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Sorghull1s 
By R. H. TlTCKER, Acting Extension Agronomist 

Why Grow Them? 
Sorghums are the surest forage-producing crop grown on 

the dry-land plains of Eastern Colorado. They slrnw a marked 
resistance to drought-having the ability to "stand still" in 
relatively dry soil and make a rapid recovery \\·hen more 
favorable moisture conditions prevail. Most varieties also have 
the capacity to give high yields with farnrable growing condi
tions throughout the whole growing season. There has been 
only one failure of forage sorghum production on fallow land 
at the U. S. Dryland Station at Akron, and few failures on 
stubble land, since the Station started testing sorghums in 1909. 

Sorghums ha\·e made a crop in instances where corn, small 
grains, or other crops ha\·e been completely destroyed by grass
hoppers the past few years. From this, it can be concluded that 
sorghums are less palatable to 'hoppers than these other crops. 

Best Forage Producers.-Not only have farmers a greater 
a8surance of some crop, hut they will have a larger crop of 
forage when sorghums are grown for feed purposes. In the 
period from 1925 to 1936 at Akron comparative forage produc
tion of various crops was as follows, in percentage of Black 
Amber cane rated at 100 percent. 

Foxtail millet, drilled ......... 71% Corn in ro\';!-' .......... . 
Pro so or hershey, drilled ...... 53 % Spring rye, drilled ..... . 
Sudan, drilled ................. 50% Field peas. drilled ..... . 
Barley, drilled ............... -15~;. Tepary beans in ro\\"~. 

Sorghums have a diversity of uses. Their principal uses in 
Colorado are as forage or silage or as feed or cash grain crops. 
Supplemented with a protein feed, sorghum forage and grain 
01 grain alone furnishes the basis of maintenance, growing and 
fattening rations for all classes of livestock. 

Sudan grass, cut early, provides a palatable high-protein 
hay, or, pastured, furnishes an abundance of desirable pasture 
from July to frost. Sorghums other than sudan should not be 
pastured except when the forage is completely cured and dry, 
because of the danger of poisoning. Sudan should not be pas
tured after frost until it is thoroughly cured. Forage sorghums 
used as silage or forage make palatable roughage. 

Practically Equal to Corn.-Grain and dual-purpose sor
ghums have yielded as much forage as corn and, roughly, one
third more grain during the period tested. Grain sorghum is 
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practically equal in feeding value to corn. It is quoted on the mar
kets and it is interesting to compare the prices of grain sorghums 
as a cash crop with corn and barley over a period of years. In 
Colorado Agricultural Statistics, compiled by the Division of 
Crop and Livestock Estimates, U. S. Bureau of Agriculture 
Economics and the Colorado State Planning Commission, are 
given the yearly prices for these grains for the 18 years, 1919-
1936. The averages for this period for these crops are as fol-
!O\VS: 

Grain sorghums ----------- 67.lc per bushel 
Barley ---------·-----·----- 55.0c per bushel 
Corn --------------------- 68.4c per bushel 

Greater production might have meant a lower price for 
grain sorghums but with a price nearly equal to corn and yields 
of the better varieties of fully one-third more, it would probably 
have been more profitable to grow sorghums for either feed or 
cash grain crops in this period than corn, barley or other crops. 

Sorghum plants are firmly rooted, so this crop can be used 
effectively as a soil anchor. Where this crop is planted thick 
and cut high enough to leave a good stubble, the land will resist 
wind erosion very effectively. Normal stands of either grain or 
forage sorghums leave a much thicker stubble population over 
the ground than corn. 

A dual-purpose sorghum combines forage and grain production. 
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How to Grow Sorghums 
Sorghums are adapted to the lower warmer regions of 

Colorado. They are a warm-season crop and sensitive to cold 
soils, in germinating, so they shoud not be planted until the 
mean temperature approaches 60') F. This temperature is 
usually reached between l\1ay 25 and June 10 in most regions 
of Eastern Colorado and represents the recommended planting 
time. The lower southern regions can use the earlier dates and 
the northern and higher altitude regions the later dates. 

Use Pure Seed.-The first requirement of growing a satis
factory crop is good seed. Good seed is pure seed with high 
germination. All varieties of sorghums cross pollinate and seed 
outwardly appearing to be of one Yariety may produce a miscel
lc:neous mixture of varieties of varying heights, dates of 
maturity, and forage and grain characteristics. The seed cost 
of planting is so small per acre that nothing but the best seed 
obtainable should be used. This good seed will be grown in 
isolated fields 40 rods or more from any other sorghum and 
off-type plants rogued out as soon as they can be distinguished 
so that the remaining seed is uniform and pure. Sorghum seed 
improves rather than deteriorates in germination when kept in 
good storage for several years. Advantage of this fact can be 
taken by storing good seed for several years when a supply is 
arnilable. 

A uniform field of Improved Coes-the kind from which to select seed. 
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A carefully prepared seedbed for sorghums will be amply 
paid for by the stand and increased yield resulting. The require
ments of a good seedbed are threefold-first, freedom from 
\Veeds; second, warm soil where seeds are planted and, third, 
sufficient stored moisture. Being a late-planted crop, oppor
tunity is presented to cultivate and kill many weeds before the 
sorghum seed is planted. In fact, it will be easier as well as 
better for the crop if the weeds are germinated and killed 
before planting. 

