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bn't Overlook Russian Wild Rye

by D. F. Hervey and W. M. Johnson*

Have we been overlooking a good bet
not using more Russian wild rye in our

nge reseeding programs? The drouth of
ie past iew years has proved the ability

Russian wild rye to stay alive when other
•eded grasses die.
Under grazing tests it has been eaten by

livestock during parts of the year wb'jn
'thcr seeded grasses were not palatable.
Chemical analyses and digestibility trials

have shown it to be superior to most other
asses used for reseeding. It has outstand-

ng- ability for regrowth and respon.se to
'late summer rains. These, and other charac-
teristics, should give us reason to consider
Russian wild rye further. Let's take a closer
look at the possibilities with this grass.

A Cool Season Bunch Grass
Russian wild rye is a cool season bunch

>rass introduced from the Mid-East and the
U.S.S.R. It is currently under pasture trials
at the Colorado A and M College Foothill
Range at Fort Collins, and at the Manitou
Experimental Forest** north of Woodland
Park. Numerous other plantings have been
made throughout Colorado during the past
12 years. It is from results of these experi-
mental tests and other field plantings that
(he value of Russian wild rye has been
determined.

Perhaps there has been a tendency to

' Range Conservationists. Colorado A and M Col-
ege. Rocky Mountain Forest and Range Experiment

Station, respectively.
'* Maintained by the Rocky Mountain Forest and

Range Experiment Station with headquarters at Fort
Collins.

rate Russian wild rye low as a forage pro-
ducer because of tests in which clippings
were made only at the end of the growing
season. Its true forage-producing value was
forcibly demonstrated during the summer
of 1953 on the Manitou Experimental
Forest. On these pastures, grazing tests are
generally started in April. In 1953, because
of an extremely dry June, Grazing was
terminated on the seeded pastures by the
end o£ June. However, favorable precipi-
tation during July and August permitted
a second period of grazing during which
regrowth records were taken.

Ability for regrowth during the warm
summer months is not common among
tool season grasses. Russian wild rye, with
its strong regrowth habit, is an exception
to this general rule.

Cool season grasses have been used by
many ranchers to provide green feed before
native pastures are ready to graze in the
spring. For example, the cool season
pastures at the Manitou Experimental
Forest are ready for grazing approximately
six weeks ahead of the native pine-bunch-
grass ranges. But some of the cool season
grasses, of which crested wheatgrass is a
notable example, lose their palatability
during the summer months after maturing
seed. Again, Russian wild rye is an excep-
tion to the general rule. It matures seed
very early, usually by July 1 at Fort Collins.
Yet, the leaves remain green and are readily
taken by livestock. The seed stalks are tall
and do not intefere.. with grazing of the
basal leaves. Furthermore, the dry, cured
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Wild R y e . . .
(Continued from page 3)

herbage is palatable in the winter time,
much like that of blue grama.

The high palatability of the dried herb-
age of Russian wild rye may be related to
the low fiber content. Researchers at the
Montana Agricultural Experiment Station*
made chemical analyses of several grasses,
with the following interesting comparison
between Russian wild rye and fairway
crested wheatgrass showing up:

Percent Composition
Russian Fairway
wild rye crested

wheatgrass
Lignin 10.98 15.42
Cellulose 31.02 35.68
Crude protein 13.33 6.66
Nutritive ratio 1:4.99 1:14.62

The same study showed apparent digesti-
bility to be as follows:

Apparent Percent of Digestibility

Lignin
Cellulose
Crude protein

Russian
wild rye

19.5
68.5
68.5

Fairway
crested

wheatgrass
4.3

54.5
42.0

These tables help to explain why Russian
wild rye pastures produce livestock gains
which are comparable to those from pastures
or higher forage producing grasses. For
example, at Fort Collins during the three
years 1949-1951, average weight gains in
pounds per acre made by cows and calves
on three pastures were: Intermediate wheat-
grass, 101 pounds; Russian wild rye, 160
pounds, and tall wheatgrass, 179 pounds.
It is of interest to note that during the
drouth of the past three years, the pasture
of intermediate wheatgrass has gone out of
production, the pasture of tall wheatgrass
has reduced to less than half a stand, while
the pasture of Russian wild rye continued
in production and was the only of these
three pastures grazed during 1954.

At the Manitou Experimental Forest

* McCall, R., R. T. Clark and A. R. Patton, 1943.
The apparent digestibility and nut r i t ive value of sev-
eral native and introduced grasses. Mont. Asri. Exper.
Sta. Tech. Bui. No. 418.

grazing tests are underway on various seedfl
dryland pastures. Yearling heifers are graze
during the growing season. The beet' pro!
ducing ability of Russian wild rye as cc
pared to other grasses can be seen froa
the following table:

Pounds of beef
Pasture gained per acre

1952 1953!
Crested wheatgrass 76.3
Smooth bromegrass 62.1
Intermediate wheatgrass 64.8
Russian wild rye 51.6

