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INTRODUCTION

Thistles made my world larger.
The Book of Thistles is part accidental memoir, part 

environmental history and part exploration of the 
performative voice on the page. I come from a theatre 
background. And I’m a playwright whether I’m writing 
drama or non-fiction, a script, a poem or an essay. 

Why thistles?
100 Plants that Almost Changed the World, Western 

Civilization in Fifty Plants – thistles don’t appear in books 
with titles like these. They’re considered neither charismatic 
nor history-shaping. Yet in Australia, and at different times 
in other countries too, thistles were hugely important. 

I’m not a botanist. Although I now know a lot more about 
the subject than I did when I began this project, The Book 
of Thistles is about the cultural and social life of thistles. 
It’s about the historical dramas played out between Homo 
sapiens and thistlekind, and how small, unrelated facts, if you 
take note of them, have a way of becoming connected.

I’m interested in unaccompanied language. In collage. In 
reveries and writings which switch register and jump-cut 
across genres. In literature not only as storytelling, but also 
as a form of thinking. That’s why I love commonplace books 
and those eighteenth and nineteenth-century miscellanies 
in which scholars and curious amateurs exchanged ideas, 
knowledge, jests, journalism and random findings. Literature 
and scientific inquiry were dealt with in the same publication, 
so you might see a sonnet next to an article about geology, 
tips for growing vegetables alongside theological exposition.
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Towards the end of my thistle project I reread Geoff Dyer’s 
Out of Sheer Rage (Wrestling with D.H. Lawrence) and I found 
this wonderful quote: ‘Spare me the drudgery of systematic 
examinations and give me the lightning flashes of those 
wild books in which there is no attempt to cover the ground 
thoroughly or reasonably.’

Yes!
Because of their variety, and the option of anonymous 

authorship, miscellanies were also places where more 
submerged voices could speak and where less orthodox 
forms of writing could be read. Given my preoccupation with 
history’s gaps and silences, with the experiences of women, 
migrants and the marginalised, this struck a chord. 

The word ‘thistle’ refers to a large and widespread group 
of plants. Several hundred species within the Asteraceae 
family, plus a bunch of other plants we call thistles – even 
though technically, botanically, they’re not. Google ‘thistles’ 
and many of the sites will tell you how to get rid of them. Dig 
a little deeper, however, and from this weedy territory other 
narratives begin to emerge. 

The thistle’s disruptive tendencies appealed to me. 
Vagabond plants, sure, but also citizens of everywhere. ‘They 
are perhaps the wildest of wild plants; the very embodiment 
of freedom and independence’, wrote Flora A. Gordon in The 
Journal of the School Nature Study Union from 1916.

So I decided to put thistles centre-stage. Not background 
to important events, but offering an alternative focus of their 
own. Not to tell a single story, but to layer multiple possible 
stories. 

And into the stories of thistles, I’ve interwoven snippets 
– facts and fictions – from my own life. Not only because I 
wanted to create a polyvocal text, but also because I wanted 
to understand the pull of this plant, the pull of the biota I 



11

grew up with, and the experience of being a migrant in a new 
land. I wanted to understand why I often felt untethered in 
my adopted homeland. 

Because plants are immobile they make us think about 
place. The Book of Thistles is as much about place as it is 
about plants.

How do we locate a cultural home when ‘home’ is not one 
place?
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YELLOW MELANCHOLY 

I
Yellow melancholy is a thistle. 

It’s the common name for Cirsium erisithales, and it was this 
plant, with its poetic and intriguing name, that triggered my 
interest in thistles. I came across it a few years ago, in a 1974 
field guide, The Wild Flowers of Britain and Northern Europe, 
during a fugue of creative and career uncertainty that was 
speeding towards depression. I was looking through random 
books, looking for direction I suppose, when I chanced upon 
yellow melancholy on page 244, and felt my spirits lift. 

I turned the page.
There was a second melancholy, this one with magenta 

flowers.
Unlike its yellow namesake, Cirsium heterophyllum is a 

British native. A northern and highland thistle that favours 
cool, moist conditions, it dots hayfields, verges and stream 
banks. Recent moves from pasture to silage, however, and 
the micromanagement of roadsides have led to a decline in 
their population.

Outside the United Kingdom, the melancholy thistle 
thrives in many upland parts of Europe, as does the rarer 
yellow melancholy. Neither species is present in Australia. 
My sober, environmentally responsible self cheers their 
absence, but there is a wild corner of me that regrets it. 