Moisture storage is best obtained by good summer fallow. 
Forage sorghums have not failed over a long period of years 
on summer fallow and have yielded one-third more forage than 
those planted on stubble land. Grain sorghums during this 
period have yielded practically twice as much on the summer 
fallow land as on stubble land and han~ had only one-third to 
one-half as many failures as on stubble land. 

Some moisture storage on stubble land as well as weed 
control and soil warming can be obtained by early spring work
ing of the land followed by listing in mid-May. April and May 
are the months of high precipitation during the year and re
ceptive soil conditions serve to store and conserve this moisture. 

How To Warm Soil.-For soil warming the Akron Station 
recommends listing the hard lands, preferably on the contour, 

An acreage of fallow will assure feed for livestock next season. 
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A good seedbed-moisture has been conserved, soil warmed and 
weeds controlled. 

7 

some time about May 15 to expose the soil to the sun and air and 
then planting in these furrows about June first. The common 
practice of listing and seeding in one operation has the disad
vantage on the hard lands of placing the seed in cold soil. 

A lister planter or a furrow opener corn planter run in the 
previous lister furrows is recommended. The loose ·weed-seed
bearing soil in the old lister furrow is thrown out of the furrow 
and the sorghum seed deposited in nearer weed-free soil. 

Sorghum seed usually germinates in the field at about 
one-half the laboratory or actual germination. This should be 
considered in planning the amount of seed to plant. Forage 
varieties usually take from 9 to 18 pounds per acre, or enough 
seed to give a plant e\·ery 1 to 3 inches in the row. Grain sor
ghums take from 2 to 4 pounds per acre, depending on the size 
of the seed. They should be planted to gfre a plant every 4 to 8 
inches in the row. 

Treat All Seed.-All sorghums are subject to kernel smut 
and the seed should be treated. Either Impro\·ed Ceresan, cop
per carbonate or other fungisides ha\·e proved effective in the 
control of smut. Directions for the use of these materials are 
given on the containers, and should be carefully followed. 

Planting in rows 42 to 44 inches apart is recommended on 
the dry lands. Close drill planting has resulted in 25 percent 
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lower yields of forage sorghums at Akron. Planting in rows 
permits cultivation and control of weeds which compete with 
the crop for moisture and fertility. The cultivations for weed 
control should be shallow and only frequent enough to keep the 
field clean. 

Watch Crop Sequence.-A discussion of sorghums woul<l 
not be complete without some reference to crop sequence on 
the land following sorghums. There is a widespread belief 
that once sorghums are gro\vn, this land is unfit for growing 
anything else the next year. There is at least one fact well 
established, bearing on this problem, and that is that sorghums, 
on account of their efficient root systems, do deplete the soil of 
moisture to a greater degree than nearly any other crop. This 
being true, then the succeeding crop starts with less moisture 
storage on land devoted to sorghum the preceding year. This, 
in the opinion of many, is the only yield-depressing factor. 

In order to cope with this situation, it is desirable to leave 
as long an interval as possible between the harvest of the sor
ghum and the planting of the following crop. Sorghums, being 
late planted, follow sorghums better than corn. Millets or beans 
on sorghum stubble will yield well, as they are usually planted 
from June 15 to July 10. Fallow of sorghum stubble for winter 
grain or the following year's spring crops will restore the de
pleted moisture and no after-effects of the sorghum will be 
observed. Early spring planted crops following sorghum the 
previous year are not recommended. 

Which Sorghums to Grow 
Since there are many different varieties or types of sor

ghums, it will be impossible for a farmer to test all these 
varieties to find the one best adapted to his conditions. This is 

Sorghum stubble resists wind erosion. 
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one of the reasons experiment stations are maintained to de
velop, test and find new and old ,-arieties of crops best adapted 
to regional conditions. The best varieties for various purposes 
are released by the experiment stations for farm trials to de
termine adaptability to local conditions. County agents usually 
supervise these demonstrations and have information regarding 
adaptability of various varieties and strains in their counties. 

Clas."lification.-In common usage, sorghums are divided 
into forage and grain sorghums. This classification, while 
som€what useful and descriptive, fails to take into consid
eration the deHlopment of hybrid varieties and ne1v selections, 
some of which, at least, are of dual purpose. In other words, 
some forage sorghums produce sufficient grain of desirable 
quality to qualify as both forage and grain sorghums. Again, 
som€ essentially grain-sorghum varieties have a character of 
forage that could classify them as forage sorghums. 

A grower wanting principally forage production shonld 
choose essentially a forage sorghum, as the production of for
age is tlrn to three times greater than with the grain-sorghum 
varieties and it is mor€ palatable. The reverse is true also, that 
where grain is desired, the true grain-sorghum varieties will 
yield best. Again, if a combination of forage and grain is de
sired, some of the dual-purpose sel€ctions can be found to meet 
tb is need best. 

