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Cir cular 94 Jul y 1954 

Answers to Qu estions About Part.ridge Pea 
T. H. Gooo oING AND J. C. Ru ssEL 

Lincoln p art rid ge p ea , vo lunt eer in oat Stub b le. 

1. What is partrid ge pea? I t is a nali ve annu al leg um e often seen 
in pat ch es a long ro adsides. Th e flowers, whi ch app ear in Au gust, ar e 
br ight yello w. Th e seed pod s ar e about 2 in ches lon g, fla t and slend er , 
and leath ery brown wh en rip e. Th ey twist spont aneou sly and violen t
ly as th ey op en . Thu s they scatter seed for several fee t. Seeds arc bla ck , 
thin , and four- sided, with dim ensions o( about l x 3 x 5 thirt y-second s 
in ch. T he ir norm al weigh t is 60 pound s p er bu shel. 

P lan ts arc erect and u su ally 1 to 2 feet hi gh , but und er culti va tion 
they m ay gro w 4 feet h igh. Leaves ha ve th e sh ap e of mi ni aLure locu st 
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tr ee lea ves. The y fold at ni ght and durin g ra in s. Plant s are kill ed by 
th e first fro st, turn r eddi sh brow n and th e leaves fa ll. Bar e stem s stand 
ere ct over th e wint er and ca tch and hold sno w. ew pl an ts start from 
seed in April. 

2. Who has interest in it? Th e N ebra ska Agr icultural Exp erim en t 
Station ha s been worki n g with par tridg e p ea since 1944. Seed ha s 
been di stribut ed for tests, and several farm ers are now growing it. 
I t is pr im ar il y a pl ant for soil conservation and soi l impr ovem ent. 
It s valu es in comp ari son with o ther legum es hav e no t been full y 
estab lished. 

3. Wi ll anima ls eat it ? Partrid ge p ea is not commonl y con sid ered 
a fora ge legum e, but anim als do eat it. I t is rar ely found in pa stu res. 
Wh ere it grow s wild adj acent to pa stur es, it is mi ssing for as far as 
anim als can r each throu gh a fence. Cattl e on brom egrass pa stur e a t 
th e Agricu l tural Co llege in 1951 and 1952 h ad fr ee access to ar eas of 
partridge pea and vetch that had been seeded with oat s. Th ey were 
turn ed into th e oat s-vetch and oa ts-par trid ge pea in ear ly Jun e wh en 
oats were in th e dou gh stag e, and were r emo ved aft er th e first fros ts. 
The y lef t th e brom egra ss to eat th e oats and ve tch alm ost compl etely, 
and the partridg e p ea parti ally. In tota l th ey consum ed about h alf of 
th e partrid ge p ea, mo stly the tend er top growth. 

A 5-acre ar ea of partridg e pea in a H olt Cou nty ha y m eado w was 
fenced and pa stur ed in 1951. An im als graz ed th e partrid ge pe a so 
com pl e tely th e first year that none of it went to seed . 

Partridg e pea is hi gh in pro tein , as ar e oth er legum es. Th ere are 
no known cases of b loat from gra zin g partridg e pea . 

4. Does partridge pea impr ove the soil? As a soil impro ver , part 
ridge p ea seem s to be in th e same cla ss as Hub am swee tclo ver and 
Kore an lespedeza. I t is not as good as on e full year of ei th er bi enni al 
swee tclove r or h air y ve tch. 

5. Wh at growth does it make? P artrid ge pea is a vigorou s pl ant. 
In yield tes ts it ha s pr odu ced from J .75 to mor e th an 4 to ns of air -dr y 
forag e per acre. On e tes t of volunt eer partri dge pea in oat s at Lin 
coln produc ed yield s as follow s: 

On J u ly 6 wh en oa ts were combin ed, 1.03 ton s per acr e con
tainin g 40.7 pound s nitrog en. 

