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St. John’s wort experiences at Birnam Wood

Richard Arnott, Birnam Wood, Coolah, New South Wales 2843, Australia.

The property

The property Birnam Wood has an annual
rainfall of 750 mm on lower parts and up
to 800 mm on the high tableland. The soil
is heavy basalt and it is steep country with
an altitude of 610-1320 metres. It has been
fertilized with gypsum, sulphur and sul-
phur fortified fertilizer (45% sulphur) since
1953 and so conditions are perfect for
blackberry, briar and timber regrowth,
which is in addition to a heavy infestation
of St. John’s wort.

The problem

An ever increasing number of farmers are
becoming aware of St. John’s wort devas-
tation to hilly country. Attempts at Birnam
Wood to control and eliminate St. John’s
wort started in the late 1940s. It was first
noticed after hay had been purchased
from the Mudgee district during the 1946
drought, and seed germinated and was
spread by cattle. Salt was thrown over the
patches which could be seen and it was
hoped this would kill it.

There was very little spreading until the
wet years of the 1950s when fertilizer had
been spread and suddenly the St. John’s
wort ‘took off’. At that time 2,4-D amine
was the only chemical available that was
known of, and it had very limited success.
Thousands of acres in steep hill country
were hand sprayed two or three times a

week using the old type metal knapsack. It
was later thought a great step forward
when misters were introduced, and then
plastic back sprays. As the weed spread,
more country was given up as uncontrol-
lable. The battle was lost paddock by pad-
dock.

The herbicide
2,4,5-T was used, mixtures of thisand 2,4 D,
combined with distillate was also used.

In desperation polyborchlorate and
borascue were used as a soil sterilent. It
was carried on horses in wheat bags hang-
ing down over the seat of saddle, as it was
very heavy. This poison only had the ef-
fect of killing everything on steep sides,
causing some washing and the first plant
to return was the St. John’s wort. There
were still a few patches where nothing else
was growing except the St. John’s wort
and so it was given up.

In about 1958 Chrysolina beetles were
made available from Michael Kidd, north
of Tamworth. They took off and it seemed
they were the answer as whole hillsides
were eaten out, however this was not the
case. The beetles are very seasonal, only
effective in larger areas, and only appear
in about one year in three. However, they
are very useful as they give other grasses,
especially natives, a chance to regenerate
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when a patch of St. John’s wort has been
eaten out.

In the 1960s Tordon 50D came on the
market and it seemed to do some good.
Thousands of dollars were spent control-
ling St. John’s wort where easy access
could be gained and combined with even
stocking pressure. However, on the
steeper sides, in spite of walking every
foot of the hills two or three times in a
summer with back sprays or misters, St.
John’s wort still got away. The weed
seemed to be coming under control and
then following a wet spring the St. John’s
wort would reappear. The paddock would
have been heavily grazed for some years
and carrying stock well with very little
sign of St. John’s wort, then it would ex-
plode with patches appearing the size of
tennis courts.

In paddocks where spraying had been
stopped, and could not run sheep, even
though there was an excellent cover of
white and sub clover, the St. John’s wort
would come through the clover and by
December the paddock would be a solid
yellow mass of St. John’s wort flowers.

Of course, without sheep the black-
berry and briar increased very rapidly on
the steep sides, (a drop of 80 metres).

The cattle grazing area available be-
came more limited until it was regarded
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as a write-off. Blackberry bushes grew to
400 or 500 metres long and 200 metres
wide down gullies and there were patches
of briar that could not be walked through.

Roundup, then Grazon came on the
market. If these had been available in the
beginning they could have stopped the
weeds.

The animals

Itis 17 years now since the first load of feral
goats arrived at Birnam Wood. The first
load of goats in the late 1970s were kept
quiet as goats were not the sort of thing that
were bragged about with one’s peer group.

