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BATHURST BURR 
(Xanthium spinosum LJ 

Bathurst burr presents a major weed problem in Europe, Asia, America and 
Australia. It was first introduced to Australia in the tails of horses brought to 
New South Wales from South America in the forties of last century. Besides 
having the usual disadvantages of weeds, the burrs cause an appreciable reduction 

in the value of wool. 
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'We^JnSA 
By G . R . W . M E A D L Y M.Sc 

Officer in Charge, Weeds and Seeds Branch 

BATHURST BURR 
(Xanthium spinosum L.) 

|>ATHURST burr now occurs in most countries, particularly where summer rains 
* * are experienced and its original habi tat is somewhat obscure although usually 
regarded as being South America. It presents a major weed problem in Europe, Asia, 
Africa, America and Australia. 

In the "forties" of last century some 
horses were imported into New South 
Wales from Valparaiso in South America. 
Bathurst burrs were entangled in their 
tails and plants soon appeared at Twofold 
Bay where the horses were pastured. A 
few years later the weed was reported 
from Bathurst, giving rise to the common 
name, and it has since spread over many 
thousands of acres being especially pre
valent in New South Wales and Queens
land. 

In Western Australia, Bathurst burr has 
only become established to any extent in 
the Eastern Goldfields area, particularly 
in the vicinity of Kalgoorlie and Cool-
gardie where it grows vigorously on clay 
flats which retain moisture following 
summer rains. Dams and other watering 
Places also encourage its growth. A few 
plants have been found a t a number of 
Places in other districts ranging from 
Geraldton to Albany and including the 
Metropolitan area. 

Although most of the occurrences can 
be attributed to burrs carried by animals, 
Particularly sheep, this is by no means 
the only way in which Bathurst burr has 
been introduced. Agricultural seeds have 
always presented a ready medium for the 
dissemination of weed seeds but as the 
seeds of Bathurs t burr remain enclosed 

in comparatively large fruits the risk of 
their remaining in crop seeds would ap
pear to be small. This is essentially true 
but, during machining, the hooked spines 
are removed and the smooth fruits con
taining seeds have been found in large 
agricultural seeds such as Sudan grass and 
maize. They have been located more fre
quently in sunflower, maize and sorghum 
seeds imported for bird seed and stock 
food. Burrs have also been found in wool 
and hides brought into the State for 
scouring and tanning. 

Some years ago a novel publicity method 
could have had serious results. Firms pro
posed advertising their goods by means of 
imitation butterflies having a Bathurst 
burr as the body. When thrown they 
readily became attached to clothing. For
tunately the burrs were detected in time 
to prevent widespread distribution. 

The war in the Pacific resulted in some 
unusual cargoes, bound originally for 
other destinations, reaching Australian 
ports and one of the strangest of these 
could have proved very costly. While other 
goods were being examined in a bond store 
at Fremantle some Bathurst burrs were 
noticed on the floor. A closer examination 
revealed that they had been spilt from a 
hole made by rats in a large pack the size 
of a wool bale. As the Orientals at tr ibute 
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BATHURST BURR (Xanthium spinosum L.) 

A—General appearance of plant; B—leaf and three-pronged spine; C—burr, showing hooked bristles. 

(From a pen-drawing by C. A. Gardner, Government Botanist.) 
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some medicinal properties to the burrs, we 
can only assume tha t they had been con
signed for tha t purpose. Hundreds of 
thousands of burrs were promptly incin
erated. 

Flood waters have proved an important 
distributing agent, particularly in the case 
of intermittent waterways. Plants become 
established in moist depressions and then, 
following rains, the burrs are swept along 
the courses of temporary rivers. This 
sequence of events is demonstrated on a 
large scale in New South Wales and is also 
quite apparent on the flats and along the 
gullies in the vicinity of Kalgoorlie and 
Coolgardie. 

DESCRIPTION 
The genus Xanthium contains several 

pest species including Noogoora burr (X. 
pungens) Californian burr (X. californi-
cum) and Bathurst burr (X. spinosum). 
Bathurst in New South Wales, one of the 
first places from which the plant was re
corded in Australia, has given its name to 
Bathurst burr. 

I t is a rigid, much branched annual of 
up to 3ft. in height, with greenish-yellow 
stems and leaves t ha t are dark green 
above but pale underneath. The leaves 
are usually three-lobed with the central 
lobe longer than the other two and bear 
at their bases rigid three-pronged spines. 
The flowers are inconspicuous and are 
succeeded by brown, egg-shaped burrs of 
about one half-inch in length. These are 
covered with fine, hooked bristles and 
each contains two flattened seeds at least 
one of which may remain dormant for 
several years. The plant is essentially a 
summer-growing annual but seeds germ
inate and plants mature out of season, 
thus adding to the difficulties of control. 

Bathurst burr has been declared a pri
mary noxious weed for the State. 

SIGNIFICANCE 
There is some evidence tha t Bathurst 

burr can prove harmful to stock but, due 
to its spiny nature, it is seldom eaten and 
is not usually regarded as being poisonous. 
On the other hand the related Noogoora 
burr is known to be toxic, particularly at 
the young growth stages. 

