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THE LESPEDEZAS OF NORTHWEST ARKANSAS

Orrin J. Henbest, Foyetteville

INTRODUCTION

The uplands of Northwest Arkansas are the meeting-place, so
to speak, of at least three plant regions

—
the oak-hickory

forests from the north and east, the prairies from the west, and
the gulf coastal plains from the south. This Intermixture of
plant types together with the varied habitats provided by the
wide range of geological formations, mountains, plains, and
prairies produces a flora rich in genera and species.

This paper deals with the floras of that part of the Ozark
and Boston Mountains which lies In six counties and the adjacent
parts of six more counties in the Northwestern corner of the
state.

DISCUSSION

The lespedas are particularly Interesting because of the
large number of species, their wide distribution, their erosion-
control and soil-building qualities, their Importance as farm
crops, and their value as food for wildlife. It Is an easy mat-
ter to collect six or eight species within a small area of a few
acres, but nowhere does one find a dense stand of any of the
native species. Many specimens are difficult to Identify using
all the manuals available (1,2, 3 and 4). No one manual covers
this area completely, but rather Includes it In the outer edge
of the region treated in the manual. As a result many of the
descriptions do not fit our forms accurately.

Of the 125 species of lespedeza, only two are annuals, and
a few of the perennial species are shrubs. Their range appears
to be limited to the eastern parts of the Old and New Worlds in
the north temperate zone. The twenty odd native species in.the
eastern United States and southeastern Canada are all perennial
herbs.

A large number of annual, perennial, and shrubby species
have been introduced into the United States to observe their
values for forage, erosion control, and as ornamentals. By far
the most valuable of these are the species and varieties of L.
striata and L. stipulacea

—
the only two annual species belong-

ing to this genus.

Pieters (5) said of the former, "The common lespedeza has
long been in the United States, the earliest record being from
Monticello, Georgia, in 1846 Itspread to Alabama and Missis
slppl by 1867 and was well known Inparts of Tennessee In1870.
In 1880 it was being cut for hay in Louisiana." It is supposed
that the seeds were brought from Japan or China in some tea
boxes.

Many farmers were mystified at the sudden appearance of
"Japan clover" in their community and are becoming accustomed to
think of lespedeza in terms of hay and soil conservation. They
have accepted It as a life-saver for soil much in the same way
that Bermuda grass is prized on the severely eroded soils in
central and southern Arkansas.

"Korean lespedeza was sent to the United States In1919 by-
Ralph Mills, a medical missionary in Chosen (formerly Korea)" (5)
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Lespedeza striata is so well adapted to varying conditions
and produces such an abundance of seed that it is widely used in
pasture mixtures and as a soil improving crop. Some of its im-
proved varieties, known as Kobe and Tennessee 76, have proven to be
valuable hay crops, but are not as generally popular in Arkansas
as is Korean lespedeza (L. stipulacea). The varieties of the
latter species, Harbin and early Korean, are early-maturing and
are adaptable to the northern states and southern Canada where
the summers are shorter.

Sericea lespedeza (L. sericea) is gaining importance as a
forage crop on acid or sandy soils comparable to the position of
alfalfa on the nearly neutral or limestone soils. The two annual
species and sericea are unrivaled as soil Improvers and forage
plants for Impoverished soils in the southeastern United States.
Of the native species only a few show even faint values as ero-
sion control or forage plants. Five species are used as browse
by deer, and the leaves of a few more species are eaten by wild
turkey (7). Cattle occasionally eat L. repens and possibly L.
virginica. The prostrate species L. repens and L. procumbens have
a habit which would aid in erosion control were they to grow in
dense stands. The latter species does this to a limited extent
and is worthy of further trial.

Graham (7) has shown that the fruits and leaves of many
species are used as food by several forms of song birds and game
birds and mammals. The author (8) found that lespedeza seeds
made up one-fourth of the food of the bobwhite. The crop of one
bobwhite was found to contain approximately 4000 lespedeza
seeds

—
mostly L. striata and L. stipulacea.