On Jul y 20 ju st pr ior to b loom , 2.15 ton s p er acr e cont aining 
63.7 pound s nitro gen. 

On Sept emb er 13, 8 da ys b efor e seed har vest, 4.03 to ns p er acre 
con taining 120.5 pound s nit rog en. 

6. Is it s impro ve ment va lue in the roots or tops ? Th e di stributio n 
of nit rogen in partrid ge p ea is about IO per cent in root s, 40 per 
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Stanton p artr idge pea, volu n teer in oat stubble , Pi erce Soil Con servat ion 
Demon strat ion Farm , August 10, 1951. The centr al crosswise strip is oat stubbl e 
without partridge pea. Any abu ndant material such as this he lps to con tro l wind 
erosio n . 

cenl in seed, and 50 per cen t in stems, lea ves, and pods. I t is a rea son 
able est ima te that all of th e nit rogen which th e pl an t fixes from the 
air , and probably some of the n itr ogen which it tak es from the soi l, 
is in the material abo ve grou nd . Th erefor e, for partridg e pea to 
h ave soil improv in g va lue , all of th e stems, leaves an d pod s mu st go 
back on th e lan d. O bv iou sly i ts contribution to soil ni trogen is even 
great er when all seed can go back on th e land. 

7. Wh at crop yield increases can be exp ected from growing it? 
Yield incr eases due to partridg e p ea will depend on the amounts of 
niLrogen put in to th e soil , and on ma nagement. Benefit s ma y n ot be 
obviou s b y grow ing it onl y on e year. I ts effects are cumulativ e. Dead 
parLr idg e pea material decompo ses slowly. 

Corn yield s a t Li n coln hav e been increased as mu ch as 19 bu sh els 
) p er acr e thro ugh th e u se of parLr idge p ea . In the sam e seasons the 

incr eases in corn yield from bi ennia l sweetclover were 35 to 40 bu shels 
per acre. VVhea t and rye yiel ds h ave bee n in crease d by sta rting seedb ed 
preparation whe n this legum e was in th e early bloom stag e, but hav e 
not b een incr eased when seed beds were delayed for the r emova l of a 
seed crop. 

Par tridge pea growing with wheat or rye will no t in crease th e 
yie lds of th ese grai ns but genera lly i t will not decrease th em. W h ere 
it grows wi th oat s, partridg e pea ma y decrease oat yiel ds if th e soil 
is poor , becau se it get s it s n itrogen from th e air an d can outgrow th e 

3 



oaLs. As a poor soil is made more fertil e, thi s disadva nt age would tend 
to di sap pear. 

8. What are the advantages of partridge pea? Thi s legum e h as 
a numb er of advant ages . 

a. It wil1 gro w on soils too strong ly acid for swee tclover and alfalfa. 
Stan ds arc easil y obtained on erod ed hill sides, bare clay spo ts, sp ill 
banks, borrow pit s, eart h darns, blowing sand y field s, and sand y blow
outs. 

b . It has a wide r ange of ad ap ta tion. I t is a wild legume from 
Goshen Count y, Wyoming. on th e west, to Maryland on th e east, and 
from northern Nebraska to Alab ama and Georg ia . It grows equa lly 
well on sand y and n onsa nd y ]and. 

c. It is not ea ten by grass hopp ers or ra bbit s, so is usabl e in sma ll 
areas wh ere other legumes wo uld be damage d. 

d. It is a desirabl e plant for wild l ife. 
e. It produces cover tha t is va lu able for soil conservation. 
9. How wou ld partridg e pea be used for soil conservation? It would 

be a vo lunt eer in g, leguminous wee d in grain fields and would pro
du ce more abundant growth in stubble after h arves t th an other, non 
legumi no us common weeds . Thu s th ere would be more resid u e for 
stubbl e-mulch farm ing. The addition of nitro gen to th e soi l would 
tend to offset the loss of soil moist ur e cau sed by this plant. 

