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verted into productive grasslands with no erosion. In
many areas the original desert grassland plant communi-
ties have changed in this century from grass to shrubs,
trees, and cacti. In these areas Lehmann lovegrass may
be the only perennial grass able to compete with the
woody vegetation and persist over time, producing her-
baceous forage for livestock and wildlife and providing
cover to protect soils from erosion.

Lehmann lovegrass has its place in southern Arizona’s
rangelands. It is here and land managers need to learn to
take advantage of it where it presently occurs and try to
limit its encroachment into the native grassland areas to
protect their richness, diversity, and productivity.
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Mystery grass turns into business

David Eaheart

Dan Shepherd sells eastern gamagrass
seed, buffalo meat and pecans from a store
on his farm. Photo by David Eaheart.

Dan Shepherd did not expect the
dark green patch of grass he noticed
across the ditch would lead to a prof-
itable seed business back in 1980
when Missouri experienced one of its
worse droughts. Above-normal tem-
peratures day-after-day quickly
scorched Shepherd’s cool-season
grass pastures. His buffalo were
quickly running out of something to
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graze on his Clifton Hill, Missouri,
farm.

He had been experimenting with
switchgrass, a warm-season grass,
but he wasn’t happy with it. It just
wasn’t performing up to his expecta-
tions. He noticed across the ditch a
small patch of grass had mysteriously
appeared and was withstanding the
blistering drought.

Shepherd had trouble identifying
this unknown grass. After some
research it was finally identified as
eastern gamagrass. Shepherd looked
for more information and learned it
was a palatable forage for livestock
and high in protein. Best of all this
native, perennial, warm-season grass
was suited for deep, fertile soils with
good moisture conditions and might
work on his farm. It was obviously
withstanding the drought.

Shepherd decided to plant a pas-
ture to eastern gamagrass. Seed was
located at the Soil Conservation Ser-

vice Plant Materials Center (PMC),
Manhattan, Kansas. Since seed was
inshortsupply, he decided to planta
few extra acres to raise some seed.

Today, Shepherd raises more than
550 acres of the grass and sells seed
in the United States, Mexico and
Canada.

It is not uncommon for his custo-
mers to visit the farm to discuss east-
ern gamagrass production. Shepherd
runs the seed business from a new
building on the farm, which houses a
store and office. The building also
serves as headquarters for his buf-
falo meat and pecan enterprises. Vis-
itors to the farm learn from Shep-
herd’s experience and see directly
the results of his management and
production practices.

Shepherd notes that gamagrass
requires some management to main-
tain a healthy stand. Nitrogen boosts
the production of the grass the most
of any practice. Shepherd works with
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government agencies, such as the
Soil Conservation Service, and the
University of Missouri on research
for the best management of eastern
gamagrass. Initial research indicates
that 100 pounds of nitrogen to an
acre produced the highest forage
yields with both a four- and six-week
harvest. The eastern gamagrass has
averaged more than six tons to the
acre dry matter yield.

Based on research, the first cutting
should be in the boot stage for hay
andsilage. Itshould not be cut below
eightinches, which allows for regrowth.
The grass will normally reach
this height in mid-May in Missouri.
After asix-week rest period, the grass
can be grazed or left for additional
regrowth. Itis suggested notto graze
the grass below 12 inches.

Seeding rate is about seven to
eight pounds of pure live seed an
acre. A goodstand is usually achieved
in the first year, but a couple of years
is required for a usable stand. Once
the pastures are well-established, they
will produce about 200 pounds of
clean seed to the acre at an 85% to
90% pure live seed rate.

The eastern gamagrass is ideal for
Shepherd’'s buffalo herd. The peak
performance for the grass is during
July, which coincides with the breed-
ing season for his buffalo.

The gamagrass hay has about a
15% protein level and provides high

The peak performance of eastern gama-
grass is during buffalo breeding season in
July. Photo by Darrel Dominick.

The deep, fibrous root system of eastern gamagrass helps prevent soil erosion. Photo by
Darrel Dominick.
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Eastern gamagrass hay can have protein levels of 15%. Photo by Darrel Dominick.

quality hay for the buffalo aswellas a
small beef cowherd. Shepherd is
pleased with the buffalo's per-
formance on the gamagrass. The
cows really get slick looking.
Besides complementing his buffalo
herd, eastern gamagrass is also bene-
ficial to wildlife. It provides cover
protection for quail, pheasant and
deer. Eastern gamagrass also helps
prevent soil erosion. Since this is a
perennial grass with a deep fibrous
root system it helps minimize soil
and maintain good water quality.
Shepherd plants some of his steep
hillsides with eastern gamagrass

seed. These hillsides are usually
seeded in the junk seed he will not
sell.

Shepherd works hard at promot-
ing eastern gamagrass. As a past
president of the National Buffalo
Association, he spreads the word
about eastern gamagrass to other
producers. He also advertises inranch
and grazing magazines and news-
papers.

Shepherd sees tremendous poten-
tial for eastern gamagrass. His efforts
help make other farmers recognize
the potential for this warm-season
grass.



