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Gardening Under Black Walnut Trees 
Bob Ball, Newsletter Editor 
 

Black walnut trees may grow as tall as 70 feet and 70 feet wide if growing on open ground in full sun. Although, they 

prefer deep, moist, well-drained soils with high fertility – especially near waterways, they also tolerate dry, shallow and 

poor soils too, but not with the same vigor. Missouri leads the nation in the number of black walnut trees which are 

highly sought after for making fine furniture, cabinets and trim, veneer and gun stocks. However, walnut trees and gar-

dens do not work well when growing close together. 
 

The primary reason it is so difficult to grow fruits and vegetables under or near a black walnut tree (Juglans nigra) is a 

phenomenon called allelopathy. Black walnut trees produce a natural, toxic chemical compound called juglone in 

the roots. This chemical acts as a built-in defense mechanism, allowing the tree to reduce competition from other 

plants for water, nutrients, and sunlight. Few plants can tolerate exposure to juglone. Here is a breakdown of how it 

works and what you need to look out for: 
 

How Juglone Affects Plants 
Juglone acts as a respiratory inhibitor. When sensitive plants absorb it through their roots, it disrupts their ability to 

generate energy, effectively cutting off their metabolism. 
 

The Symptoms: Affected plants will typically show signs of wilting (even when well-watered), yellowing leaves, 

stunted growth, and eventually, death. 
 

The Danger Zone: While the highest concentration of juglone is directly under the tree's canopy (the drip line), the 

toxic zone can actually extend 50 to 80 feet away from the trunk because the tree's root system spreads far beyond 

the branches. 
 

It’s Not Just in the Roots 
While the roots secrete the highest concentration of juglone, the chemical is present in almost every part of the tree. 

It can be introduced to your garden soil through: Falling leaves, twigs, and nut hulls and even mulch or wood shavings 

from walnut trees and debris. Rain dripping off the leaves and leaching the chemical into the ground. Even decaying 

roots of walnut trees contain juglone, which means the soil remains toxic for years even if the tree is cut down. 
 

Vegetable and Fruit Sensitivity 
Unfortunately for gardeners, many of the most popular backyard crops are highly sensitive to juglone. The plants that 

stand the best chance of survival are those that are also native to the spaces where black walnuts thrive. Many hard-

wood tree species, understory shrubs, and herbaceous flowers can tolerate growing with black walnut, but few vege-

table and fruit species can survive to produce good harvests when within the root zone of the tree.  
 

Tips for Gardening Near a Black Walnut 
If you have your heart set on growing a backyard vegetable garden but have a black walnut nearby, you don't have to 

give up entirely. You can adapt using these strategies that allows both plants to exist: 
 

Use Raised Beds: Building deep raised beds is one of the best workarounds. Just be sure to line the bottom with a 

weed barrier or landscape fabric to prevent the walnut roots from growing upward into the clean soil. 
 

Keep it Clean: Regularly rake up and discard fallen leaves, twigs, and walnut hulls. Do not compost them, as the 

juglone will contaminate your entire compost pile. 
 

Improve Drainage: Juglone is less toxic in well-drained, organically rich soils because healthy soil microbes help 

break the compound down faster. Toxic effects are always worse in wet, compacted soil. 
 

If you want to know where to grow black walnut trees visit the “Black Walnut Suitability Index” feature within 

WebSoilSurvey and keep your garden away from where black walnut trees are growing or have been removed. 

 

 

http://www.walnutcouncil.org/state-chapters/missouri.html
https://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/app/