It was very soon realized that the deci-
sion had been the right one, and all the
jokes made were much easier to take.
Howvever it was eight to ten years before
running goats was accepted as just another
farm enterprise. Primarily they were run
for weed control, starting off with a mob
that gave a stocking rate of approximately
2 dse ha' in mountain country which was
heavily infested with blackberry, sweet
briar and thistles .

The goats had a dramatic impact. After
two years it was obvious that blackberry
and briar were regarded by goats as a
highly desirable fodder which they ac-
tively searched out and destroyed. The
sight of goats on top of a large blackberry
bush eating their way down was a sight to
behold. They really meant business.

Unlike the western New South Wales

country where goats certainly do compete
for valuable feed with other native animals
and sheep/cattle, and can pose a real prob-
lem to the environment if their numbers
get out of hand, the tablelands are very
different. Apart from lucerne, goats will
select the more woody and fibrous plants,
leaving young clover and pasture growth
until they have cleaned up everything else.
It is possible to run goats in newly aerial
sown pasture to keep down thistle and
other weeds, knowing that they will not
touch the young seedlings.
Because the blackberry and briar disap-
peared, the cattle stocking rate was able to
be increased and the country that had
been given up as worthless is now carry-
ing over 7 dse ha. Cattle can be run on the
worst of the St. John’s wort and there are
no problems with photosensitization to
any degree. Vealers are fattened on these
paddocks and that is as good a proof as
you could have.

Sheep Wethers are run on and off the
worst country, but a close eye is kept on
them. Lambs can be affected by St. John’s
wort very quickly, which was discovered
at some expense. Lambs are marked five
weeks after first lambs appear in late Au-
gust, early September and this mob was
visibly effected. Those lambs not showing
symptoms were distressed when picked
up and marked.

Goats Cashmere does kid on the St. John’s
wort and there has only been one year
where there was visible scab. Kidding per-
centages are fine as well as weaning per-
centages. As well as controlling weeds, itis
a relatively simple job to shear the cash-
mere fibre and this in itself can be a very
worthwhile enterprise.

Cattle Very little trouble at all, calving,
fattening vealers and steers on very heavy
St. John’s wort country.

The main disappointment now, of course,
is being in the only area where there is a
different strain of St. John’s wort to the
rest of the country, and the only area
where Aculus hyperici, (the St. John’s wort
mite) will not establish which is certainly
not for the lack of trying by many, not the
least being Paul Jupp.

Conclusions

Flat or easily fenced paddocks and even
grazing pressure on the country tends to
limit the St. John’s wort problem. It will be
seen in very wet years, but will disappear
with the return to heavy, even, controlled
stocking pressure.

However, in steep country St. John’s
wort will only be kept down along the
creek flats and on the stock camps, be-
cause the sheep will leave until last the
steep, hard to get at country. This gives
the St. John’s wort a head start and by that
time it has a woody stem and the sheep
will not eat it (although goats will). If the
sheep are taken out the blackberry and
briar get away.

Once the blackberry and briar have
been cleaned up, cattle pressure will keep
most St. John’s wort down on steeper
country, and | believe the physical dam-
age has a lot to do with it. A light stocking
or rotational stocking every year or so
with goats will still be needed, unless
chemicals are used. Goats are far cheaper
and give a monetary return as well.

If an aerial established pasture is re-
quired, the goats can be run on the coun-
try straight after sowing and left there on
the weeds. As long as there is something
else to eat they will not touch the short
green newly germinating pasture (the one
exception perhaps being lucerne).

The above is what has been experienced
at Birnam Wood, Coolah. However there
is always something new waiting around
the corner, and ideas may again have to be
changed.

The time and money put into this weed
control could have bought many other
things including quite a bit more country.
The thing is to know when a battle is lost,
but not the war. Others in the district have
persevered longer before throwing in the
towel and in the process have done the
land no favours with the amount of chemi-
cal poison applied to the pasture.

| have always been given very good
support from all levels of Government,
from CSIRO, NSW Agriculture, local
weeds County Council officers and never
pressured into ‘taking measures to eradi-
cate St. John’s wort’.



