JOHNSONGRASS

(Sorghum halapense)

SEEDLING DESCRIPTION
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fiecth in the year following seed develop-
mend, This growih ocours in thres stages:
primary, secondary, and tertiary,

Primary rhizomes overwinier and in
spring develop the buds that produce new
plants. When the new growth is 8 o |8
inches (200 to 45 cm) tall, secondary rhi-
zomes grow at the base of the plants and
the primary rhizomes decay. Secondary
rhizomes grow vigorously and produce
shoots that develop intos plants by le
summer. When above-ground  growth
cepses, mature plants develop tertiary rhi-
somes from the base of the plant. Temary
rhizomes grow until frost and overwinter
t0 become the primary rhizomes that start
the next spring growth.

New growth can develop from buds
along the rhizomes and ot the ends, This
new growth procuces crowns and tillers,
Crovwns grow more quickly on plants de-
veloped from rhizomes than on those de-
veloped from seed. Most of the rhizomes
are found in the top 8 inches (20 cm) of
aoil. Rhizomes are thick, scalv, and spot-
tcd with purple. In addition, johnsongrass
has a free-branching, fibrous root system
and can develop mots st lower stem
nodes,

Established johnsongrass i= a more se-
vers problem than seedling johnsongrass
because of i increased vigor (ability to
draw on dhizomes for energy) and repro-
ductive capacity, The dhizomes release
chemicals that inhibit the growth of other
plants, causing  wveeld reductions  in
COMPELing crops.

Johnsongrass produces slender o mod-
erately stout, unbranched, erect stems.
Stems are 2 1o 7 feet (0.6 to 2 m) tall and
temd to grow in patches, Leaves of mature
plants are Y 10 2 wnches (1.2 w 5 cm)
wide and B 10 24 inches (20 o 60 cm)
long. They are wide at the base,
veshaped, and taper to the tip. Leaves arc
aleernate, light o medium green, and
have a promminent white midvein. The leaf
surface and edges are smooth.

Flowers appear in late July. They are
lspsezly arranged, hairy, purple, and form
a pyramid & to 20 inches (15 to 500 cmb
long.
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{15 crm), but most arise from a depth of 2
10 3 inches (3 0 7 om) or kess.
Johnsongrass is cxtremely competitive.
It can cross with 5. snderese (cultivated
aprghum) 1o produce a plant with vigor-
ous rhizomes. Hapid growih on young
leaves, drought, freezing, cuiting, wilting
due 1o frost, or any other intermuption of
normal growth may cause the relesse of
hydrocyanic acid (a cyanide poison).

SIMILAR SPECIES

Shattercane (Sorgham Hicodor) s closely
related to johnsongrass, The two weedls
are difficult to tell apart in early growth
stages. In loter stages, however, shaier-
cane develops a stem about the diameter
of o pencil, while the johnsongrass stem
is much stouter, In addition, shatiercane
forms a dense, Nbrous rool sysiem,
whereas johnsongrass prodeces large,
scaly rhizomes (roodstocks).

HATURAL HISTORY
Johnsongrass  is named  for Colonel
William Johnson of Selma, Alubama. In
[E40, Johnson went to visit John H.
Means, fulure povemnor of  South
Caroling, who gave him forage grass
seed, Jobnson planted the seed on his
plantation  and  eventwally grew large
amounts of it for forage. 1t became locally
known as *Johnson grass. ™

In South Carolina, the grass was
known as “Means grass’ and. after a
auriber of years, as “that damned Means
grass.” It seems that Thomas Means,
John's father, accidentally introduced the
grass to this country. While in Egyp,
after the Revolutionary War, Thomas
Means purchased hemp seed contami-
nated with johnsongrass seed. This was
the source of anmother of the common
name for the grass: Egypt prass. At one
point, the weed was known by os many as
forty common names. But in the lafe
nincteenth century, jofnrsongrass became
the secepted name, Although johnson-
grass was once o popular forage in the
South, by the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury it was considered more a weed than a
crop.

energy reserves of the rhiromes. The
farmer then plowed the field w a depth of
3o 4 inches (7.5 i 10 cm) and planted
winter grains fo expose the rhizomes 1o
freczing temperatures and vigorous cons-
petition in the spring. Unbess this of sormse
other methed of depleting the rhizome en-
crgy reservies is used, johnsongrass s im-
possible (o control without herbicides.
Deep tilloge is ineffective as a cultural
control method, because it establishes the
thizomes even deeper and  stimulates
them to sprout secondary shoots,

Although ineffective alone, tllage does
improve the effectiveness of herbicides in
controlling estabhishesd johnsongrss, Cut-
tng the rhizomes meo smaller pieces -
creases the number of shoots, The grester
the number of shiots, the greater the en-
ergy drm, because more shoots are come-
peting for the same finite energy neseTves,
Tillage alse shomens the thizomes and cre-
ates more leal area for herbicide absom-
tion. Herbicide movement throughout the
plant is more likely when the rhizomes are
shomencd.

Crop redation 15 another important fac-
tor in johnsongrss comtrod, Controel s
easiest in broadleaved crops, such as soy-
beans, when effective postemergence her-
hicides can he used.

For specific recommendations, consult
your county Extension agent or the most
recent Weed Control Mavual! and Henbi-
cide Guide, available theough Meister
Publishing Company, 37841 Buclid Awve-
nue, Willoughby, Ohio 44094, Follow
label instructions for all herbicides and
observe restrictions on grazing amd har-
westing procedures.
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