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The whole of the south west is green! 

But it is not all grass. If you look closely in your lawns at home or along roadsides you will 

see lots of generally small three-leaved (trifoliate) plants mixed in with the grass and other 

weeds. 

The three-leaved (or if you are really lucky, sometimes four-leaved) plants are probably 

either clovers or medics. There are other trifoliate species, but clovers and medics are the 

most common. There are no native Australian clovers or medics, all are introduced. 

Both Clovers and Medics are in the Pea or 

Legume family (Fabaceae) which means they 

have a strange little flower that is only 

symmetrical about one axis (zygomorphic) and 

is comprised of a Standard which stands up at 

the back of the flower, two petals that are spread 

like wings and two petals which are joined 

together to form the keel which encloses the 

seedpod before it grows and matures. 

Being legumes family, they have pods in which 

the seeds are stored and, importantly, they have 

small whitish nodules on their roots which 

contain bacteria which “fix” nitrogen in the soil. 

Clover or Medic? 

It is quite difficult to tell the difference 

between clovers and medics unless you 

have the seed pods. Clovers have a 

straight pod, like the peas you buy at the 

green grocers, whereas medics have a 

coiled and usually spiny, pod, although 

they come in all sizes and degrees of 

spininess. 



Clovers and Medics 

2 

Some common clovers and medics of Port Fairy 

Ten species of clover (Trifolium) and five species of medic (Medicago) have been recorded 

in the Port Fairy area. These are some of the more common species. 

 
White Clover Trifolium repens is 
probably the most common clover in 
Port Fairy and the wetter parts of 
Victoria.  
It is easily recognised by the large white 
head comprised of a cluster of white 
pea flowers and the lighter coloured 
chevron stripe on the leaves. If you find 
a four-leaf clover it is most likely to be 
White Clover. 

 
Subterranean Clover (usually 
abbreviated to Sub-clover) Trifolium 
subterranean is a very common 
component of pastures, particularly on 
the volcanic plains. It has a much 
smaller white flower than the White 
Clover and if you look closely you will 
see that some of the flowers develop 
small hooks, like little anchors. The 
anchors attach to the soil and then pull 
the seed pods into the ground, hence 
the species name subterranean. 

 
 
 
Hop Clover Trifolium campestre has a 
small yellow flower head and standard 
petal is hooded over the top of the other 
petals so that the whole flower head 
looks like a small hops flower. 

 
 
 
Strawberry Clover Trifolium fragiferum 
can be distinguished by its pinkish 
flower heads (hence the name) and the 
tiny maroon coloured serrations along 
the edges of the leaflets. 
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Spotted Medic Medicago arabica is a 
very common component of the nature 
strips around Port Fairy. The leaflets 
with a single purplish blotch and 
broadly serrated edges make it easy to 
spot and identify. Most people will be all 
too familiar with the coiled seed pods 
and their hooked teeth being entangled 
in socks and dog fur. 

 
 
Burr Medic Medicago polymorpha is 
probably the most widespread medic in 
Victoria occurring throughout western 
Victoria.  
It can be distinguished from Spotted 
Medic by the lack of the purple blotch 
plus the spines are not as curved. The 
small hook with barb on the end of each 
spine ensure that it sticks firmly to both 
fabric and fur. 

 
 
Lucerne Medicago sativa, a cultivated 
fodder crop, can sometimes be seen 
along roadsides, presumably resulting 
from seeds dropped during the 
transporting of the bales. 
Lucerne has the characteristic coiled 
seed pod but, unlike the Spotted and 
Burr Medics, the pods are smooth and 
do not have any spines. 

 
 

 

So, next time you mow the lawn or have a walk around town, see how many trifoliate 

species you can find. You might even find a four-leaf good luck charm. 

 


