
Invasive Plants in Pennsylvania 
Musk thistle 

Carduus nutans L. 

Description: 

Musk thistle is an herbaceous, 
biennial plant that grows one to six 
feet tall.  It has showy, red-purple 
flowers that appear from June to 
September.  Flowers are one to three 
inches in length and tend to droop 
once mature.  Leaves and multi-
branching stems are very spiny.  
Leaves are dark green, coarsely 
lobed and have a smooth, waxy 
surface.  

Range: 

Musk thistle is found  throughout 
the continental U.S. except for some 
New England states and Florida. 

Background: 
Also known as nodding thistle, this 
plant is native to western Europe and 
Asia.  It was accidentally introduced 
into the United States in the early 1900s.  
It was first discovered in Tennessee in 
1942 and has been declared a noxious 
weed in many states. 

Habitat: 
Musk thistle will invade a             
variety of disturbed areas and grow 
in neutral to acidic soils.  Pastures 
and meadows are at particular risk 
because live-stock will not eat it.  It 
does not grow well in excessively 
wet, dry or shady conditions. 

Biology and Spread: 

Each plant may produce up to 
120,000 straw-colored seeds each 
year.  These seeds may remain viable 
in the soil for over ten years, making 
control difficult.  Seedlings emerge in 
mid to late July and develop into a 
rosette of leaves.  The second year, 
the multi-branching stems emerge 
and flowers bloom.   

Ecological Threat: 

Once this plant is established it can 
spread rapidly due to high seed 
production and lack of animals that 
will feed on it. 

Look-A-Likes:

Native species of thistle (Cirsium 
spp.), some of which are rare, 
could be confused with musk 
thistle. Before control is attempted, 
the thistle species in question 
should be accurately identified. 

Hand pulling is most effective on 
small populations and can be done 
throughout the year, but is most 
effective prior to flowering.  Flowers 
and seeds should be bagged and 
disposed of in a landfill to minimize 
seed dispersal.  

How to Control this Species: 

Foliar application of a systemic 
herbicide like glyphosate or tricloyr is 
effective at controlling musk thistle.  
Apply a two percent solution of 
herbicide mixed with water and a 0.5 
percent non-ionic surfactant to the 
leaves.  Treatment should be done 
during the rosette stage or prior to 
flowering. 
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If You Find This Plant: 

Musk thistle is on the Pennsylvania 
Noxious Weed Control List. It is 
illegal to sell, transport, plant or 
otherwise propogate this species. If 
you believe that you have found a 
new population of this plant, please 
contact: 
Botany/Weed Specialist 
Pennsylvania Dept of Agriculture  
Phone 717-787-7204 
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