10. Is there dang er that it wi ll become a troub lesome weed ? It is 
n eve r trou blesome in corn field s. If it do es grow to any exte n t in the 
rows, or aft er corn is laid by, this can be considered an advantage 
sinc e partrid ge pea is a legum e. It is not vin y, and not trouble some 
at wheat or rye har vest. In wet yea rs or on poor soils it ma y ove r top 
oats and be aggravating the same as sweetclovcr . It pr esen ts no danger 
as a seed contam inant except in som e grasses, from whi ch it can be 
easily separ ate d. It s seed is formed too lat e to appear in wh eat, rye 
or oats. 

11. How does it fit into crop rotation? On ce the crop is esta bli shed 
it should be grow n as a volunt eer leguminous weed. Partr idge pea 
should be sat isfactory in any rotat ion in whi ch it ha s a chan ce to go 
to seed as ofte n as once in thre e year s. On e exper irnen tal rotat ion at 
the Agronomy Farm at Lin coln is alt ernat e oats and corn. Par tridg e 
p ea planted in 1945 h as come up eve ry year in the oats and has made 
abundant after-harvest r esidu e and seed. 

12. When and at what rate per acre is partridge pea planted ? In 
Ne br aska partrid ge pea should be plant ed in the sprin g. Any time 
between Apri l 1 and May 15 is sati sfactor y. Seedli ng eme rgence begi ns 
about April 15 and cont inu es to abo ut Ju ne 1. Occasion ally some seed
lin gs come up in the la te summ er where it is sh ad y and damp. As 
littl e as 5 pound s of seed per acre ma y be u sed by farmers who are 
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Lin col n partridge pea in oat stubb le 0 11 sandy land at Pi e rce Soi l Co nserva 
tion Demonstration Fa rm , September 28 , 1951. T his heavy grow th on the land 
over 1he winter wou ld ca 1ch snow and conse rve mois111re. 

wilII in g to e Lab lish th e sta nd at a slow rate. As mu ch as 30 pound 
of eed is necessary LO get a dense stand th e first year. Partridge pea 
n ormall y h as a hi gh p roport ion of hard seed whi ch ma y not germina te 
for two or thr ee years. No pr cscnL metho d of seed carification i 
effect ive. 

13. Do es seed require inoculation ? When partrid ge pea is to b e 
pl ant ed o n land where it ha not pr ev ious ly grown, th e seed should 
be inocu la ted. Soil from an y plant ed or w ild area o[ partrid ge p ea 
may be used for in oculatin g purpo ses i[ nod ules h ave ex isted th ere in 
abund ance. Com mercial cultur es are mor e conveni ent. Partrid ge pea 
r equir es the ame cultur e a · cowp ea . On and y land and erode d hill 
sid es, it is helpful Lo use twi ce th e r ecomm end ed amount of ino culat 
in g ma ter ial. 

14. H ow should seed be planted? Partridge pea may be cro ss
drilled over wh eat , or rye, w ith a gra in drill et to penetrat e and cover 
from 0.5 in ch depth in heavy soil LO 1.5 in ch es in sand. It may b e 
mi xed with oat seed, or drill ed from a gras ceder a ttachment ·with 
oat. It ma y be broadca st wit h var ious types o f equipm ent and th en 
harrow ed or tread ed. Th e import ant thing i Lo ge t th e seed covered 
so a to prot ect th e ino cul at ion from sun dr ying. Mixtures of eed and 
soil for in ocul at ion are be t appli ed with a Jime di tributor. Fall and 
wint er p lanti ngs are wastefu l of seed b ecau se the stands arc poor er 
th an from spring pl antin g. 

15. Are soil treatments necessary? On sanely bl owout s, ph o ph atc 
fenil izer should be used. Th is will i ncreasc nodul aLion on the root s, 
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and plant s will grow more vigorously. Partridge pea will tolera te soil 
acidity but will not elim inate th e need for lime. 

