Cockleburs: Friend or Foe?
By Kate Yegerlehner


At Indiana’s famed Parke County Covered Bridge Festival, some innovative entrepreneur has found that, in the right setting, cockleburs have value.  Simply gather a few burs in a nice package, call them porcupine eggs, and tourists will buy them.  If I had time to kill I should try taking advantage of this peculiarity, because I would be sitting on a goldmine this year.

Cockleburs have to be one of the most hardy and resilient weeds on earth.  Many of the plants have flexible stems that resist breakage.  In years past when we have clipped our pastures for weed control, these plants fight to reach maturity from almost any stage.  Four-inch regrown plants can produce burs as well as four-foot…they just don’t shade the grass.  Clipping them after the bur has set on seems to be fairly effective.

Whether it’s caused by a desire for adventure or lack of other choices, we frequently engage in practices on our farm that we classify as “pushing the envelope.”  Weed control is going to fall into that category this year.  With high density grazing and mob stocking, trampling weeds is a productive way of managing them once they’re up and growing.  Usually.  Unless the stand of cockleburs is so thick they grow higher than my head and for lack of grass I can’t keep the cows in one area long enough to get them all trampled.  And since our mower is beyond repair and buying another one isn’t a viable option right now, I am trying really hard to think outside the box.

To set the stage with some background information about our grazing operation, we have been intensively grazing our genetically-evolving herd of dairy cattle since the early 1990’s.  A few acres of the farm have been in continuous pasture for half a century or more.  By the late 90’s everything had been seeded for pasture.  Since that time pasture quality has slowly improved in former corn and soybean fields.  Since 1999 our fertility program has been that of a summer fallow rotation, which I explained in a previous article.  It wasn’t until last year when we read about Joel Salatin’s experiences with mob grazing that our pasture management made a rather dramatic turn.

Last summer I took a stab at mob grazing, and learned some of what not to do (also outlined in a previous article).  If you have read about or tried this, you know the technique calls for grazing larger numbers of animals on smaller areas, with grazing more mature forages bringing the best results.  2008 was a very wet spring (we had received our average yearly rainfall of 42 inches by June), and this year was about as wet.  I have learned having a lot of cows in small wet paddocks creates stimulating conditions for weed seeds.  More frequent moves would have minimized this, I’m sure.

In some places the conditions were apparently inviting for barnyardgrass, which I hadn’t even seen before last summer.  I’ve decided I like this plant.  It seems to control other weeds’ growth, the cows seem to like it (the stalk I chewed on tasted sweet), and best of all, it is easily trampled.  Yes, I’ll take barnyardgrass over cockleburs any day.  But there’s more to the story.
When I read Steve Kenyon’s recent SGF article on weeds I was forced to muster a little respect for some of these persistent and irritating plants.  When you look at them as a symptom of a problem, or a sign of nature’s system of recovery, it compels you to go beyond the surface.  If the purpose of these hardy plants is to provide sun and erosion protection and prevent excessive moisture loss, the question progresses from “what do I do with them now that they’re here?” to “what do I do differently to put them out of a job?”

The major difference in my grazing management between this year and last year is that this year I am trampling more forage instead of making them clean it up.  The cows and calves are responding much better, and I would say that all the light which previously penetrated to the soil surface played no small part in germinating weeds.  In general, the pastures are responding very well this year.  The swards continue to get thicker and healthier with beautiful plant diversity.  Still, based on what I observe I wonder if during times of wet soil conditions I shouldn’t try so hard to get all the forage trampled if it results in excessive pugging and the subsequent need for “healing” weeds.
We had some fields with a lot of cockleburs last year.  But the population has exploded to probably half to two-thirds of the farm this year.  We grew a lot of ragweeds the last couple years, which are also good at shading out the grass.  Interestingly, the ragweed population is considerably down this year, and pastures where they were very thick before are looking quite good this year.  I know these seeds were just waiting in the soil for their opportunity to burst forth in all their robust glory, and it seems I gave it to them.  It will be interesting to see what happens next year as I tweak the grazing management a little more.
I have made a few other interesting observations.  The pasture with the smallest weed population this year was grazed in early April (as stockpiled grass from last fall, not short green growth) and not again until late July.  We were able to decimate the one large patch of Canada thistle by putting the heifers’ mineral tub in the middle of it.  I have yet to see what the regrowth looks like, but hopefully we got enough forage trampled to support more grass and clover than weeds.  A portion of two other fields was grazed by my yearling heifers.  One portion had a longer rest period than the other, but both were thick and mature.  Neither exhibited many weeds at the time of grazing, though one had many cockleburs last year.  In both areas I shorted the animals a little bit and instead of trampling forage they cleaned most of it up.  The soil was firm enough during grazing to prevent pugging, but now a lot of cockleburs have germinated.  Isn’t it amazing how ready they are to sprout up and protect the exposed soil?
I just finished grazing the nurse cows and calves in a field with forests of cocklebur plants.  The burs are almost to the point of setting on.  I hoped for massive trampling.  There are unfortunately a lot of plants still standing.  I cringe a bit at the thought that there are still going to be many seeds produced this fall, and how many will be stuck to the cows next time they graze it.  But at least now there is plenty of light getting down to the grass, an important ingredient in good pasture recovery.  So instead of spending money on fuel and equipment I am resigning myself to replenishing this particular seedbank, resolved to avoid creating conditions that invite them to germinate.  And if I mess up, they’re there just waiting to cover (literally) my mistake.
Some of our pastures look a little ugly right now by many graziers’ standards (probably the general public’s standards, too).  A few years ago we must have had a few more weeds than was acceptable growing in our pastures, as a well-intentioned neighbor stopped by and offered to loan us his mower if we wanted to clip.  We are rather used to people thinking we’re odd because of the way we do things around here.  That’s okay, though.  It’s actually a compliment.  Pioneering people are kind of like the cockleburs.  They’re courageous, resilient, and learn to thrive in barren and lonely places because they know it is through their work that a bountiful harvest will come to them and many others.  Being misunderstood goes with the territory.  These words of Luci Swindoll apply to the trailblazers: “Vision is when you see it and others don’t.  Faith is when you do it and others won’t.”  Don’t be too quick to kill all the cockleburs.
