
CONTROLLING THISTLES BY DIGGING AND GRAZING 

               Musk thistles are coming into full bloom.  There are few options now to prevent 
their seed from spreading.  Today, let me share some personal experience. 

  

               A couple weekends ago I spent some time pulling and digging musk thistles out of 
my pastures at home.  Yes – I get them, too.  But not very many.  I don’t have a lot of 
pasture so it took me only a couple of hours to remove all the thistles I could find.  So don’t 
feel too sorry for me. 

               I rent a pasture adjacent to my land.  This pasture has a lot fewer thistles now 
compared to what it had a few years ago before I started using it.  The previous tenants 
used to spray a lot for thistles.  So how am I getting thistles controlled without any spraying? 

               One thing I did in my own pasture was spray the thistles the first year because thet 
were so thick I couldn’t possibly control them by hand.  But I don’t like spraying and I 
definitely don’t like spending the money needed for spraying.  So in subsequent years, all 
I’ve done is pull and dig.  Plus, I pick off the open blossoms and carry them home to destroy 
since viable seeds sometimes still develop even after digging. 

               Maybe more important is my grazing management.  I move cattle on a timely basis 
to keep my grasses and legumes healthy, thick, and regrowing vigorously.  Then, they do 
most of the work controlling thistles for me by offering no bare ground or unshaded area for 
new thistle seedlings to get started.  Change didn’t happen overnight, but after just a couple 
years the thistles became just a minor hassle. 

               And that’s my secret – reduce seeds available and enhance competition.  Try it 
yourself and you, too, may have fewer thistles in a few years. 
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