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THE BEST TIME TO CUT ALFALFA. 

By w. P. HEADDEN. 

There is a very generally accepted notion that there is a con
siderable difference in the value of the respective cuttings of alfalfa 
for feeding purposes, the third rfceiving the preference for milch 
cows, especially if it was made without the plants having been 
touched by frost, the first and third for sheep feeding, and so on. 
That there should be a diversity of opinion is quite natural, and a 
generally prevailing notion among intelligent persons, whose finan
cial interests are touched by their daily practice, is usually based 
upon something more definite than their notions. But the judg
ment of individuals is almost as varying in regard to this as one 
can well imagine its being on any possible subject, and the testi
mony of the people when taken individually leaves one in a quan
dary as to whether they are not nearly all equally good. The more 
explicit question as to the be5t time or stage of development of the 
plant to cut it for hay is the one which is most often raised, without 
special reference to the first, second or third cutting. It is this 
question that I shall try to answer, somewhat fully for the first, and 
more briefly for the second. 

There are two means of investigating this subject. The first is 
by the study of the chemical composition of the plant, the second by 
feeding experiments. Both methods have been employed, but the 
series of experiments in feeding have not been so extensive as is 
desirable and the results so far obtained justify tentative conclus
ions only. 

If we take the chemical composition as our basis for judging, 
there are a number of considerations which we must take into 
account. The purpose for which the hay was to be used 
would make some difference. Many farmers consider the 
weight of hay that can be made from an acre in prefer
ence to the quality. The judgment again will vary with the pur
pose that the party bas in view, whether he intends to teed it to his 
farm horses, to steers, to sheep or to milch cows. Popular opinion 
recognizes that alfalfa bay v~HwAtft its value for different purposes, 
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and it is probable that there is some good reason for this 
opinion, whether the analysis shows it or not. The eating of the 
pudding, however, is the proof thereof. 

So far as the composition is concerned, the best time to cut 
alfalfa would be at that period when it would produce the greatest 
number of pounds of the respective food elements expressed in some 
common standard. 

One of the merits of hay of this class-hay made from legu
menous plants-is that they are rich in nitrogen, whose percentage 
we multiply by 6.25 and put down the product as proteids. As 
alfalfa hay is characterized by its richness in proteids, we will say 
more about them than of any of the other classes of food elements. 

When we express results in percentages we do not give the 
actual amounts produced per acre unless we also state the weight of 
hay produced. This is an important hctor and one which we must 
take into account. We usually assume that this is thoroughly 
understood and that it is accepted as a fact that the crop increases 
in weight from the time of budding till it reaches or slightly passes 
full bloom, and then decreases. The amount of this increase will 
vary with a number of conditions, but the following figures, based 
upon the results of observation, may serve to give a definite idea of 
how much this increase amounts to. If we cut enough alfalfa in bud 
to make 100 pounds of hay, the same alfalfa would make 126 pounds 
if allowed to stand till in half bloom, and 145 pounds if allowed to 
stand till in full bloom ; if allowed to stand longer it would 
decrease. If the ouestion were "When shall we cut alfalfa in order 
to make the most hay?" the answer would be when it is in full 
bloom. rrhe question as presented to us is, ''When is the best time 
to cut alfalfa?" This time i!S evidently that at which we will have 
not the largest yield of hay, nor of the best quality, but the largest 
yield of digestible food ingredients. This answer considers 
two factors-composition and digestibility. Every feeder will 
mentally add, "But there are other things to be considered," 
which is true, but it is assumed that the animals will eat the bay of 
which we are writing and will relish it. 

We have given the amounts of bay which the same quantity 
of alfalfa would give when in buu, in half bloom and in full 
bloom, using the figures obtained for our Colorado alfalfa. 
The 100 pounds of early cut hay will contain 15 pounds of albu
menoids and 1.5 pounds of amids; the 126 pounds of hay, alfalfa 
cut in half bloom, will contain 15.8 pounds of albumenoids and 2.9 
pounds of amids; the 145 pounds of hay cut in full bloom will 
contain 19 pounds of albumenoids and 2 pounds of amids. Leaving 
the value of the am ids out of the question, for they are assun1ed to 
have only a small value as compared with albumenoids, and 
reducing these figures to the basis of a pound we find the relative 
values to be 1.16 for the early cutting, 1.00 for that cut in half 
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bloom and 1.08 for that c~ hi -fun b oom. Or stated otherwise, 
86.2 pounds of alfalfa hay cut in bud, or 92.6 pounds cut in full 
bloom are equal in value, using the albumenoids as the criterion, to 
100 pounds of alfalfa hay cut in half bloom, so that alfalfa hay 
cut in half blomn is inferior to that cut in full bloom, and still 
more inferior to that cut in bud. In this statement we assume 
tbat the albumenoids are equally digestible at the three different 
stages of development here specified. If this be true, the largest 
amount of digestible proteids would be obtained by cutting in full 
bloom, for while the relative values of the hay cut in bud to that 
cut in full bloom is as 100 to 107, the yield is about 100 to 145, 
leaving an ad vantage of 38 pounds of hay on each 145 pounds of 
hay cut in full bloom. These figures refer to the first cutting. 

