, 2006).  It is often associated with 
heavily-grazed grassland (Gibson, 1996).  To keep yarrow in check pastures should be 
close grazed with sheep in spring and early summer (Morse & Palmer, 1925).  Sheep 
eat the plant when the leaves are young, they will also eat the exposed rhizomes.  
Although deliberately sown in grass mixtures it can become a problem if grazing in 
spring is too excessive (Elliot, 1943).  Allowing the yarrow to flower and set seed will 
increase the problem.  Applications of nitrogenous manures wil l reduce yarrow 
growth as will liming. 
 
Deep burial may be effective if rhizomes are sufficiently fragmented, otherwise shoot 
emergence wil l only be delayed relative to crop emergence (Bourdôt, 1984).  In dry 
conditions rhizome fragments left on the soil surface desiccate rapidly.  Yarrow does 
not regenerate readily when fragmented repeatedly (Warwick & Black, 1982). 
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In roadside verges, increased cutting frequency had no effect on or slightly increased 
the frequency of yarrow (Parr & Way, 1984; 1988).  Infrequent cutting allows yarrow 
to flower after a spring mowing and to set seed before an autumn cut (Haig, 2005). 
 
In arable crops in New Zealand, yarrow was traditionally controlled by repeated 
summer cultivations to first induce and then destroy shoot regrowth (Bourdôt & 
Butler, 1985).  A first rotary cultivation to 12 cm followed by a second cultivation 8 
weeks later and just 1 week prior to a further cultivation for seedbed preparation 
reduced yarrow regrowth in barley.  In arable fields, the growth of yarrow seedlings 
was suppressed by competitive crops including peas (Kannangara & Field, 1985a). 
 
A wide range of insects feed on yarrow and many other pest and diseases attack or 
occur on it (Warwick & Black, 1982).   
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