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Circular 89 February 1951 

Hairy Vetch for Nebraska 
T. H. Goo oo1 G

Vetch in a strip cropping system. 

H airy vetch is a wint er annua l legum e. It may be p lant ed eith er 
in th e sprin g or fall. 

When sown in the sprin g it act s like a biennial, that is, it do es 
not set seed until the second season of growth. 

For seed production purpo ses it is commonly plant ed in the fall 
with rye which hold s the vetch off the ground. 

Wh en seeded with sma ll gra in s such as r ye or oats it shou ld be 
sown at the rate of 15 pound s per acre, whereas if plant ed alone the 
rate should be doubled. 

H air y vetch succeeds especia lly well on sand y soils, but can be 
grown on most well-drained soils. 

Inoculation is essential and should be sup pli ed parti cular ly 
wh ere hair y vetch is grown for the first tim e. 

Hair y vetch of ten succeeds on soils where sweet clover and alfa lfa 
fail. It is more tolerant to aci d (lime-deficient) soils than most 
legumin ous crops. 

The Experiment Station , Universit y of N ehraska 
College of Agriculture , Lincoln , Nebraska 

W. V. Lambert, Dir ector 
M . L. Baker, Associate Director 



A ve tch pl ant. 



l Descrip tion of H airy Ve tch 

Hair y vetch, also known as sand veLch , is a viny, weak -stemmed 
winter annual legum e. Th e stems attain a length of 2 to 5 feet. Th e 
stems and leaves are covered wiLh a h eavy pubescence or h airiness 
which gives the plant a silvery appearance wh en it reaches the bloom 
stag e. Th e flowers ar e bl ue-violet, born e in dense on e-sid ed clusters. 
The pods are light green, smooth and contain 2 to 8 small spher ical 
seeds. When ripe th e seeds are nearl y black. 

Uses 

Hair y vetch is relished by all farm livestock. It make s good pasture, 
h ay, and silage and is an exce llent cover crop for san dy soils. 

As a pasture cro p hairy ve tch is exce ll enL for sh eep and cattle. It 
should noL be pas Lur ed when wet be ca use of th e dang er of bloat. Even 
though hair y vetch is a fall annual it can be seede d in th e spring eit h er 
alone or wiLh oat s for pas tur e, ha y or silag e. 

Vetch is somew hat difficulL LO handl e as hay because of it s vin y 
natur e and th e way in which is cling s toge th er. With Lhe use of 
mod ern haying machinery Lhis ob jection can be large ly overcom e. 

Vetch ranks high among Lhe memb ers of the legum e famil y in its 
ability to fix ni trog en . It is a valuable crop for soil impro veme nt, 
particul arl y if the above -ground parts of the p lant are re turn ed to the 
soil rath er Lhan removed, or if th e crop is u sed for feed or p astur e and 
the manur e returned. 

Adap tabi lity 

Th e two ve tches most commonly grow n in th e Un ited States are 
common and ha iry vetch. Common vetch is less win ter hard y and less 
drouth resistant than hair y vetch . Some strai n s of hair y vetch are more 
wi n ter hard y than others . Success in grow ing hair y vetch in ebra ska 
depends to a larg e degre e on it s adaptabi lit y. 

Hair y vetch prefers sand y or sandy loam soils, but th e crop will 
succeed on a great variety of so.ils provid ed th ey are well drained . It 
grows relative ly well on alkaline soils and is more tolerant to acid soils 
than most legum inous crops. 

Method of Seeding 

Hair y veLch ma y be seeded ei the r by broadcasti ng or by drilling. 
Th e mo st com mon practic e of seed i.ng in th e sandy areas of Tebraska 
is to dr ill the vetch with rye, in ear ly September, seedi ng 1 bu shel of 
r ye and 15 po unds of ve tch per acre . Th is practice is generally fol­
lowed whe n th e crop is grown for seed. Th e depth of pl anting will 
var y with th e type of soil and the surfac e-moistur e of th e soil. Un der 
favorabl e mois tu re conditio ns vetch may be seeded 2 or 3 inch es deep 
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Fal l-seeded rye on t.his sandy soi l gave poor cover. A rye -vetch mi xture woul d 
have given much better cover. 

on sand y soils and l .5 in ches on h eav ier soils. O ats m ay be us ed as a 
suppor Ling crop and for spring seedin g shoul d be drilled somew h at 
li ght er than th e regular rate, seeding th e vetch a t 15 p ound s per acre . 
Spr in g seeding of oats and ve tch is oft en practic ed wh ere th e crop is 
to be pa stur ed or cut for hay. 

H airy vetc h ma y be seeded alone eit h er in the sprin g or in th e fall 
for past ure purpo ses. Th e viny natur e of ve tch mak es i t difficult to 
harvest for ha y or seed wh en grown alon e. When sown alon e the ra te 
should be in creased to 25 or 30 pound s per acre. 

Inoculation 

Unl ess inoculat ed, hairy vetc h is li kely to be a fai lu re, p articu larl y 
if th e soil on whi ch the crop is to be seeded has no t grown a su ccessful 
crop of vetch wit hin th e past two years . Many fa ilur es with vetc h are 
dir ectly a ttributabl e to th e lack of in ocul ation. Ino culation can be 
accompli sh ed by u sin g com mercial cultu res or by u sin g soil from field s 
th at h ave rece ntl y grown a su ccessful crop of vetc h . When soi l is used, 
i t ma y be mixed with th e seed and drill ed at th e r a te of a h alf bu shel 
per acre and 30 pound s of seed with an ordin ary drill. Comm ercial 
cultur es are in expe nsive. Th ey provid e cheap insura nce th a t th e ri ght 
kind of orga ni sm s of hi gh nitrog en-fixing ab ili ty will be pr esent. Pr e­
cautions set forth in th e man ufactur er's dir ection s should be observed 
carefull y. 



