                                 FIELD THISTLE
    Our open areas are often occupied with thistles. Many of those thistle species are alien and are invasive, such as the Bull Thistle (Cirsium vulgare [Savi] Tenore) and the Canada Thistle (C. arvense [L.] Scopoli). However, there are some thistle species that are native. One of those species is the Field Thistle (Cirsium discolor [Muhlenberg ex Willdenow] Sprengel).
    The Field Thistle is a member of the Order Asterales, the Family Asteraceae or Compositae, the Subfamily Carduoideae, the Tribe Cardueae or Cynareae, and the Subtribe Carduinae.

    The generic name, Cirsium, is from the Greek word, kirsion. This comes from kirsos or cirsos, which is “swollen vein”. Some thistle species were once used to treat swollen varicose veins.

    The specific epithet, discolor, is Latin for “of 2 or different colors”. This may refer to its flower heads.

    Previous scientific names for this species were Carduus discolor (Muhlenberg ex Willdenow) Nuttall and Cnicus discolor Muhlenberg ex Willdenow. Other common names for this species are Pasture Thistle and Prairie Thistle.
                 DESCRIPTION OF THE FIELD THISTLE
Biennial or short-lived Perennial
Height: Its height is about 2-10 feet.

Stem: Its stem is light green, erect, rigid, unbranched, grooved, and hairy. It has no wings or spines.
Leaves: Its leaves are simple, alternate, rigid, and sessile. Each leaf is linear or narrowly oblong, pinnately divided, about 4-12 inches long, up to 3 inches wide, deeply cut, and has long spiny points. Its margins are thick and are downturned with many small spines. Its underside has short, dense, white wooly felt and no prickles. The upper leaves embrace the flower heads. Its 1st year leaves consist of a 1-foot wide basal rosette. 
Flowers: Its flowers are arranged upon a solitary flower head about 1-2 inches high and about 1-2½ inches wide. These flower heads are located atop the stem or upon the upper leaf axils. These flower heads have overlapping flat green bracts (or phyllaries) with white stripes that end in long, colorless bristles.

   Each individual flower is a radially symmetrical disk flower with a 1½ inch long tubular corolla that has 5 short lobes. These flowers each have 5 stamens and 1 pistil with 2 protruding styles. There are no ray flowers. 
   The flowers are purple, pink, lavender, or are sometimes white. Bees (Superfamily Apoidea), Beetles (Order Coleoptera), and Butterflies (Order Lepidoptera) pollinate these flowers. Monarch Butterflies (Danaus plexippus L.) and Ruby-throated Hummingbirds (Archlochus colubris L.) often visit these flowers while seeking their nectar. Flowering season is usually June to November.
Fruit: Its fruit is a brown, flattened, ¾ inch long, ovate achene with a hairy tip of soft white and finely branched fluff. These seeds are carried by the wind. The seeds may persist upon the plant throughout the winter. American Goldfinches (Spinus tristis L.) eat these seeds and use the down for nesting.
Roots: Its root system consists of a long, central taproot with some coarse secondary roots. There is no vegetative sprouting by rhizomes.

Habitat: Its habitats consist of open woods, woodland edges, fields, meadows, roadsides, waste areas, and prairies.

Range: Its range covers much of the eastern U.S. and parts of southeastern Canada as far west as the Great Plains. This range may exclude the northern Great Lakes, Florida, the southern Atlantic Coast, and the Gulf Coast.

Edible Uses of the Field Thistle:

    Field Thistles are edible. Both the Native Americans and the early European settlers consumed this plant. 

    Almost all thistle species are edible. However, some species are more palatable than others.

    The leaves, young shoots, and the young stems can be eaten raw or cooked. The leaf spines should be removed before consuming them.

    The 1st year roots are edible. They are best consumed during their dormant season. These roots are sweeter than the roots of other thistles.

    The flower heads may also be eaten. They can be boiled or steamed.

    The seeds are also edible. They can be roasted and ground into flour or mixed into teas.
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