*

Before Australia, I lived in London, and before that, in 
southern England, whose melancholy equivalent is the 
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closely related meadow thistle, Cirsium dissectum. Like their 
melancholy kindred, these thistles have decreased in number 
and for similar reasons. The meadow thistle is vulnerable 
when its habitat is ‘improved’. When its favoured fen and 
damp grasslands are drained and fertilised. Especially the 
latter. For many wildflowers the application of bulk chemical 
fertiliser has the same effect as a dose of weedkiller. 

By contrast with most thistle species, the meadow and 
melancholies are characterised as wildflowers rather than 
weeds. ‘The most gracious and benevolent of its tribe’, was 
how conservationist and social reformer Henry S. Salt 
described what he called the mountain thistle – one of C. 
heterophyllum’s vernacular identities. He bemoaned ‘the 
insolence of the passers-by, who knowing not what they do, 
maltreat it as if it were some vulgar pest of the fields, a thing 
to be hacked at and trampled on’.

The Call of the Wildflower, 1922.

The melancholy differs, too, in other respects. 
Not only is it less invasive than many thistle species, it’s 

also spineless. And as English illustrator and naturalist F. 
Edward Hulme put it, ‘a thistle without this armature seems 
a thing contrary to nature’. Hulme’s five-volume Familiar 
Wild Flowers, published on the hinge of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, contains one of the longest entries I’ve 
found. A full five pages of text and pictures devoted to the 
melancholy thistle.  

*

Relatively little may have been written about the melancholy 
thistle, but vast seas of ink have been spilled on the subject of 
melancholy per se. For hundreds of years it has taken centre-
stage – for playwrights, poets and philosophers. 



THE BOOK OF THISTLES

16

‘My dusky, sullen foe’ in the words of poet and dramatist 
Anne Finch (1661–1720).

A ‘luxurious gloom of choice’ for Wordsworth.
While Kierkegaard, through a matryoshka of invented 

characters, described it as ‘the most faithful mistress I have 
known’. 

It has been called many things: acedia, the English malady, 
green sickness. 

Ascribed to many things: an excess of spleen, demonic 
forces, the influence of the planet Saturn. 

The one constant is that melancholy eludes easy definition. 
Robert Burton, author of that huge seventeenth-

century tome The Anatomy of Melancholy, devoted his 
life to understanding melancholy in all its multifarious 
incarnations, but if you’re daunted by ploughing through a 
thousand-plus pages, Shakespeare’s As You Like It offers this 
tongue-in-cheek short cut: 

‘I have neither the scholar’s melancholy, which is
emulation, nor the musician’s, which is fantastical,
nor the courtier’s, which is proud, nor the
soldier’s, which is ambitious, nor the lawyer’s,
which is politic, nor the lady’s, which is nice, nor
the lover’s, which is all these: but it is a
melancholy of mine own…’ 

By the time Freud coupled melancholy with loss in his 
1917 essay ‘Mourning and melancholy’, the medicalisation of 
mental disorders was underway. Depression had entered the 
psychological lexicon and would soon eclipse melancholia. 

Although melancholy seems a natural part of being 
human, I wonder if different cultures have their own shades 
of it? Perhaps it’s no coincidence that some of the most 
difficult to translate words orbit around melancholy. 
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The German Weltschmerz. 
The Portuguese suadade. 
The Korean han.
And the Polish żal, a three-letter word with a score of 

meanings that crops up in just about every account of Chopin’s 
life and music. A constellation of lament and longing, regret 
and rancour, frustrated patriotism and flashes of rage.

In England I had what we now call a portfolio or ‘slash 
career’: I was a community worker / arts administrator / 
office cleaner / sociology researcher / feral performer. In 
Australia I became a playwright. Migration gave me a new 
life in writing – it may even have been a prerequisite. My 
theatre writing grew out of a nomadic outlook and my reality 
as an immigrant in a nation of immigrants. 

It thrived on journeys between different cultures and 
geographies. And the sorrowful and comic baggage that 
accompanies the soul on these crossings.
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II
There are a few theories flying around about how the 
melancholy thistle acquired its adjective. The most popular 
explanation I’ve come across is that it was used to treat 
melancholy. According to the Doctrine of Signatures, if a 
plant’s shape or properties resembled a part of the human 
body, it could be used to treat said body part’s ailments. 
Although the roots of the philosophy go back to classical 
Greece and had been known to healers and apothecaries 
since that time, the Doctrine gained sway in the sixteenth 
century with the notion that God had given His creations 
signatures or signs to advertise their purpose. 