Several lespedezas, notably L. bicolor, have been Introduced
as ornamentals because of their showy flowers, and have also be-
come useful on eroding field borders and wildlife areas for ero-
sion control and food for wildlife.

In the northern part of their range the lespedezas must be
inoculated in order to obtain good yields. Scarification or
softening of the seed coat is advisable In the perennial species
for some of them produce a high percentage of hard seed.

Dry open woods, glades, Idle fields, and prairies are the
natural habitats of our native lespedezas. A few species are
shade tolerant but most of them enjoy only partial shade or com-
pletely open areas. Acid soils are generally preferred by most
species, for on cherty soils which are strongly acid one may find
several species within a small area.

August and September find the largest number of species in
bloom, but the range of dates of blooming begins with L. repens
in early May and extends through September with L. hirta and L.
capitata.

CONSPECTUS

LESPEDEZA Mlchx. Herbs or shrubs. Leaves plnnately 3-foil-
ate, rarely one; leaflets not stipellate. Flowers perfect, peta-
liferous, most species having both apetalous and petaliferous
flowers. Calyx 5-cleft, the lobes nearly equal, slender, or the
two upper ones more or less united. Corolla pink, purplish,
cream color, or whitish; the standard broad, clawed; the wings
and keel petals clawed. Stamens 10 (9 and 1, or the upper stamen
partially united with the sheath), anthers all alike. Loment
simple (or sometimes 2-jointed, with the lower Joint empty and
stalk-like). Flowers May -September. Pods sometimes remain on
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I

the dry stalks through the winter. (Dedicated to LESPEDEZ, the
Spanish governor of Florida in the time of Michaux.)

Deam (9) points out, "In a study of this genus the two kinds
of pods and the relative length of the calyx and its lobes should
be noted. The pods of cleistogamous flowers are usually broadly
oval and short and have very short calyx lobes of nearly equal
length, mostly 0.5-2 mm long, and a short, recurved style, usual-
ly less than 1 mm long. The pods of petal iferous flowers are
usually not so wide and are longer, the calyx lobes more irregu-
lar in length and much longer than those of the cleistogamous
flowers, and the style is much longer and not recurved.

The forms covered in this report include thirteen native
and introduced species and one variety occurring in Northwest
Arkansas (based on the herbarium of the University of Arkansas
and the author's collection), and five species and two varieties
reported in various manuals with their ranges extending into this
section of the state. These unconfirmed forms are as follows:
L. prairea Britt., L. Nuttalli Darl., L. Manniana Mack. & Bush.,
L. Stuevei f. augustifolia (Britt.) Hopkins, L. Stuevei var neg-
lecta Britt., L. acuticarpa Mack & Bush., and L. augustifolia
(Pursh.) Ell. It is expected that further collections and exami-
nations of other herbaria will verify these species and add more
species to our list.

A key to the sections based on Small's treatment of the
genus and a key to the species and varieties are given followed
by a chart showing the synonyms and the diagnostic features of
the species and varieties. It is to be noted that L. sericea is
included in close relationship with L. virginica because of its
similar vegetative characters.

KEY TO THE LESPEDEZAS OF NORTHWEST ARKANSAS

Section I. STRIATAE. Annuals; stipules and bracts broad and
scarious; calyx lobes about as wide as long, shorter than
the pod; flowers of two kinds, petalif erous and apetalous.

Section II. VIOLACEAE. Perennial herbs; stipules subulate;
bracts minute; calyx lobes much longer than wide, shorter
than the pod; flowers of two kinds, petaliferous and apeta-
lous; corolla purple or purplish (greenish-yellow In L.
sericea) .

Section III.BICOLORAE. Perennial shrubs; stipules subulate;
bracts minute; calyx lobes much longer than wide, much
shorter than pod; flowers all alike; petaliferous, purple
or white; panicles open.