Soil Improv ement 

When ba cteria of th e pr oper kind are app lied to th e vetc h seed, 
th e bacter ia ent er th e tin y root ha ir s as the youn g plan ts begin to grow 
an d cau se th e developm en t of nod ul es on th e root s. T h e bacteria in 
th ese nodul es mak e nitro gen availabl e to th e grow ing pla n t. T h e nitro ­
gen fixed n ot on ly will impro ve th e gro wth of the crop , bu t wh en the 
land is turne d to ano th er crop th e nit rogen in th e legume will be re­
leased by decompo sition and bec om e ava ilabl e for the foll owin g crop. 

Hai ry vetc h may not ra nk with bi enni al swee tclover and alfalfa 
as a soil buil de r, bu t hairy vetch can be suc cessfu lly produ ced on man y 
of th e san dy areas of Ne bra ska wh ere swee tclover and alfa lfa are 
di fficul t to grow. On a sand y farm in Madi son Coun ty, N ebra ska in 
1949, cor n following rye and vetch yield ed 52 b ush els p er acr e. On the 
same typ e of soi l wh ere no legum e had been gro wn re cent ly th e corn 
yield ed 33 bu sh els. 

Harvesting for Seed 

Th e most commo n way of h arvesting vetch in Nebra ska is with th e 
combin e. Vetch shou ld be h arves ted wh en th e lower half of th e po ds 
ar e full y ri pe. A t thi s stage of ma tu r ity th e upp er pod s will be full y 
form ed and th e pl ant will be carrying a max imum quantit y o f seed . 

Wh en vetc h is seeded with a supp or t ing crop lik e rye i t can be 
h arves ted di rec tly from th e field with a comb ine. Wh en seeded alone 
i t may be n ecessary to cut th e vetc h wi th an ordin ary mower with a 
swath er a t tach ed, an d then combin e from th e wind row by means of 
a pic k-up att achment. Ha iry vetch sh a tt ers eas ily, so the combining 
sho uld b e don e imm edi ate ly after mowin g. 

Pasturing 

Vetch may be used for pa sture an d is readily ea ten by all kin ds of 
farm livestock. Ca ttl e and sh eep do th e leas t dam age in p asturi ng 
vetch. Ho gs seem to be th e mo st destructi ve. T h e p ossibi lit ies of 
bl oa tin g catt le and sheep will be redu ced if good-qua li ty h ay or straw 
is made ava ilable to th e ani ma ls. T h e anim als sho ul d not be tu rned 
on th e lu sh p astur e when th ey ar e hun gry. 

Seed 

T h e pu rchaser of seed not on ly shou ld inquir e abou t it s germ in a­
tion and puri ty but should investiga te th e sour ce of th e seed. 

A str ain of h airy vetch kn own as Madison h as been p laced on th e 
certi fica tion list by the N ebr aska Crop Im p rovement Associa tion , Col ­
lege of Agr icultur e, Lin coln, ebra ska. T h is str ain of vetch had been 
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Spring -seeded vetch. CondiLion on September 7. 

Same plot on Nove m ber 22, show ing de nse grow th of foli age which is su itab le 
for pasture du ri ng December and J an uary. To avoid wind erosion , vetch shou ld not 
be pastured too close ly. 



grown on on e farm in Madi son Count y, ebr aska for about ten years 
when it s favor abl e charact er isti cs and ad apt abilit y to N ebr aska condi ­
tion s were call ed to the a tt ention of th e N ebra ska Crop Impro vement 
Association. 

Eight gro wers of certifi ed Madi son vetch , selected at r ando m, h ar­
vested a tot al of 137 acres of ve tch plant ed with rye durin g th e sum ­
mer of 1950. Th e avera ge seed yield p er acre of th e rye-vetch mi xt ur e 
was 19.4 bu shels. When sep ara ted from th e rye, th e vetch seed gave 
an average yield of 6 bu sh els p er acre. 

Ut ili zation of Rye-Vetch Seed Mixtures

earl y pur e ve tch seed can b e separat ed from a rye-vetch mi xtur e 
by use of a spiral separa tor, but the separation of r ye from a rye-ve tch 
mi x tur e is quit e difficult. Furth ermor e, th e seed trad e di scriminat es 
in pr ice aga in st rye cont ainin g vetch seed. R ye cont ainin g over 6 p er 
cent o[ vetc h will be plac ed in sampl e grade and for thi s re ason pr ob ­
abl y should be ground and fed on the fa rm. 

Varieti es of rye gro wn for certific ation shou ld not be seeded with 
vetch becau se it is so difficul t to remove th e rye from th e vetch seed. 
If ve tch volunt eers in th e rye th e crop should be spr ayed with 2,4-D to 
kill or r etard th e growth of th e ve tch and thu s preve nt the seed from 
contamina t ing th e rye. 

Memb ers o f th e gra in and seed trad e are confid ent that a cheap and 
, hi gh-speed method of sep ara tin g rye and wh eat from vetch seed can 

be developed. If thi s can be do ne th e ve tch-growing area may be ex­
tend ed into the wint er whea t section of south eas tern N ebra ska . 

Thi s circul ar was prep are d by T. H . Gooddin g, Pro fessor of Agro n omy, ni-
versir y of ebraska Coll ege of Agr icultur e . Ph otogr aph s were pro vided by F . L. 
Dul ey, Soil Conserva tion Serv ice-R esea rch . 
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