It was an age in which similarity and look-alike played 
important roles in the organisation of knowledge. 

Seventeenth-century herbalist Nicholas Culpeper took 
the drooping flower heads as the plant’s ‘signature’ and 
recommended the ‘Decoction of the Thistle in Wine being 
drunk, expels superfluous Melancholy out of the Body, and 
makes a man as merry as a Cricket’. In his opinion it is ‘the 
best Remedy against all Melancholy Diseases’. 

Although you have to wonder how much of the cure came 
from the thistle and how much from the alcohol.

The hanging-head story has been widely circulated and 
reproduction has given it the patina of authority. Yet in the 
sketches and photographs I’ve seen the stems are straight, the 
blooms erect. Barely a sag in sight, they appear anything but 
melancholy. The Culpeper explanation may well be the most 
likely one, but there are other contenders. A UK wildflower 
website, for example, tells a different tale: because the stalks 
branch only occasionally, the majority of plants offer a 
solitary, and thus melancholy, inflorescence.

*
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I’ve seen neither of the melancholy thistles in real life. Only 
images in books and online. So when, during a visit to my 
mother’s, I stumbled on a stand of them in the Goff’s Oak local 
library, my curiosity was pricked. Here’s the entry in Flora of 
Hertfordshire: ‘A small colony of this species was established 
for a while following deliberate introduction to Meesden 
Green in the early 1980s. 13 plants were recorded in 1986.’ 

Almost twenty-five years later I knew the chance of finding 
those melancholy specimens was remote. C. heterophyllum 
may be a British native, but not this far south. Nevertheless, 
it was a tantalising snippet and I needed excursions and 
activities to entertain my elderly mother. I looked up 
Meesden on the map, assessed it to be about a forty-minute 
drive away and, a few days later, off we set. 

But first a detour. 
Meesden is in Hertfordshire, as is Goff ’s Oak, where I 

grew up and my mother still lives. One of England’s ‘home 
counties’, Hertfordshire is a chalk and clay landscape bound 
by Essex to the east, Cambridgeshire to the north and 
London to the south. 

For John Betjeman it was a place of ‘mildly undistinguished 
hills’.

For me it was a Lego-scape of semi-detached houses, ring 
roads and mind-numbing boredom. 

I left as soon as I could. And for a long time I didn’t look back.

Goff ’s Oak lies in the bottom southeast corner of 
Hertfordshire in what is officially designated Green Belt. It’s 
an area of not-quite-outer-suburban London that retains 
remnants of countryside – albeit scrappy countryside. Steel 
fences, light industry and retail barns scar the fields, but 
fields still exist. 
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Our route from Goff ’s Oak to Meesden, which is in the 
northeast of the county, took us up the A10. The scenery 
changed as we drove north and became positively picturesque 
after we turned off the main road. Villages laced together by 
winding lanes: Braughing, Green End, Dassels, Hare Street, 
then the B1038 to Brent Pelham where, my mother informed 
me, a notorious murderer cut up his wife and fed her to  
the pigs.  

*

Heatwaves and dry spells, when municipal lawns reduce to 
dust, send me straight back to the northern hemisphere. In 
the midst of a Sydney summer, when the city cools off at the 
beach, I cool off with a dive into nostalgia. For the reality of 
a colder climate, and the fantasy of a place called Television 
England. Those crime-ridden villages where everyone has 
time for a cup of tea and a chat before they stab each other 
in the back. My New Oxford Dictionary of English actually 
defines a subsense of nostalgia as ‘the evocation of these 
feelings or tendencies [a sentimental longing or wistful 
affection for the past] especially in commercialized form: an 
evening of TV nostalgia’.

Thanks in part to digital technology, nostalgia has jumped 
the picket fence – or privet hedge or dry-stone wall – to run 
rampant. 

Facebook reconnects old school friends.
eBay sells retro-chic. 
PhotoShop can brighten up the past or sepia-tint the 

present.
And every second documentary is about the heroes of 

World War I or II. 
The village of Meesden ticks all the Television England 

boxes. No cow would dare shit on the road here. It’s all well-
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kept cottages, big houses behind screens of established trees, 
a veneer that appears tranquil…perhaps deceptively so. At 
any moment we could cut to the scene where Miss Marple 
or Inspector Whoever announces there’s been a murder at 
the vicarage. 

In 1977 local historian Lionel M. Munby described 
Meesden as ‘a parish of 1008 acres in the centre of countryside 
typical of northeast Hertfordshire…The undulating plateaux 
are broken by many small streams; the country is wooded 
and attractive in a low key’.

