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Henbit dead-nettle 
(chickweed, hen-bit, hen’s bite) 
Lamium amplexicaule L. 
 
Occurrence 
Henbit dead-nettle is a small native annual or overwintering weed found throughout 
the UK on light and chalky ground (Long, 1938; Morse & Palmer, 1925).  In an early 
weed survey of Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire, henbit dead-nettle was chiefly 
associated with light and sandy loams (Brenchley, 1913).  It is recorded up to 1,500 ft 
in Britain (Salisbury, 1961).  Henbit dead-nettle does not appear to have a natural 
habitat and is almost always associated with the activities of man (Dunn, 1903).  It is 
a weed of arable land and waste places (Clapham et al., 1987; Stace 1997).  It also 
occurs on roadsides, in pasture and turf.   
 
Henbit dead-nettle is a common weed of winter cereals but causes little loss of yield 
(DeFelice, 2005).  In a survey of weeds in conventional cereals in central southern 
England in 1982, henbit dead-nettle was found in 1% of winter wheat, and 2% winter 
barley and spring barley (Chancellor & Froud-Will iams, 1984).  Henbit dead-nettle 
seed was found in 2% of arable soils in a seedbank survey in Scotland in 1972-1978 
(Warwick, 1984).  In a comparison of the ranking of arable weed species in unsprayed 
crop edges in the Netherlands in 1956 and 1993, henbit dead-nettle moved from 28th 
to 25th (Joenje & Kleijn, 1994). 
 
Henbit dead-nettle has caused mild neurological problems when consumed by sheep, 
sheep and horses grazing in infested pastures but these cases are rare (DeFelice, 
2005).  It has caused poisoning in cattle in Australia (Forsyth, 1968). 
 
Biology 
Henbit dead-nettle flowers from March to August and then again in September-
October (Hanf, 1970).  The flowers are visited by bees (DeFelice, 2005).  It may also 
produce flowers that do not open and self-polli nation is then inevitable (Salisbury, 
1962).  The number of seeds per plant is given as 200 by Hanf (1970).  The average 
seed number per plant is 1,087 according to Pawlowski et al. (1970) and 1,000 
according to Salisbury (1961). In field studies, the seed rain from plants emerging 
after a cultivation in April extended from mid-June to the end of July (Leguizamón & 
Roberts, 1982).  Initial seed numbers in soil of red and henbit dead-nettles combined, 
increased from an initial 1,460 to a final 15,350 per m2 within the upper 10 cm of soil.  
Approximately 10% of the shed seeds gave rise to seedlings. 
 
Henbit dead-nettle is a summer annual in western Canada and a predominantly winter 
annual in southern USA (Blackshaw et al., 2002).  In Kentucky, USA, seeds 
germinate in spring (March-May) and autumn (August-October) (Baskin et al., 1986).  
Fresh seeds are dormant and they after-ripen at different rates and levels according to 
the ambient temperature (Baskin & Baskin, 1984).  The higher the temperature the 
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faster and greater the release of dormancy.  At lower temperatures the release is 
slower and seeds are only able to germinate at a lower range of temperatures.  Seeds 
produced in the autumn and those remaining in the seedbank, after-ripen over the 
winter and can germinate in early spring but not once soil temperatures become 
higher.  Seeds produced in late-spring and early summer and those already present in 
the seedbank at this time after-ripen over the summer and will then germinate in the 
autumn if conditions are favourable.  At all times, light was needed for germination to 
occur (Baskin & Baskin, 1981).  Seed that was tested after it had been stratified in soil 
overwinter gave almost complete germination in the light or in darkness with just a 5 
second light flash (Andersson et al., 1997).  Less than 8% of seeds germinated in 
complete darkness. 
 
In controlled conditions henbit seedlings emerged at temperatures of 5 to 25oC but 
emergence was greatest at 15 to 20oC (Blackshaw et al., 2002).  Emergence declined 
at low soil moisture levels and there was an interaction with temperature but 
temperature was the dominant factor.   
 
Seed sown in pans of field soil showed no periodicity of emergence and was entirely 
exhausted after 12 months (Brenchley & Warington, 1930).  Seed mixed into a 75 mm 
layer of soil i n cylinders sunk in the field and cultivated 3 times in the year, emerged 
in two main flushes, March-April and July-October with the odd seedling emerging 
throughout the year (Roberts & Boddrell, 1983).  Seedling emergence in Scotland 
recorded in field plots dug at monthly intervals began in April and continued through 
until October with peaks in summer and autumn (Lawson et al., 1974).   
 
In sandy loam soil, field seedlings emerged from the top 50-60 mm of soil with the 
majority coming from the upper 25-40 mm (Unpublished information).  There was 
some evidence that under plastic covers seedlings could emerge from down to 75 mm. 
 
Persistence and Spread 
Seeds remain viable in soil for 25 years (DeFelice, 2005).  Seeds recovered from 
house demolitions and dated at 25 and 30 years old are reported to have germinated 
(Ødum, 1974).  Seedlings from fresh seed mixed with soil in the field and stirred 
periodically continued to emerge over a 5-year study period (Roberts, 1981).  Most 
seedlings emerged in the year after sowing and emergence had declined by year 5 but 
a few viable seeds were still present in the soil. 
 
There is an elaiosome attached to the base of the seeds that is attractive to ants and 
this may aid with seed dispersal (Pemberton & Irving, 1990). 
 
Management 
Control is by surface cultivations in spring and autumn (Long, 1938).  Seedlings are 
largely destroyed by spring cultivations and constant use of the hoe (Morse & Palmer, 
1925).  Henbit dead-nettle populations may increase under zero-tillage (Blackshaw et 
al., 2002). 
 
In a study of the effect of the residues from harvested crops, wheat and field pea 
residues promoted henbit germination and subsequent growth (Purvis et al., 1985).  
There was there was some inhibition of seedling emergence by residues of oilseed 
rape, sunflower and sorghum.  Wheat gluten meal (WGM) at 1 or 3 g.dm-2 dusted 
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over seeds put to germinate on moist paper reduced germination by 100 and 75% 
respectively (Gough & Carlstrom, 1999). 
 
Henbit dead-nettle is susceptible to soil solarization.  The germination of natural seeds 
in pots of moist field soil heated with warm air for 6 hours was reduced by 10% at 
47oC, by 70% at 48oC and by 80% at 52oC (Laude, 1957).  
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