
Alyssum is Back 

A very fine stemmed, short, yellow blooming annual weed is now present, according to 

Extension Agent Mary Rumph.  Yellow alyssum (Alyssum alyssoides) and desert alyssum 

(Alyssum desertorum) are non-native, annual, weedy forbs (i.e., herbs) that are becoming 

more prevalent and problematic, especially in western, central, and southeastern Montana.  

Though plentiful, the alyssum is fine stemmed, flowers and then dies, and is often not noticed 

later in the growing season, said Rumph. 

Yellow alyssum and desert alyssum are native to northern Africa, Eastern Europe, and 

western Asia. Brought to North America for medicinal reasons, these plant species are 

purported to cure hiccups, mental illness, and rabies. Yellow alyssum, also known as pale 

madwort, was first reported in Canada in 1896 and believed to have arrived in the U.S. even 

earlier. Desert alyssum, sometimes called dwarf alyssum or desert madwort, was first 

reported in the U.S. in 1941 and Canada in 1955. Together, these two weeds now infest 37 

U.S. States and seven Canadian provinces. 

Why the current concern about these weeds, several decades after their arrival in 

Montana? Why have these weeds become more abundant and widespread in recent years? 

Reasons for the expansion of yellow alyssum and desert alyssum are not completely 

understood, but serious droughts that have weakened desirable plants; mild winters that 

favored seedling establishment of yellow alyssum and desert alyssum; and reduced tillage in 

cropland farming systems have most likely contributed. 



Yellow alyssum and desert alyssum both belong to the Mustard family (Brassicaceae). 

They grow from three to 10 inches tall, and each plant is usually multi-stemmed, branching 

from the base. Leaves (0.25- to 1-inch long) and stems are covered with tiny, flat, star-like 

shaped hairs that are visible with a magnifying glass. The hairs help the plants retain moisture 

and give the plants a pale to grayish appearance. The star-like shaped hairs of yellow alyssum 

each have six to 10 rays, whereas, the hairs of desert alyssum have eight to 20 rays. Both of 

these weeds grow in dry, gravelly areas on rangeland and cropland, with desert alyssum 

occupying harsher, rockier sites at lower elevations.  Yellow alyssum and desert alyssum have 

small, pale yellow flowers that typically bloom in May and June, with 30 to 40 flowers per plant. 

The small flowers are less than one-tenth of an inch wide. Seed pods contain two chambers, 

each capable of producing two seeds. 

Yellow alyssum and desert alyssum are annual plants that grow from a seed, then 

flower, set seed, and die every year.  Seeds sometimes germinate in spring, but yellow alyssum 

and desert alyssum often grow as “winter annuals,” with seeds germinating in autumn, plants 

overwintering as rosettes and resuming growth in spring, then producing seeds before the 

plants die in summer. Yellow alyssum and desert alyssum seeds must after-ripen on the soil 

surface for several weeks before they can germinate. Seed longevity in the soil seed bank is 

unknown, but most seeds of these weeds germinate every year. 

Cold winter temperatures cause yellow alyssum and desert alyssum plants to mature 

and disperse their seeds early during the following summer. These seeds may germinate after a 

rain shower in July or August, but the seedlings usually die when surface soil moisture is 

depleted with the return of dry, summer weather. Without cold winter weather, yellow 



alyssum and desert alyssum plants flower about 100 days later and their seeds do not 

germinate until autumn when soil moisture is sufficient for seedling survival. 

Yellow alyssum and desert alyssum are shallow-rooted plants that accelerate soil 

erosion. These plants also extract surface soil moisture which impedes seedling establishment 

of more desirable plant species. Yellow alyssum is capable of invading undisturbed areas and 

coexisting with established perennial bunchgrasses such as Idaho fescue (Festuca idahoensis) 

and bluebunch wheatgrass (Pseudoroegneria spicata), although it rarely becomes dense unless 

sites are disturbed. Desert alyssum is a weak invader that requires sites be disturbed before it 

can establish, but both of these weeds can persist and dominate disturbed areas. Yellow 

alyssum and desert alyssum are relatively unpalatable to domestic livestock. 

Common chemical and trade names are used in this publication for clarity of the reader. 

Inclusion of a common chemical or trade name does not imply endorsement of that particular 

product or brand of herbicide and exclusion does not imply non-approval. 

Several herbicides are effective on the alyssum plants.  Please contact the Powder River 

Extension Office, 436-2424, for herbicide control recommendations.   


