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SUDAN GRASS IN ARIZONA
By R. S. HAWKINS, Assistant Agronomist

Sudan grass belongs to the sorghum group of plants but differs
from the majority of the other members of this family in having much
finer stems and leaves. Its stooling or tillering habits are well de-
veloped—as many as one hundred stems often coming from the same

Fig. I.—Sudan Grass on the Salt River Valley Experiment Farm 42 days after
planting. Planted August 19, photographed September 30. .
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plant. Sudan grass has an extensive system of fine roots, and it is
even more drought resistant m the warmer climates than some of the
other sorghums.

With enough moisture in the ground at the time of planting to
enable the young plants to become well rooted, this grass has the
ability to withstand drought remarkably well and can "stand still" for
a long time awaiting favorable moisture conditions.

usrjs
Sudan grass has been used in the past chiefly as a hay plant or

for the production of seed as a cash crop, but it is also valuable for
temporary pasture. Under irrigation, where alfalfa can be grown
satisfactorily, this crop can only be of value in serving as a supple-
mentary crop to be used in balancing the ration of a too heavy diet
of alfalfa, or as a catch crop following small grain. On an average
it will yield about the same as alfalfa, but has the advantage of taking
less labor to handle than alfalfa since there will be fewer cuttings
per year. In this connection one should take into consideration the
fact that, with a limited amount of water, Sudan grass will outyield
alfalfa. It is often economical to grow Sudan grass in preference to
alfalfa when irrigation water is scarce and very costly.

Raising Sudan grass seed for the market was in former times a
lucrative business. Since the seed has become more abundant, it
does not pay so well, but in some seasons is still a good cash crop.

Sudan grass may be utilized for pasture for all classes of stock
from the time it becomes a foot high until heavy fall frosts. Care
must be taken to keep all stock off the fields immediately following
heavy rains or irrigations, or irreparable damage will result, since
this grass does not form a good turf. Stock should be kept
from the fields for a few days occasionally in order to give the grass a
chance to make new growth. This will not be required, however,
unless the pasture is heavily stocked. It is a good practice to provide
two fields for pasture purposes, to be used alternately. When the
growth of Sudan grass and other sorghums becomes stunted, because
of drought or frosts, poisoning may occur if stock are pastured upon
the grass. Authentic cases of prussic acid poisoning with Sudan grass
have been so rare, however, that this objection may be practically over-
looked.
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Sudan grass may be used to good advantage in conjunction with
wheat or barley and an inter-tilled crop in cleaning, Bermuda grass
from a field. For this purpose the Sudan grass should be seeded with
a grain drill rather heavily on the plowed Bermuda sod which has
been worked into as good a seed-bed as possible in the spring. It
should be kept in Sudan grass as late in the fall as it will grow, and
after harvesting the Sudan the ground should be plowed and im-
mediately planted to a small grain. The small grain should then be
followed with an inter-tilled crop such as corn or sorghum. Such a

, proceedure has proved effective in eradicating Bermuda grass.
SOILS

In contrast to Johnson grass, Sudan grass is not exacting as to
soils. It will do best on a rich clay loam and does the poorest on very
light sandy soils. It will stand considerable alkali.

SEED BED AND PLANTING

A firm, moist seed-bed is necessary for the best results. Since
it is important to make use of as much of the available growing sea-
son as possible, which must be done to obtain maximum yields, Sudan

Fig. IT.—Sudan Grass on the Preseott Dry Farm,
cleaned seed per acre. Yielded 55 0 lbs. of re-
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grass should be planted as soon as the ground becomes well warmed
up in the spring. On the sandier soils this will be the first half of April
in the irrigated valleys of southern Arizona and the last half of April
or first half of May on the heavier clay soils which warm slowly.
When used as a catch crop following small grain, Sudan grass may
be planted in late June or July and still mature one or two crops of
hay. At higher altitudes planting should not be done before the
middle of May.

For hay or pasture purposes under good moisture conditions, the
seed should be drilled with a grain drill at the rate of 15 to 20 pounds
per acre. When moisture is the limiting factor it had best be planted
in rows from 22 to 42 inches apart to permit cultivation. A lister or
an ordinary surface corn planter is the best implement to use for row
planting, although a grain drill can be used by stopping up some of
the seed openings. From 3 to 6 pounds of seed to the acre will be
required if planted in rows. The resulting forage will be somewhat
coarser and will make poorer feed than when seeded with a gram
drill.

HARVESTING

The first cutting will be ready to harvest in from 60 to 85 days
after planting. Ordinarily cutting for hay should be done when the
plants are beginning to head. The plants will remain green until the
seed is fairly mature and the hay will still be of good quality. How-
ever, such a practice delays the next cutting. It may be desirable to
cut the crop before the heading period, if the remainder of the growing
season is too short to allow another cutting to be made unless this is
done. The second cutting will reach the blooming stage in from 35
to 55 days after the first cutting is made.

If for any reason Sudan grass must be cut before heading, it
will still make good hay, since it is not washy like many other crops
when cut before proper maturity. The best* hay is made by curing
for several days in the cock. The stems of Sudan grass hold con-
siderable moisture, and unless allowed to remain in the field until
thoroughly cured may result in spoiled hay.

Seed will mature in from 100 to 110 days after planting. On
account of the stooling habits of the plant, the seed does not mature
uniformly. It should be harvested as soon as the seed on the main
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stems is ripe. The seed on the later suckers will not be ripe at this
time; but if harvest is delayed until all of the seed is ripe, much of
the best seed which is on the main stems will be shattered and lost.
With good climatic and soil conditions, an average of 500 to 700
pounds of seed can be obtained under irrigation, and yields as high
as 1500 pounds or higher have been secured.

JADING VALUE

Sudan grass does not analyze as high in protein as does alfalfa
and is a little lower in protein than barley hay. Sudan and timothy
analyze about the same in this respect. When cut in early stages of
maturity, it gives a higher percentage of protein than late cuttings.
Ihe results of the feeding tests of various experiment stations in-
dicate that for beef and milk production Sudan grass has a feeding
value of from 75 to 85 percent of that of the same grade of alfalfa.
It makes excellent silage and should be put in the silo in a fairly
mature state; however, its primary use is as a hay crop.

RESEMBLANCE TO JOHNSON GRASS

Sudan and Johnson grass are much alike in many respects. John-
son grass is a perennial and propagates to a considerable extent by
means of underground root-stocks. Because of these root-stocks,
Johnson grass is extremely hard to eradicate and has become a
serious pest in Arizona. Sudan grass being an annual has no root-
stocks and is easily controlled. The leaves of the Sudan grass are
broader than Johnson grass leaves and grow farther up the stem
close to the head. The seeds of these two plants resemble each
other so closely that it often requires the aid of a microscope to dis-
tinguish between them. In general the seeds of Sudan grass are
larger and are usually lighter in color than Johnson grass seed. How-
ever, both Johnson and Sudan grass range in color from light straw
to dark brown, sometimes almost black. Before planting Sudan grass
one should be certain that it is free from Johnson grass seed. Sudan
grass intended for, seed should not be planted near other sorghums
or in the vicinity of Johnson grass, for all of these plants will cross
with one another.

A limited number of samples of seed may be sent to the Seed
Testing Laboratory, Agricultural Experiment Station, Tucson, Arizona,
for purity or germination tests.