Section IV. CAPITATAE. Perennial herbs; stipules subulate;
bracts minute; calyx lobes much longer than wide, as long
as or longer than the pod; flowers all alike, petaliferous,
whitish or cream-color; panicles congested, usually capitate

I. STRIATAE

Pubescence of stem appressed downward; leaflets
oblong-obovate; calyx lobes bluntly
pointed, almost as long as the pointed
pods 1. L. striata

Pubescence of stem appressed upward; leaflets
broadly obovate; calyx lobes rounded,
about one-fourth as long as the rounded,
strongly reticulated pod
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II.VIOLACEAE

Flower clusters slender-peduncled, mostly 2-4
times as long as their subtending leaves

Stems and leaflets woolly or soft-downy
with short spreading hairs; stems
branched at base, the branches trail-
Ing or procumbent 3. L. procumbens

Stems and leaflets glabrate or sparingly
appressed pubescent; stems slender,
branched, and trailing or spreading
upright

Stems very slender, prostrate or trail-
Ing; leaflets small, 6-15 mm long;
stipules mostly 2-4.5 mm long. . . 4. L. repens

Stems upright or spreading; leaflets
larger; stipules mostly 5-8 mm
long; petal Iferous flowers pani-
culate

Inflorescence close, short-pedun-
cled; calyx-lobes half as long
as pod; main leaflets 20-50 mm
long 5. L. violacea

Inflorescence lax, long-peduncled;
calyx-lobes one-fourth as long
as pod; main leaflets 6-18 mm
long 6. L. prairea

Flower clusters stouter-peduncled, some of
them shorter than the leaves, making
them appear spike-like or head-like

Calyx of petallferous flowers 6-9 mm long,
two-thirds as long as the pod or more 7. L. Manniana

Calyx of petaliferous flowers 3-5 mm long,
one-half as long as pod or less

Leaflets oval to suborbicular or obo-
vate, downy or woolly beneath. . . 8. L. Nuttallii

Leaflets oblong to oblong-elllptlc,
appressed-pube scent beneath. ... 9. L. acuticarpa

Flowers clusters sessile or nearly so
Calyx of petaliferous flowers 3-5 mm long,

rarely half as long as the pod
Leaflets densely woolly beneath

Leaflets elliptical to orbicular . . 10. L. Stuevei
Leaflets linear to linear-oblong

Upper surface of leaflets tomen-
tose-strigose with long
hairs, lower surface more
densely so; petioles of
principal caullne leaves
averaging 17 mm long

11. L. Stuevei f. augustifolia
Upper surface of leaflets downy,

the lower surface more
densely so; plant similar to
L. Stuevei, but
smaller 12. L. Stuevei var neglecta

Leaflets appressed-pubescent or gla-
brate beneath

Leaflets linear to linear-oblong
Apex truncate or obtuse, flowers

purple 13. L. virginica
Apex truncate, leaflets cuneate,

flowers greenish -yellow. . . 14. L. sericea
Leaflets oval to oblong; petalifer-

ous often short-peduncled . . . 15. L. frutescens
Calyx of petallferous flowers 6-8 mm long,

two-thirds as long as the pod or more. 16. L. simulata

26

Journal of the Arkansas Academy of Science, Vol. 3 [1950], Art. 9

http://scholarworks.uark.edu/jaas/vol3/iss1/9



27

III.BICOLORAE

Tall perennial shrubs with slender branches,
large ovate to obovate leaflets, spar-
ingly pubescent beneath, and lax panic-
les of showy purple or white flowers . . 17. L. bicolor

IV. CAPITATAE

Leaflets oval, ovate, or oblong
Peduncles mostly longer than the leaves;

spike cylindrlc 18. L. hirta
Peduncles shorter than the leaves; spike

subglobose 19. L. capitata
Leaflets linear to linear-oblong or linear-

lanceolate
Spike subglobose; bracts and calyx-lobes

conspicuously long-tipped; calyx
about 8 ram long 20. L. capitata var longifolia

Spike densely-flowered; bracts and
calyx-lobes not conspicuously long
tipped; calyx about 6 mm long . . . . 21. L. augustifolia

SUMMARY

Fourteen native and introduced lespedezas found in Northwest
Arkansas are discussed along with seven species and varieties
which possibly occur In this part of the state. Their values for
agriculture, erosion control, and wildlife are discussed. Aids"
for identification are presented by a key to the species and by a
chart showing in tabular form the diagnostic features of the
species and varieties.
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