It hadn’t changed much.
It was a mild September day. An Indian summer, my 

mother claimed, but there were hints the seasons were 
changing. England has few trees which turn red; the autumn 
palette here is yellow, amber and subtleties of brown.  

I parked the car. My mother opted to stay put with a 
magazine and Thermos, while I set off with camera and 
notebook in search of the melancholy thistles. The roadside 
verges were beginning to look dishevelled. Tattered docks, 
mousey-smelling herb-Robert and thick clusters of thistles – 
not melancholy, but sturdy spear and creeping thistles. Both 
native species, the spears were still in bloom but the creeping 
ones were already gone to seed, their lilac flowers releasing 
clouds of down. 

This was arable land, the soil turned regularly by machine 
blades. I stood in the field and felt the past steal up behind me, 
not in chronological narrative, but seesawing all over the place. 

The Italian prisoners of war who stayed on and became 
market gardeners. 

Anglo-Saxons clearing valleys and wildwood for 
agriculture. 

Third-form history lessons, Mr Haywood explaining how 
the Enclosure Acts transformed the landscape, impoverished 
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small farmers, and were a ‘push’ factor in emigration to the 
New World. 

*

The trouble with nostalgia is that it not only rose-tints the 
past, but freeze-frames it as well. It detaches events and 
memories, refashions them as generic rather than specific, 
then sells them back to us as heritage. 

Heritage. 
There’s a word to draw the sting from what farm labour 

really meant. When people lived on the brink of poverty, 
and illness, unemployment, even bad weather, could render 
them destitute. England may have smoothed out its rustic 
edges with gastro pubs and Jane Austen festivals, but you can 
still read a whole Bible of sorrows in these fields hemmed by 
ditches and banks of thistles. 

*

A common is what was left after all the private land had 
been enclosed. Greens are smaller commons and the pair are 
survivors of old grassland. 

Hertfordshire has a lot of greens and places with Green in 
their name. 

Meesden Green, where the melancholy thistles of 1986 
were sighted, was a patch of sward trimmed with a few trees 
and a public phone box I assumed was decorative rather than 
functional. Across the road was a small ‘Nature Reserve (No 
Horses Thank You)’ administered by the parish council. I 
examined both for melancholy thistles and, in an unmown 
strip of assorted grasses and wayside plants, discovered what 
I thought might indeed be C. heterophyllum. I’m no botanist, 
so I needed photographs to compare with references back at 
my mother’s house. I was moving in for a close-up when —— 



NAMES

23

‘Can I help you with something?’ A resident from one 
of the ritzy properties overlooking the Green had spied me 
from her window and come to investigate. ‘Are you from the 
council?’ 

I explained that I was looking for melancholy thistles. 
She suggested I visit St Mary’s at the other end of the 

village. 
I reiterated my mission. 
She gave directions to the church. 
I hung around and took a few more photos while Mrs 

Neighbourhood Watch kept her eye on me and tried her best 
to herd me off her patch.

Something about that exchange made me feel a tremendous 
affinity with thistles. Not so much the melancholy, but all 
those thistles classified as weeds. Unwelcome squatters, 
vulgar pests and trash, the lot of us.
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III
To everything there is a season…a time to plant and, when 
the leaves fall, a time for melancholy reflection. The season of 
mists and mellow fruitfulness is popular with poets, be they 
nineteenth-century Romantics or writers of Korean sijo, a lyric 
verse form that shares a partial ancestry with Japanese haiku 
and tanka. Melancholy flourished among the Romantics with 
their emphasis on subjectivity, but the gloomiest autumn poem 
I know is Dante Gabrielle Rossetti’s Autumn Song, when ‘the 
soul feels like a dried sheaf ’. By contrast, many writers of sijo 
liked to counterpoint their autumnal melancholy with humour: 

‘Don’t laugh at an old fisherman; he’s there in every 
painting.’ 

The Fisherman’s Calendar by Yun Seon-do, 1651.
But it’s not only poets whose encounters with the natural 

world are coloured by melancholy. There’s a genre of books 
and non-fiction films I’ve dubbed ‘green melancholy’. 
Parables of ecological doom that go something like this: once 
was Eden, we stuffed up, we’re still stuffing up, ergo things 
are going to get worse.

One position at the more vivid end of the green spectrum 
is that the environmental problems of today began thousands 
of years ago with the birth of agriculture. The clearing  
of indigenous vegetation to cultivate selected crops required 
a settled community, which over time led to urbanisation, 
dramatic population increase and all the attendant 
complications of energy generation, food security and  
waste disposal. 