The result of experiments made in the artificial digestion of 
the proteids is slightly in favor of the hay cut when the plants are 
in full bloom, though the difference is not great. 

From the considerations set forth above, i. e., first, in regard to 
the total weight of hay; second, in regard to the actual quantity of 
proteids obtained; and third, in regard to the digestibility of the 
proteids which we took as standard, the period of full bloom is 
indicated as the best time to cut alfalfa for hay. 

I have repeatedly asserted that there are other qualities con
tributing to the general character and acceptibility of a fodder than 
thoFe shown by the percentages given in the statements of our 
analyses. We may yet be able to learn how to determine much more by 
means of chemical analyses than we are now able to do, but it is proba
ble that there will remain many things which will have to be referred 
to the actual feeding results for their solution, and even then we will 
doubtlessly have to be satisfied with aggregate results and forego 
the pleasure of knowing many details. 

I know of but one series of experiments made with animals to 
determine the coefficient of digestion of the hay cut at different 
periods of the plant's development, and that was made in Utah. 
The result of the feeding of the first cutting agrees with the statement 
made above relative to the artificial digestion, i.e., that it is slightly 
higher for the hay cut when the plant was in full bloom. The result 
in the case of the second cutting was in favor of half bloom as the 
best time. 

The conclusions reached by Mr. Mills of the Utah Station as 
the results of feeding experiments are that the most rapid gains are 
made on alfalfa cut just before the blossoms appeared, and the least 
gain on such as is cut a week after full bloom. The hay cut at the 
intermediate period of full bloom is better than the latter, but quite 
inferior to the former. Mr. Mills represents the gains as 100 for hay 
cut before bloow., 77 for hay cut at full bloom and 68 for hay cut 
one week later. The two earlier cuttings were eaten more readily 
than the latest cutting. Mr. Mills further states that, pound for 



pound, the values of the cuttings stands as follows: before bloorn, 
100; full bloom, 78; and one week after bloom, 81. 

There is a question of what Mr. Mills termed full bloom, but 
he gives the reader who is acquainted with Utah conditions the 
fairest possible means of judging, i. e., one week after the blossoms 
begin to appear, and for his third cutting the plants were one week 
older. IIis first and last cuttings were 14 days apart. 

Mr. Sanborn of Utah, Bulletin 31, gives the results of feeding 
experiments as follows: Amount of early, medium and late cut 
alfalfa hay eaten by steers is essentially the same, being 15.1G, 14.33 
and 15.42 pounds per day-the gain is 0.77R, 0.234 and 0.328 
pound per day for the first cutting; the daily consumption of 
hay per steer is 15.53, 16.02 and 14.42 pounds; the daily gain 
is 0.743, 0.751 and 0.169 pound for the second cutting. 

This is the fullest data in our possession bearing upon the queR
tion. Some of it Inight be fuller, and Utah conditions are not our 
conditions, but I take them as more similar than those of almost 
any other state. In considering feeding experiments the age of the 
animals fed has much to do with the amount eaten and the gain 
per pound. I suppose, knowing nothing to the coi1trary, that the 
animals were mature. 

The feeding experiments are decidedly in favor of the early 
cutting, calculating the value on pound for pound of hay produced. 
Bat if we calculate its value in terms of beef produced per acre, we 
come to the same conclusion at which we arrived from the consid
eration of its chemical composition and the relative crops produced 
at the respective periods. Mr. Mill::s summarized the re~ults of his 
three seasons' feeding aH follows: That to produce one pound of 
gain, beef, it requires 18.21 pounds of hay of the early cut, 33.44 
poup.ds of the medium cut, 23.97 pounds of the late cut (page 
11, Bulletin 44 ). But we have seen that the relatiYe quantities of 
the early, medium and late cut are 100, 126 anrl 145, accord
ingly we would obtain for the values of the respective cuts in terms 
of beef, 5.4 pounds for the early, 3.8 pounds for the medium and 
6.0 for the late cut. We would therefore answer the question in 
so far as it pertains to the first cutting, that the best time to cut 
alfalfa is at the period of full bloom, for at this period we not only 
get the largest amount of hay, but also the largest return in 
pouns of baaf per acre. 

The results of feeding experiments with the second cutting lead 
to the conclusion that the best time to cut this crop is what Mr. 
Mills designated as his medium cut. 

I conclude that, after allowing for a little latitude in the use 
of the terms half bloom, full bloom, late bloom, etc., that the time 
to cut alfalfa in order to get the greatest value per acre is at the 
period of full bloom, and that there is a period of about a week 
during which its value is essentially constant. 
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