16. Are there di fferen t spec ies and stra ins of partridge pea? There 
are several sp ecies of partr idge pea. Th e native in 1ebraska is 
Chamaecrista fasciculata, or th e "sho wy" part r idge pea . The Agricul
tural Experi ment Station is now doin g work wit h th ree strains-ea rl y, 
medium and late- id entifi ed b y the cou nt y nam es Holt , Stanton, and 
Lan caster. Holt is small of grow th and seed is r ipe in Holt County, 
where this str ain originated, abou t September 1. L ancaster is large 
of growth and seed is r ipe at Lin coln about September 25. Stanton is 
intermediate in growth and seed is ripe in Stanton Count y abo ut 
September 15. 

The Lancaster stra in, so-call ed because it ha s been grown a t Lin 
coln since 1945, originated from seed collec ted in Ril ey County, 
Kansas, by the Soil Conserva tion Service Nursery Division a t Man 
hatt an. 

Wh ereve r Holt , Stanton and Lancaster h ave b een plant ed side b y 
sid e, they h ave p erfo rm ed very different ly. L ancas ter is the most de
sir ab le of the thr ee from th e stand point of growt h and soil improve
ment, but Holt probably is best for sectio ns where fro st comes earl y. 
Stanton is recommended over Holt wherever the length of season is at 
all favorable for it. 

17. Wh ere may seed be obt ained? Th e pr esent seed suppl y of 
H olt is limited. Stanton and Lanca ster seed are ava ilabl e to the ex tent 

Co mbining partridge pea at the Agro nomy Farm, Linc oln . 
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of abouL 6000 pound s. Grow ers' nam es and pri ces will be furni shed 
on re qu est. 

18. Can a farmer produc e hi s own seed? Part rid ge pea seed rip ens 
u nevenl y, and when pods become rip e and dr y th ey split op en and 
Lhrow thei r seed . If the wea th er is clou dy and dam p at r ipeni ng tim e, 
a high proportion of pod s ma y r ip en but n ot spli t . By getting into 
th e field at a time of da y when pod s are slight ly tou gh, a larg e por
t ion of th e seed may be h arvested with a comb in e, som etime s as much 
as 75 p er cent but usuall y not more th an 50 per cent. 

If seed is nea rl y r ipe and is caught by frost, the pod s sh ould b e 
watc hed for severa l days as they dry. At a dr y pod stag e just before 
splitti ng, much of th e seed may be h arves ted with a combi ne. If suffi 
cient ly adva n ced befor e frost comes, fro sted seed may ha ve a hi gh er 
percent age ger mination and a lower perc en tage of h ard seed th an seed 
th a t is full y matur ed. 

Th ose who wan t max imum seed yield s should not depend on 
com binin g. Maximum seed yield s are obtained wh en a crop is har 
vested gree n with a large proportion of pod s just tu rn ing brown , and 
with seed in side ju st beginnin g to show speckl es of br own . Thi s in
volves bi nd ing and special m ethod s of h andlin g wh ich wou ld b e pr ac
ticed only by sp ecial ty seed growers . 

A farm er ma y mow p artrid ge pea at th is bind er stage and ga ther 
up th e gree n mat erial an d spr ea d it ove r an y othe r field where th e 
leg um e is wan ted . This is a goo d pr actice for sand y blowout s where the 
r esidu e cover is important. Combining , howe ver , is probably th e 
better practice, eve n if less seed is ob tain ed, for th en the straw re ma in s 
on th e land. T ota l seed yield s should range from 100 to 600 pound s 
p er acre .1 

19. Wh at is the effect of partrid ge pea on weecls? Partrid ge p ea 
h as a r emarka ble capacit y for smoth ering out weeds. I t does thi s 
partly becau se of it s den se leaf system, and part ly because it can ou t
grow th e weeds throu gh it s use of atmosp her ic ni trogen . um erous 
ex peri ences in di cate that on sand y land , par tr id ge pea will crow d 
out sandbu rs, foxta il , cockl ebur s, and to some ex tent sunfl owers. 

