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Plant Spear thistle Creeping thistle

Species Cirsium vulgare Cirsium arvense

Threat status

Distribution Common throughout UK Common throughout UK

Life cycle Biennial Perennial

Stem 30-150 cm tall with interrupted spiny wings  
up the stem

30-90 cm tall. There are no wings up the stem

Leaves Prickly hairy Hairless

Flower-head 
arrangement

Loose clusters or solitary Open clusters

Flower-head 
features

2-5 cm long by 2.5- 4 cm across. Purple  
compound flower head

2 cm long by 1 cm across. Mauve compound  
flower head

Involucre-
bract

Green with arched-back yellow spine tips Purplish with spreading spine tips
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Plant Welted thistle Musk (Nodding) thistle

Species Carduus crispus Carduus nutans

Threat status

Distribution Common in most lowland areas; scarce in 
Northern Ireland

Common in lowland areas of England, Wales  
and southeast Scotland; rare elsewhere

Life cycle Annual or biennial Annual or biennial

Stem 30-120 cm tall. Wavy continuous spiny-edged 
wings up the stem

20-100 cm tall. Spiny wings that are interrupted 
up the stem and absent below flower-heads

Leaves Cottony on the underside of leaf Shiny, woolly on veins on the underside of leaf

Flower-head 
arrangement

Clusters of 3-5 Solitary and drooping on long stalks

Flower-head 
features

3 cm long by 2 cm wide. Purple compound  
flower head

 4-6 cm across. Deep pink-purple compound 
flower head

Involucre-
bract

Narrow, spreading, weakly spiny Long, purple-red with bent back spine tips
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Plant Cornflower

Species Centaurea cyanus

Threat status Endangered

Distribution Scattered populations across the UK. The 
distribution of historical populations is masked as 
Cornflower is a component of seed mixtures

Life cycle Annual

Stem 20-80 cm tall

Leaves On flowering stem the lower leaves are deeply-cut 
into lobes and upper leaves are linear-lanceolate 
without lobes. Leaves are a grey-green colour

Flower-head 
arrangement

Solitary flowers on long stalks

Flower-head 
features

1.5-3 cm across. Bright blue outer ray florets  
with red-purple-blue inner disc florets

Involucre-
bract

Green with a dark-margined centre and silvery, 
jagged-toothed edges