To me this is a Canute-like stance. We can’t turn back 
the tide. And if you follow the logic of that argument, as 
American historian William Cronon does in Uncommon 
Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, then ‘it is 
hard not to reach the conclusion that the only way human 
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beings can hope to live naturally on earth is to follow the 
hunter gatherers back into the wilderness’.

*

Nostalgia and melancholy share many traits. At various 
points in history the ideas have overlapped and in 
contemporary speech we use the terms interchangeably, 
almost synonymously. Before it entered the domain of 
medicine, melancholy was a cast of mind that affected artists 
and intellectuals. Nostalgia’s trajectory went in the opposite 
direction. In the seventeenth century it was considered a 
curable disease, and the first identified sufferers of this new 
syndrome were displaced people. Soldiers away from home.

It was still deemed an illness almost a century later, 
when Joseph Banks wrote in his journal that the crew of 
the Endeavour ‘were now pretty far gone with the longing 
for home which the Physicians have gone so far as to esteem 
a disease under the name of Nostalgia’. Banks himself was 
unaffected, buffered by mental employment, which was, he 
reckoned, the best defence.

*

Despite the simplification of its landscape, Meesden and 
its environs remain the most rural part of Hertfordshire. It 
still fits Oliver Rackham’s definition of ‘ancient countryside’, 
a geography of hamlet and coppice, low-sunk roads, public 
footpaths and isolated farms nestled in the lee of hills. 

The day of our visit the hedgerows and verges were a mass 
of plants grumbling for sun and air. Heavy with elderberries, 
rosehips and a sour oval fruit my mother called a bullace.

Yellow melancholy thistles flower over summer and into 
early autumn, the regular melancholies in July and August. 
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It was mid-September when I went to Meesden, which 
meant the specimens I saw were either late-bloomers or not 
melancholy thistles at all. This turned out to be the case. My 
thistles were knapweeds. 

Same family, different species.
Bracts pitch-brown 
and brambly against my fingertips.
The obvious question 
was it only thistles I was looking for that day? 

For a whole bunch of reasons, my identity as a playwright 
was in flux. The dialogue was slipping away, so to speak. 
In the short term, I needed a way to roll my mind off its 
melancholy axis. Longer term, I needed purpose, and a more 
robust connection with the country I once called home.
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IV
Yellow melancholy was first described by Nikolaus Joseph 
von Jacquin, but not classified as Cirsium erisythales until 
1769. The erisithales bit of its name comes from the Greek 
erithalis, meaning luxuriant. 

Although the yellow and magenta melancholies both 
favour elevated habitats, they are different species of thistle, 
not alternate hues of the same one. Here’s a handful of 
gleaned facts about C. erisithales:  

It likes to live above five hundred metres, in rivulets 
and rocky places, and will sometimes hybridise with other 
Cirsiums. 

Its leaves are the shape and texture we typically associate 
with thistles, lobed and prickly. Foliage is sparse on the upper 
third of the stem. 

In Twelfth Night Viola describes how passion unspoken 
festers in ‘a green and yellow melancholy’. 

And just to confuse matters, yellow melancholy is 
occasionally pink.

*

I can’t entirely explain why that first encounter with yellow 
melancholy on page 244 of The Wild Flowers of Britain and 
Northern Europe so cheered me, but I can speculate… 

C. erisithales is not a terribly prepossessing plant, but it 
has the most evocative name, a name that recalls the poetic 
tradition which informs so much English nature writing 
and not only nature writing, but landscape history, too.  
W. G. Hoskins began his influential 1955 book The Making 
of the English Landscape not with statistics or theoretical 
exposition, but with Wordsworth and the remark that ‘poets 
make the best topographers’. 

Yellow melancholy recharged my interest in the plant 
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realm and our human interactions with it, a longstanding 
interest but one which had lain dormant a while. It suggested 
possibilities. New ecologies of exploration and research. 

From this first encounter unfurled a fascination with 
thistles, with those plants we brand as weeds, and with the 
histories of environments both physical and fictional. 

I started to see thistles as a kind of text, multilayered, 
multilingual, full of uneasy but exciting reminders of the 
expanse of untamed nature just over the horizon. Legacies of 
the wild that haunts civilisation. 

‘The landscape is like a historic library of 50,000 books’, 
according to Oliver Rackham. ‘Many were written in 
remote antiquity in languages which have only lately been 
deciphered; some of the languages are still unknown.’ 