Journal 

A Bathurst burr plant found growing near a 
metropolitan wool scouring works 

Bathurst burr can interfere with summer 
crops and pastures but the characteristic 
that has made it such an undesirable weed 
is the tenacious nature of the burrs. The 
hooked spines readily become attached to 
clothing, bags and animals, especially 
sheep, and when entangled, their removal 
is not a simple matter . Sheep present the 
greatest problem as their fleeces make a 
very receptive surface for the burrs which 
depreciate the value of the wool. Bathurst 
burrs not removed during scouring can 
usually be crushed and the particles elim
inated by special equipment. Although the 
more costly carbonising t reatment neces
sary for Noogoora burr may be avoided 
additional work and expense are involved. 

CONTROL 
Preventing the introduction of weed 

seeds is always important but particularly 
when the weed concerned, such as Bathurst 
burr, has a restricted distribution. All im
ported commodities likely to contain burrs 
or have them attached are inspected. 
Sheep must conform to certain shearing 
requirements and be accompanied by a 
certificate of freedom from noxious burrs 
issued by the Department of Agriculture 
in the exporting state. They are then 
carefully examined on arrival at Kalgoor
lie or Fremantle. Imported wool and hides 
are also inspected along with agricultural 
and bird seeds. Particular at tention is 
given when they are known to be the pro
duce of burr-infested areas. 

Plants of Bathurst burr can be destroyed 
by cultivation and it is a greater problem 
on pastoral than on arable land. Good 
results have been obtained in the Eastern 
Goldfields district by spraying with 2,4-D 

of agriculture Vol. 5 1956 



ester a t the ra te of one pound of acid 
equivalent per acre. The plants are most 
susceptible when small and, in order to be 
effective, spraying must be undertaken 
before burrs have formed. 

Odd plants bearing burrs should be re
moved carefully in order not to scatter 
them, and the ground examined for any 
t h a t may have fallen. Building a fire over 

the plants is often the most satisfactory 
way when only a few mature bushes are 
concerned. Even when all plants have 
been destroyed the site should be kept 
under observation for several years to cope 
with the longevity of the seeds. Seedlings 
are most likely to appear after late spring 
and summer rains. Under favourable con
ditions they grow rapidly and mature in a 
relatively short period. 

N O W ! Accepting Orders for the Following Agricultural Implements 
High Performance! 

THE 

SMITHDRAULIC LOADER 
has 

AMAZING REACH 
EXCEPTIONAL 10ft. LIFT 

15cwt. CAPACITY 
If you buy a Smithdraulic 
Loader, you do not have to 
instal hydraulic hoses as 
the Smithdraulic patented 
flexible hydraulic coupling 
is sufficient. 

Powerful and obedient, 
this rugged new SMITH
DRAULIC can be quickly 
converted from loading 
to bulldozing, tree-clear
ing and earthmoving. 
Extra equipment avail
able: 

BLADE 
BUCKET 
J I B CRANE 
HAY SWEEP 
FORKED TYNE 
BLADE 

Sack Trolleys on 
] roller b e a r i n g s , | 
pneumatic tyres 250 
x 6 (weight 20 lbs.) '' 

£13-14-6. 

• ROAD BOARD 
LOADERS 

• ROAD RIPPERS 

• LOADERS 

• BULLDOZERS 

• SILAGE MAKING 
IMPLEMENTS 

• All Types of 
GROUND 

ENGAGING 
IMPLEMENTS 

• CATTLE RACES 
from £18 /18 / -

SMITHDRAULICS 
Buy W.A. Made Products from... 8 GLOSTER ST., SUBIACO - W 3865 
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AND " 

"THE CHRONICLE" 
EXPERTS CAN HELP YOU 

• The pages of "The Chronicle," South Aus
tralia's leading agricultural weekly, are packed 
with news and advice on dairying, poultry, 
animal health, farm machinery, orchard and 
vineyard, answers to farmers' questions and 
the home garden. Better farming is our aim. 

• Features are conducted by experts with 
University or Agricultural College degrees. 

• As farmers in the two States share many 
similar conditions, "The Chronicle" should be 
equally valuable to you. Hundreds of former 
South Australians already know its worth. 

For the rest of the family there are 
special features every week: a section 
for women, with readers' recipes, 
mothercraft advice, household hints and 
letters from readers; pages and pages 
of pictures; fiction and magazine 
articles; a pen friends' page, a children's 
page and replies to medical, legal find 

general queries 

SEND FOR "THE CHRONICLE" AND SEE! 

Let us have your name and address and we 
will forward you a complimentary copy and 
would welcome your comments. 

'THE CHRONICLE," 
BOX 392, G.P.O., 

ADELAIDE. 

TYPICAL W.A. COMMENTS: 
Mr. J. Forrester, 
KOJONUP, W.A. 

We follow your agricultural in
formation with great interest, as 
methods are of a very practicable 
nature which adapt themselves to 
this country also. 

Mr. J. D. Johnston, 
BOKAL, W.A. 

We have been receiving "The 
Chronicle" for over 30 years and 
find it a boon to all farmers. 
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