Highland on the left, Improved Coes on the right-the two recommended 

grain and dual-purpose varieties. 
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A good yield of leafy forage sorghum. 

A. F. Swanson and H. H. Laude1 give an agronomic classi
fication of sorghums grown in Kansas. This classification is re
vised somewhat to include the main varieties grown in Colorado 
and presented herewith: 

I. Forage Sorghum. Stalks juicy and sweet. 

A. Seed-mahogany red to brown in color, bitter. 
1. Leoti Red. 4. Standard Sumac. 
2. Black Amber. 5. Early Sumac. 
3. Red Amber. 6. Honey. 

B. Seed-light brown to orange yellow. Somewhat bitter. 
l. Kansas Orange. 3. African Millet. 
2. Sourless. 4. Fremont. 

5. Carson. 
C. Seed-white, palatable. 

1. Atlas. 2. Sunrise. 

II. Grain sorghums, seed usually palatable. Stalks variable, 
juicy to dry, slightly sweet or not sweet. 

A. Stalk juicy to slightly juicy, moderately sweet to not 
sweet, seed palatable. 

1Kansas Experiment Station Bulletin 266, "Varieties of Sorghum in Kansas." 
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a. Ka:fir: 
1. Blackhull. d. Hybrid derivatives: 
2. Dawn. 1. Club. 
3. Pink. 2. Modoc. 
4. Highland. 3. Greeley. 
5. Sunrise. 4. Cheyenne. 

b. Hegari. 5. Improved Coes. 
c. Freed: 

1. Standard. 
2. Dwarf. 

B. Stalk limited as to juiciness and sweetness. Seed brown 
to buff, slightly bitter to bitter. 

a. Seed brown and bitter. 
1. Darso. 

b. Seed buff to light brown, somewhat bitter. 
1. Grohoma. 

C. Stalks dry-seed palatable-forage of little value. 

a. Milo: 
1. Standard, Yellow 

and White. 
2. Dwarf, Yell ow and 

White. 
3. Sooner. 

b. Feterita. 

c. Hybrid derivatives: 
1. Wheatland. 
2. Beaver. 
3. Fargo. 
4. Custer. 
5. Pigmy 
6. Colby. 
7. Kalo, Standard and 

Early. 

Select For Maturity.-Most of the area in the United 
States growing sorghums is in lower altitudes that have longer 
and warmer growing seasons than most of Colorado. There
fore, in the selection of varieties for Colorado maturity is the 
first consideration. Varieties which will make full use of the 
growing season available have the capacity to produce more 
than the earlier, shorter-season varieties. Immature grain, how
ever, is not as desirable for sale or feed as mature grain. 
Forage produced from immature sorghums is laxative and 
washy and not nearly so satisfactory as sorghums cut after the 
seed has reached the dough stage. 

The following table gives the average yields in pounds of 
forage per acre at Akron of the principal forage sorghums that 
will mature at Akron and for regions of similar-length growing 
seasons. 
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Sudan grass is excellent for pasture or a good hay crop. If cut as the 
first heads appear, sudan hay contains 9 to 11 percent 

protein and two cuttings are possible. 

Leoti Red 
Black Amber :So. 7038 
Fremont 
Early Sumac 
Red Amber 
Carson 

FORAGE SORGHCUS 

On Fallow 
6,177 
6,289 
5,937 
5,720 
4,738 
5~207 

On Stubble 
4.2H 
3,979 
4,012 
3,496 
3,219 
3,007 

Years in Tests 
1925 - 1936 
1925 - 1936 
1926 - 1936 
1925 - 1936 
1925 - 1936 
lfl34 - 1936 

From the results obtained, Leoti Red, Black Amber No. 
7038 and Fremont are the best-yielding varieties. 

Dakota and Minnesota Amber are earlier and can be ma
tured in higher altitudes. Kansas Orange and Atlas are heavy 
yielders that will not mature safely at Akron, but might prove 
satisfactory in the lower and warmer regions of the state. 

The highest-yielding grain sorghums at Akron over a 
period of years have been Highland and Improved Coes. These 
varieties not only have the highest grain yields, but have a 
very satisfactory forage, leafy and palatable. The fallowing 
table shows comparative yields of grain sorghums at Akron. 

GRAI:'.\' SORGHUllS 

A'·· yield in bu. of grain A,·, yield in lbs, of 11to,·er Years 
Variety on Fallow on Stubble on Fallow on Stubble test"'d 
Highland :?2.9 13.2 3.111 2,191 1!129-1936 
Improved Coes 21.8 12.7 :!,239 1,631 192!1-1!136 
Dwarf Freed 21.4 12.1 3,006 2,026 1929-1936 
::.Iodoc 22.1 10.2 4,268 2,713 1!128-1936 
Greeley 19.3 9.0 3,035 1,442 1931-1936 
Sooner 18.1 10.3 2,329 1,582 1929-1936 
Colby 18.9 7.4 1,2H 988 1!134-1936 
Feterlta 16.2 6.9 2,992 1,574 1928-1936 
Early Kalo 15.6 6.6 2,634 1,667 1934-1936 Cheyenne 15.0 7.4 2.888 1, 754 1932-1!!36 
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