The History of the Countryside, 1995. 

*

Time turns things a different colour. Not only plants. 
Memories and associations can slow-brew from neutral to 
mellow gold. 

On that note, let’s backstitch a moment. What happened 
to those melancholy thistles of 1986? 

The seeds are wind dispersed, so occasional long-distance 
scatterings do occur, but not this far from home. Did they 
find the local climate inhospitable and die out after a few 
cycles? Or did some Meesden resident on a tidy binge uproot 
them by mistake? 

Unlike knapweed, the leaves of C. heterophyllum have a 
silvery underside, hence another of the plant’s common 
names: fish belly. Other melancholy monikers include  ‘the 
great English soft’ or ‘gentle thistle’. 

Although the melancholy thistle had been a familiar 
feature for centuries, it was not officially recorded until the 
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sixteenth century, after a London physician called Thomas 
Penny told the pioneering French botanist Charles de 
l’Écluse of its ‘discovery’ in Ingleborough in North Yorkshire 
in 1581. De l’Écluse labelled the thistle Cirsium britannicum. 

Botanical taxonomy is a minefield. Plant names followed 
by a stutter of abbreviations, dates, parentheses and credits. 

In a 1938 article, biologist H. K. Airy-Shaw untangled 
the melancholy thistle’s Latin lineage. Here’s a brief and very 
partial synopsis: 

After several variations on the theme of Cirsium 
Britannicum, Linnaeus described Carduus helenioïdes and 
Carduus heterophyllus in 1753. Variant spellings aside, 
this provoked a long debate about whether helenioïdes and 
heterophyllus were one and the same or two distinct species. 
Until James Edward Smith, founder of the Linnean Society 
of London and friend of Joseph Banks, wrote that Carduus 
helenioïdes was not only a quite different plant, but ‘a stranger 
to our island’. After which the name all but disappeared from 
surveys of British flora. 

Until the internet reinstated it. Now so much material  
is available electronically, the helenioïdes tag is again  
cropping up. 

*

Recent studies suggest the capacity to remember may not be 
confined to animals. Higher plants may also have a form of 
memory. Like us, they’re shaped by what happens to them 
and alter their responses to future events accordingly. It isn’t 
conscious memory of course; those spear thistles in Meesden 
weren’t standing there reminiscing about the night frosts of 
January 2009. But a team of scientists based at Rothamsted 
Research (in Hertfordshire) says there is evidence that 
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stressors such as drought, cold, fluctuating soil salinity, 
hostile fungi, insect plagues or bacteria may be remembered 
in a vegetative kind of way. 

The molecular mechanism by which plants store 
information is still being explored, but what I want to know is: 

If plants remember, can they also forget?

*

We drove back from Meesden via Nuthampstead. My mother 
wanted to see the abandoned World War II airfield. When it 
was closed or decommissioned or whatever it is that happens 
to old military installations, the runways were dug up and 
recycled, leaving only a landing strip for crop-spraying and 
other small aircraft. In the 1960s and ’70s the village hit the 
public radar when it was shortlisted as a site for London’s 
third airport.

I switched on the car radio. There was a Miles Davis track 
playing, an early one, from Kind of Blue. I often listen to jazz 
when I’m writing; its fugitive, elliptical forms bring new, 
non-linear shapes to my thoughts. I know this album well, so 
I upped the volume to relish Miles – sometimes celebratory, 
sometimes melancholy.

The sky was overcast and threatening rain by the time we 
reached the airfield. 

The conifers in the background turned black. 
The kids rehearsing their skateboard moves called it a day. 
No one else was about, just the two of us and some sow 

thistles pushing along the perimeter.
My vision of Hertfordshire, of England, is a contradictory 

one. 
Yes, to rushy streams, overarching trees, 
the midnight snowfall that winter brings. 
No, to a longish list of other things. 
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As a teenager I longed to escape my home county, where 
the traffic flowed in all directions and it was easy to find 
yourself funnelled onto a ring road, going round in circles, 
unable to find the exit. 

Like one of those Escher drawings. 
Overhead a flock of birds in V-formation followed their 

inner compass south, and I reminded myself that I did find 
a way out. Australia provided me that service it has afforded 
immigrants throughout its history. The opportunity to stop 
being who they were and start being who they wanted to be. 
An offer I took up with alacrity.

A few minutes later a plane crescendoed into earshot. Not 
an old Spitfire, but a Boeing 737. Stansted Airport is less 
than twenty kilometres from Nuthampstead. Miss Marple’s 
sleuthing would be sound-tracked by the roar of a jet packed 
with holiday-makers en route to Ibiza. 

