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Introduction
Forage crops occupy approximately 7 million acres

in Kentucky. They provide most of the feed for beef,
dairy, horse, sheep, and wildlife. In addition, forage
crops play a critical role in soil conservation, water
quality, and air quality. Many publications are avail-
able with detailed information about species and va-
rieties grown in Kentucky. The purpose of this publi-
cation is to provide both agronomic and identifica-
tion information on several forage grasses and le-
gumes. Additional material is available in each
county through the University of Kentucky Coopera-
tive Extension Service as well as from the Natural
Resources Conservation Service, wildlife organiza-
tions, livestock organizations, the Kentucky Forage
and Grassland Council, and many industry groups.

Morphology of
Grasses and Legumes

Understanding the general structure, or morphol-
ogy, of forage grasses and legumes aids in their iden-
tification. Generalized drawings of a legume and a
grass are shown in Figures 1 and 2. These drawings
are composites and contain characteristics of several
different legumes or grasses.

Forage Identification and Use
To properly manage and understand a forage sys-

tem—whether it is used for hay, pasture, wildlife,
conservation, or some combination of uses—it is
important to be able to identify the species present
and understand their establishment, management,
and productivity. The following section includes
photographs and descriptions of the major forage
grasses and legumes for Kentucky and their defini-
tive characteristics as well as some general guide-
lines for their establishment and use. Some charac-
teristics and advantages are common to all grasses
or legumes. For example, nearly all legumes are
able to convert atmospheric nitrogen into plant-
available nitrogen through Rhizobium bacteria in
root nodules. Erosion control is a good example of
a common benefit of most grasses. Such common
traits will not be listed specifically for individual
grasses or legumes unless they are major distin-
guishing uses or characteristics.

Grasses and legumes in this guide are listed alpha-
betically. The common name of the species is
shown at the top of the page, followed by the scien-
tific name in italics. Harvest dates are approximate.

Figure 1.
A generalized
drawing showing the
characteristics of
forage legumes. Used
with permission of
Southern Forages.

Figure 2.
A generalized
drawing showing the
characteristics of
forage grasses. Used
with permission of
Southern Forages.
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