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Abstract: Thistles compete with desirable forage and grain crops like clover and wheat and are a major pest in almost every state. This
publication focuses on two of the more troublesome thistles (Canada and musk), with some coverage of other thistles such as plumeless,
Italian, bull, and yellow star. Since thistles are a widespread problem, most Extension ofpces around the country have guidelines on
thistle control and management. This publication focuses on the cultural, biological, organic, and least-toxic methods available for their
control.

Biology

Common along the east coast, musk thistle occurs in 45
states.(Hoback et al., 2003) Musk thistle is a biennialfi germi-
nating in the summer and overwintering in the rosette stage,
then bolting and yowering in the spring. It is adapted to a
wide range of growing conditions and elevations.(Hoback et
al., 2003) Musk thistle is also known as nodding thistle and is
listed as a noxious weed in some states. A single musk thistle
plant can produce up to 20,000 seeds, some of which can re-
main viable in the soil for seven years.(Hoback et al., 2003)
The seed has no innate seed dormancy requirement.(McCarty
et al., 1969) The seeds can germinate as soon as conditions
are favorable. Eighty percent of the wind-dispersed seeds go
only 130 feet from the parent plant, while almost none travel
further than 322 feet.(Smith and Kok, 1984) Therefore, the key
is to eradicate thistle plants before they produce seed. Seeds
in the yower may mature even after the yower head has been
cut, so try to control thistles before they bloom.
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Canada thistle not only grows from seeds but also from roots, making it much more difpcult to control.
Young plants emerge from underground roots to make a denser patch. Even a halfdinch piece of Canada
thistle root can grow into a new plant.(Anderson, 2001) Researcher Rich Zollinger planted one 6-inch
root piece that produced 644 feet of roots and 336 feet of above-ground shoots in 15 months.(Anon.,
1996) Canada thistles arise as male and female plants, with only the females producing viable seed.
To control Canada thistle, you must not only take out the top growth but deplete the root reserves to
prevent regrowth. Besides Canada thistle, other perennials include the Platte and wavyleaf thistles.
Besides musk, other biennial thistles include bull, peld, Scotch, and tall. Yellow star and Italian thistles
are annuals, while plumeless is an annual or biennial.
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