With all its outstanding characteristic,! The Past *ix months h
why hasn't Russian wild rye been use«Peri.od ror the Colorado
more in resceding programs? Probably th;ftestm£ program's mobile
number one reason is the high cost of see<«*ab travels out into the s
and lack of seed production. During 19541™lls £or their ability to
only two growers produced Russian wiljcians working with the uni
rye'seed for certification in Colorado. Theifp]ans for an onslaught of
combined production amounted to ll*6™1* expected late this
pounds. This seed has retailed recently afcnt"e spring,
around a dollar a pound. Production of. More than 300 hulls t
Russian wild rye seed looks like a promisinl*mce last Jul7- Enthusias
venture for seed growers. However, Russuf*PPears to be growing wii
wild rye is a grass which docs not readill"110 the state> according
produce large quantities of seed, and if |Scott, A and M veterina
does, the problem of shattering ripe sef*FarSe of the unit- The
is great. Wide spacing of plants, applicatioi
of nitrogen, and proper soil moisture ecu
ditions will aid in seed production. See
production under ideal drv land condition j" located on the A and M
1 ' '̂"ollins.

County agents and
may reach 200 pounds per acre, or up
400 pounds per acre under irrigation. U
Department of Agriculture leaflet numlx Cattlemen's Associations ar

sufficient, rolling laboratoi
testing program beyond a
from the central testing 1i • . -^

313, entitled "Russian Wild Rye" wou:
be helpful to anyone interested in s«
production.

There is one characteristic of Russia
wild rye that is not too desirable and.
should be considered before this grass
used. It is a bunchgrass which will not
in between the rows once it is establisl
It is such a strong competitor that w
or other grasses cannot grow between
rows, and in areas of high wind or wai
erosion hazard, this may be a disadvanta
It would be' necessary to make contt
plantings where water erosion may occ
It may not be satisfactory for use in ar
of extremely high wind erosion hazard.

It is necessary to get a good stand on
initial planting. For this reason, good se

(Continued on page 11)
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ould die possibilities of water storage be
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ipand areas now under irrigation? Will

He of the new and imported grass strains
legumes bring even greater beef

ields? What role does ranch management
ay in determining profit or loss in beef
erations in the mountain meadow
untry?
Any of these items could lead to more

Eficient livestock production. Take land
veling for example. Rancher Craig
odwin near Gunnison is trying to make
irrigation more efficient and his hay

vest easier. After four years, a 70-acre
>h, wire grass meadow that yielded
ton of hay per acre prior to leveling

, now averaging three tons per acre, The
kaease in hay yield has already returned

it plant. Cost of supplement** cost o£ his leveling operation.
nen in the mountain meadon
be cut by 50 percent if thii

ding value.
Benefits Beef Production

jenefits from nitrogen an
ertilization of meadoxvs car
:f yields? More light is bein
lat question with the aid

Rancher Park McDonnough in the
jijuache Park area of Colorado is corn-

found equal to other suppliining water storage with nitrogen fertili-
'• Cation to control irrigation and production

if his old meadows and to bring new areas
ider meadow production.
Rancher Ferrington Carpenter, Hayden,
is combined nitrogen fertilization and
rly harvest with the prospect that he may

t Colorado Research Corpora-if0" Produte as much livestock on half
e in progress at a pilot plant is ranch as his emire r;mch Procluced

e Ferrington Carpenter rancfi &*?' , , .
Twenty-four head of heifers Other Ieads are cominS £rom research

>n pasture in May of 1953 to1 ow underwaT' Onc shows that the one-
iins and calf crops resulting ~~~~ "
d and unfertilized meadows. Controlled irrigation with a sprinkler sys-
1 phosphorus fertilizers arJF1 is _the subJect of investigation at this
1 in various combination!

are intermiittently irrigated,
of one year of testing, th

1 no gain response from
rtilization. Nitrogen increased
i by 280 pounds. Carrying
Boosted from 250 cattle day
meadows to 475 cattle day
rtilized meadows. Results thus
4-55 tests also seem to verify
sible to produce two calves
vas produced before \vilh
tilizadon and controlled

; go from here with mountain
:h? The findings to date hinf
ems of high-altitude pastures

jbilot plant located on the Ferrington Car-
tenter ranch near Hayden, Colorado.

ton yields now obtained from meadows
containing rushes and sedges might be
jumped to six tons if adapted grasses are
used with controlled irrigation. Liberal use
of nitrogen with good water control has
produced experimentally from four to six
inches of grass growth by May 15 at
Gunnison. This compares with little or no
growth on pastures left untreated. The
same treatment brought three to seven
inches of regrowth after September com-
pared with one to two inches of regrowth
on untreated pastures. This finding could
lead the way to a longer pasture season
for mountain meadows.

Wild Rye

(Continued from page 4)

proper seedbed preparation, and careful
seeding are needed. The young seedlings
are not as robust and vigorous as those of
tall and intermediate wheatgrass, It isn't
until the third year after planting that
stands of Russian wild rye become readily
apparent.

li you are planning a range reseeding
program, you might consider Russian wild
rye where you desire the following
chacteristics:

Drouth resistance
Early spring pasture
Pasture that will procure regrowth with

summer rains
A palatable and nutritious winter pasture
Tolerance to modem tely alkaline dry

soils
A promising grass for the seed producer.