It started to rain. 
We were told to get off a dirt track because it belonged to 

somebody private. 
Our tea was stone cold in its flask. 
I drove us back to the twenty-first century, and a week 

later I flew home to Sydney.

Forget therapy and the prescription pad, let’s return 
melancholy to artists, writers and thinkers. Not as the 
corrosive by-product of creative genius, but as an integral 
part of the human quest. 

Back in Australia I searched a forest of references in an 
attempt to solve the mystery of the pendulous flower heads. 
I unearthed conflicting information, a lot of cutting and 
pasting of the same information, and no clear consensus. 
Nevertheless, a couple of the more reliable sources do state 
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that, although the adult flowers are upright, the buds have a 
tendency to droop. When they stir in the wind they give the 
melancholy thistle its sad mien.

And hence the name that so captured my imagination. 
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SCOTCH THISTLES – THREE FAIRYTALES,  
TWO QUOTES & A LYRIC

Nearly a long time ago a trespasser barged into virgin bush. 
Actually, not so virgin. That was a myth dressed up in fancy 
Latin. Once ever after there was a thistle and nearly a long time 
ago, after ever such a long sea voyage, it arrived. In Australia. 
Why? Who can be sure? Some say accident. Others say design. 
In any case, it grew. God saw to that. And gardeners. And 
farmers with their sheep and groats. Officially this thistle was a 
mouthful of Latin: Onopordum acanthium. Unofficially it was 
cotton, heraldic or Scotch. Its flowers were. Words for purple: 
plum, mulberry, punky-pink. They weren’t innocent, said the 
Powerful Men. They were a giant problem. Towering two-and-
a-half, even three metres. Leaves long as your arm. If we didn’t 
get them first the intruders would help themselves to the land’s 
honey. Shamble paddocks. Throw their seeds around and have 
themselves a ceilidh at our expense. The Powerful Men took 
the high ground and talked clearances. Stars watched as they 
shunted clauses back and forth. Till compromise was firmly 
planted. And then with the help of law enforcement, weed 
managers and cauldrons’ worth of herbicides, they arrested 
the offender’s spread. No magic. Just a half-way happy ending 
and a wayward thistle sentenced to death. Heads chopped 
off. But still. As the stars keep their unbroken watch. There 
remains. In foreign fields. Corners of forever Scotland. 

*

Nations rally behind their chosen plants. Japan’s cherry 
blossom, the cedar of Lebanon, Canadian maple. The Scottish 
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thistle. Everywhere you go in Scotland you find them. On 
beer mats, bracelets, business logos. A ubiquitous symbol. 
The English went roses. Scots went prickly. There were royal 
stanzas. The Thrissil and the Rois by William Dunbar celebrated 
the 1503 marriage of King James IV. There were legends from 
long-a-way back. Once upon a time, an ancient half-forgotten 
time when there was less noise, were Vikings. And a Viking 
raiding party launched a surprise attack on Scotland. Where 
the woods are cinematic. The way the story goes it was night 
and the clouds had starlight covered. The invaders crept 
towards the unsuspecting. Barefoot. Not a sound to stir the 
sleeping Scots. Until —— Ouch! One of the marauders stepped 
on a thistle. His cry alerted the Scottish army. Who defended 
their territory and saw off the would-be invaders.

Once, twice, many times. Botanists have tried to affix a 
species to the symbol. Onopordum acanthium, the cotton 
thistle often called Scotch is neither a Highland nor a Lowland 
native. A sporadic wilding. (A changeling in Australia 
and other away-from-home places. But that’s a story for 
another day.) Spear thistle is a more likely contender for the 
title. The Scottish thistle. Commonplace and undoubtedly 
indigenous. But thistles in context. Belong to heath, hayfield 
and happenstance. Perk up ditch-sides with their luminous 
magenta. The Scottish thistle is an emblem. Scientific 
identification isn’t the point. ‘The point is in the prickle’, 
insists J. H. Crawford in Wild Flowers of Scotland (1897). ‘All 
this pother has been raised by species-mongers...If we have 
any preference, it is for the most bristly-looking.’ 