20. What value doe s partridge pea have when planted with grass? 
Partrid ge pea in a grass seed m ix tu re , or p lan ted in rund own grass 
wi th a grai n drill , will gro w r eadil y and vigorou sly, thu s add in g to 
immedia te gro und cover and aiding in th e control of run off or win d 
erosion on clayey or sand y land s. The ultimat e effects on quant ity 

1 T he Pier ce Soil Conservat ion Demonstrat ion Farm har vested abo ut 3 acres 
of Stant on par tr idge pea in 1952 w ith a stee l rasp type of combin e . Th e ha rves ted 
mater ia l consiste d of a mi xtur e of ripe , gree n , an d many bro ken seeds, and seed 
filled green pods. T he mi xtur e bad to be sprea d in th e su n to dry. R ecove ry was well 
over 75 per cent of th e total. 

7 



an d quali ty of grass vegeta tion are not well enou gh known to warra n t 
specific r ecomm endat ion s. 

21. Wha t are the tilla ge an<l management practices with partrid ge 
pea? O bjecti ves ar e m aximum soil im provem en t and con servati on with 
m in im um compli caLions and costs. Stubbl e land whi ch goes to corn 
n eed no t be tou ch ed u nLil after v iable seed of parlr idge pea h as 
form ed. Th en it sh ould b e subti lled or r ipp ed 4 to 6 in ch es deep if 
equ ipm ent is ava ilabl e. Oth erwi se it may be le ft u nt il sprin g. Animal s, 
howeve r , may h ave th e ru n of p artrid ge pea land fr om gr ain harvest 
un til spri ng . Spr ing wor k for corn should be sta rt ed just as soo n as 
part r idge p ea seeds beg in to germ inat e. Sub till ing will give max im um 
soil and moi stu re con servat ion . Maxi mum soil impro vement r esulLs 
fro m plowin g und er. 

22. Is partridg e pea the long wished-fo r legume for western Ne
br aska dry-land argicult ure? No on e knows. It is deservin g o[ tr ial. 
An early mat urin g stra in lik e H olt or on e develope d loca ll y fr om 
n a tive partr idge pea can be exp ecLed to grow and pe rsist in any ro
tat ion whe re i t is the ru le for wee ds to appea r in stubb le after h arvest. 
An examp le o[ such wou ld b e a ro tat ion o[ wi nt er whea t , sprin g grain 
and summe r fallow, in whi ch parlr idgc pea should appear in th e 
spr ing grain . 

It probab ly woul d not fit in th e preva ilin g ro taLion of win ter 
wheat and fall ow in D un dy, Chase, P erk ins, and Keith Counti es and 
from there west. It may become inc reas in gly desirable in Lhi s ro lat ion 
in counties eas t of the whea t and fall ow area. 

Partridge pea wou ld not b e a p est in whea t pro du ction as is tra il
in g wild bea n, or as feared in th e case of wint er ve tch. I t pro b ably 
shou ld be regar ded more as a pro du cer of res idu e fo r im prove d effi
ciency o[ rnu lch-protec lcd su m mer fallow tha n as a suppli er of n itr o
gen drawn from th e ai r. Thu s it would b e a suppl em ent to , bu t not 
a sub st itute for, ni tro gen fert ili zer. 

Th is circ ula r is a con tri buti on by the Depa r tme n t of Agro nomy, Neb raska 
Agricultural Expe rim e n t Sta t io n , a nd So il Co nserva tion Service R esearc h , U. S. 
Departme n t of Agr icultu re . It was p repa red by T. H . C oo clding, Pro fesso r of 
Agronomy, U niversi ty of Nebraska, a nd J. C. Ru ssel , Soil Conservati oni st , Agri
cult u ra l R esea rch Ser vice. Soi l and Water Co nserva tion R esea rch Bra nch . U.S . 
Depa r tment of Agri cu lture. P hotographs were provided by F. L. D ul ey. 
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