
Plate 700 Galium aparine 

Galium uliginosum 

Bedstraw, Goosegrass, Catchweed, Sticky Willy, 

Velcro plant 

St. Vincent’s Bay, Bay of Good Success,  

Tierra del Fuego,  

14th January-21st January, 1769 

 

Galium aparine is an annual, herbaceous plant of the Rubiaceae family. The genus name 

Galium was used some 2000 years ago by the Greek physician Dioscorides as a name for the 

plant. It is derived from the Greek word for ‘milk’ because the flowers of Galium verum 

were used to curdle milk in cheese making. He also reported that ancient Greek shepherds 

used the barbed stems of the plant to form a sieve used to strain milk. Carl Linnaeus also 

reported a similar usage in Sweden. The species name ‘aparine’ is the name used by 

Theophrastus for goosegrass. It is derived from the Greek meaning ‘clinging’ of ‘seizing’. The 

plant has many common names that vary with locality, but they either describe the key 

characteristic of the plant, ‘sticky weed’, or how it was used, ‘bedstraw’. The dried, matted, 

foliage of the plant was once used to stuff mattresses. The interlocking hooks and hairs 

create a stable, springy structure for sleeping on. Geese have frequently grazed the plant, 

hence the common name ‘goosegrass’. The synonym, Galium uliginosum, is attributed to 

Carl Linnaeus in 1753 and would have been known, as such, to Joseph Banks et al. 

Pedanius Dioscorides, (AD40-cAD90) was a Greek physician, pharmacologist and botanist 

whose work De materia medica was the foremost classical source of modern botanical 

terminology and the leading pharmacological text for 16 centuries. He also travelled as a 

surgeon with the armies of the Roman Emperor Nero which provided the opportunity to 

study and collect many plants. Linnaeus named a plant genus after him, ‘Dioscorea’. 

Theophrastus (c371-c287BC) was a Greek native of Eresos in Lesbos and was successor to 

Aristotle in the Peripatetic School for 36 years. He is often considered the ‘father of botany’ 

for his works on plants. His two surviving botanical works, Historia Plantarum and De causis 

plantarum were important influences on Renaisance science. He is also credited with having 

detected the process of germination and realizing the importance of climate and soil to 

plants. 

Galium aparine is an annual with creeping, straggling, stems which grow along the ground 

and over other foliage. They attach themselves with small hooked hairs which grow out of 

the stems and leaves. The stems can reach up to a meter or more. The flowers are tiny, star-

shaped, white, yellow, to greenish in colour which emerge from early spring to summer. The 

flowers are clustered into groups of two or three. The fruits are globular in shape and form 

burrs of one to three seeds clustered together. They are covered with hooked hairs which 



cling to animal fur, aiding seed dispersal in the wild. It is not known where it originated but 

has clearly long been known in Europe.  The plant has a wide global distribution including 

Europe, North Africa, and Asia. It is now also naturalised throughout most of the USA, 

Canada, Mexico, South America, Australia and New Zealand but is considered a noxious 

weed in many places. However, it is considered a good species to grow in a wild garden 

setting as it provides food for many butterfly species. The species is hermaphrodite (both 

male and female), and is pollinated by flies and beetles. It can also self-fertilise. 

Contact with the plant can cause a skin rash for some people. However, Galium aparine is, 

surprisingly, edible in that leaves and stems can be cooked as a leaf vegetable if gathered 

before fruits appear. It is considered to be a useful addition to vegetable soups. The 

numerous small hooks render the plant less palatable in its raw state.  

The plant is in the same family as the coffee plant and as such contains caffeine. It can be 

dried and roasted as a coffee substitute. Interestingly, despite its skin irritation possibilities, 

Galium aparine has, traditionally, been used as a treatment for various skin complaints and 

burns in the form of poultices and washes.  

The story of Galium aparine has alluded to many journeys – botanical, geographical and 

historical. As a specimen, it was collected from Tierra del Fuego and recorded by Sydney 

Parkinson in 1769 and became Plate 700 in Banks’ Florilegium.  

Robert Parkinson 
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