*

Far away and not so long ago there was a massive hedge. Was 
there a witch behind it? Probably. Every castle has one. Even 
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semi-suburban castles. It was a mixed-up hedge. Hawthorn. 
Hazel. Umbels of cow parsley. And huge cotton thistles with 
ghosty-white stems. Everyone knows Sleeping Beauty. And 
the prick that sends the tale spinning into grim territory. 
Once upon a time when merchandise was still a noun. I’m 
sure you know what happened. Princes came to try their 
luck. They all got stuck. Until the clock struck one hundred 
years. The spell snapped. And the final prince penetrated. 
The princess awoke. Dada-da, they got married and lived 
sensibly ever after. I thought the royals were boring. The 
hedge was far more interesting than either of them. Closer 
to home I was forever dragging my brother and Sheila-from-
number-twelve to the witchy hedge. The cotton thistles grew 
wide as well as tall. Nobody would dare their thorns. I made 
up stories. There were skeletal remains and other mysteries 
trapped inside that thistly undergrowth. My hands got 
bloody from reaching in. My imagination was buzzing like 
a wasp in a glass. Some stuff is complicated. Some is simple. 
The woman who lived alone behind the massive hedge was 
called Orla or Olga. Something like that. My mother started 
visiting her with jars of homemade jam and slices of veal 
and ham pie. My father was a quiet man in a pullover. He 
kept to himself. The hedge kept growing. I went back to 
school. Autumn trudged into winter and spring followed. 
New thistles shot up. Then suddenly one morning. Sad news 
Mum told us. Orla or Olga had passed away. What about the 
hedge? I raced down the road. Council workers arrived. With 
chainsaws. Hawthorn, hazel, cow parsley, thistles cut down 
to size. And as they disappeared so did the gothic goings-on. 
And the sorcery that we’d scared ourselves silly imagining. 
All that remained was a completely ordinary little house.  
A For Sale sign planted where the cotton-thistly hedge  
once grew. 
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*

‘Another unlucky importation was the Scotch thistle, which 
a patriotic Scotch lady near here planted in her garden and 
which, like most of its compatriots, took so kindly to the 
country that it grows everywhere.’

Letter from Rachel Henning to her sister in England. 
Bathurst, New South Wales, July 1861. 

‘The invasion of the New World by Scotch thistles was due 
to a curious accident. 

Some sixty or seventy years ago emigrants’ outfitting 
shops in the neighbourhood of Liverpool Docks suddenly 
developed a big trade in thistle-down, used for making 
mattresses for the use of emigrants. 

From Boston, New York, and Philadelphia the emigrants 
passed inland with their mattresses, which eventually wore 
out, and, being thrown on the farmyard rubbish heap, provided 
formidable centres of dispersal of a plague of thistles.’ 

The Telegraph, Brisbane, August 1926.

Mattresses are the medium in another origin story. 
‘The Scotch Thistle is a very troublesome weed, along our 

sea-coast. The people say, a Scotch minister brought with 
him a bed stuffed with thistledown, in which was contained 
some seed. The inhabitants, having plenty of feathers, soon 
turned out the down, and filled the bed with feathers. The 
seed coming up, filled that part of the country with Thistles.’

A brief account of those Plants that are most troublesome in 
our pastures and fields, in Pennsylvania… by John Bartram. 
Included with his letter to Philip Miller, June 1758.
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*

The Scotch thistle has grown
into a song.
It could happen
to any plant.

Where the landscape unwinds
and light falls into light
there among the stock and oats
lacquered in legend and anecdotes
the Scotch thistle has grown
into a song.

Nothing too anthem-like
no bagpipes please
no Auld Lang Syne. 

A Celtic lullaby
or ballad lost 
in its own heartbreak.

Where gloved hands hold hymn books
and weather is epic
there among the stock and oats
lacquered in legend and anecdotes
the Scotch thistle has grown
into a song.
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JOHN PARKINSON’S THISTLES 

From ‘Thistles and thornie plants’ described by John 
Parkinson in The Theatre of Plants (or an Herball of Large 
Extent), published in 1640. Parkinson was apothecary to 
King James I and later Royal Botanist to King Charles I.

The yellow jagged meadow thistle.
Another soft melancholy thistle.

The fish thistle with a broad yellow flower.
——with broad reddish flowers.

Round headed fish thistle.
The low fish thistle with winged stalks.

The cruel sharp thistle.
The true chameleon or changeable thistle without a stalk.

Our low wild carline thistle.
The pine apple thistle

The common ladies thistle.
Great milk thistle of a year.

The smallest globe thistle with the most prickly leaves.
The French supposed white thistle.

The gentler way thistle.
The asses cracking thistle.
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The most prickly thistle.
The many headed thistle.

The small smooth bastard sea holly.
The gentle thistle with jagged leaves.


