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L

egumes are an important component of
Midwestern pastures. They increase yield and
quality of grass pastures and provide nitrogen
to grasses through fixation of atmospheric nitrogen. This booklet identifies the nine most common
legumes in Midwestern pastures.
This guide will help you identify legumes the
first year, when you need to know if a seeding was
successful. It will also help you identify legumes
in established pastures so you can make informed
decisions about pasture management, fencing and
renovation.
This booklet is organized in three parts:
■

Seed and seedling identification for new
plantings,

■

Identification of established plants (with
flowers), and

■

Information about growth habit and
management for each legume.

What is a legume?

A legume is defined as a plant with seeds in
a pod that splits into two distinct halves. Some
common examples are peas, beans and peanuts. The
plants discussed in this booklet have this characteristic and are therefore classified as legumes. We
rarely see the seedpods on these plants as they are
usually harvested well before they form. Many
legumes have compound leaves (more than one
leaflet per leaf) and fix nitrogen. This is not a good
description of a legume however as many non-legumes also possess these traits.
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Using this guide
Before you plant

Before purchasing legume seeds, you may want
to consult the legume management section of this
booklet. It describes the ideal uses for each species
and outlines the best techniques for successful establishment, management and harvest. The species
information chart on page 46 summarizes seeding
rates and relative tolerance to drought, grazing and
cold temperatures.

Identifying seeds and seedlings

The best time to identify seedlings is in the
3- to 4-leaf stage. At this time vegetative characteristics should be easily seen. Forage legumes exhibit
significant variation among populations of the same
species and often grow in mixed stands of several
species. For this reason it is best to examine several
plants to determine if the identifying characteristics
you observe are consistent.

Identifying vegetative legumes
and flowers

We have organized the legumes in this section
according to leaf characteristics. Determine if the
leaf has a petiolule. Then use the guide to compare
other vegetative characteristics. If the plant is flowering, the flower type and color may also be helpful.

Variety selection

For more information on variety selection,
consult Extension publication Forage Variety Update for Wisconsin (A1525) or visit www.uwex.edu/
ces/crops/uwforage/uwforage.htm
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Parts of a legume plant
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Taproot
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Glossary

Head A dense inflorescence of flowers without
stems.
Inflorescence The arrangement of flowers on
the floral axis.
Internode Area of the stem between the nodes.
Node The point on the stem where leaves are
attached.
Petiole The stalk of a leaf which connects the leaf
to the stem.
Petiolule Extension of the petiole into the
leaflets of a compound leaf.
Pubescence Small hairs on the surface of leaves
and stems.
Raceme An inflorescence in which flowers are
mounted on short stems along a central axis.
Rhizome An underground stem which is capable
of producing new plants at the nodes.
Stipule Small, pointed, leaf-like structures at the
base of the petiole.
Stolon A prostrate above-ground stem which is
capable of producing new plants at nodes.
Tendril A slender modified leaflet used for
support.
Umbel An inflorescence in which flowers are
mounted on short stems all arising from a
common point.
Variegation A pattern of lighter colored tissue
on a leaf.

4

PASTURE LEGUMES

Copyright © 2017 by the Board of Regents of the
University of Wisconsin System doing business as the
division of Cooperative Extension of the University of
Wisconsin-Extension. All rights reserved.
Authors: Dennis Cosgrove is professor of agronomy,
University of Wisconsin–River Falls. Dan Undersander
is professor of agronomy, College of Agricultural and
Life Sciences, University of Wisconsin–Madison. Both
hold appointments with University of WisconsinExtension, Cooperative Extension. Cooperative Extension
publications are subject to peer review.
Credits: Produced by the Publications Office, University
of Wisconsin–River Falls. Ritch Ellingson, design &
illustrations; Jens Gunelson, photographer. Additional
photographs provided by Ken Albrecht (kura clover leaf,
rhizome, flower and stand), Vivian Allen (yellow and white
sweet clover stand), and Dick Smith (red clover stand).
University of Wisconsin-Extension, Cooperative
Extension, in cooperation with the U.S. Department
of Agriculture and Wisconsin counties, publishes this
information to further the purpose of the May 8 and
June 30, 1914, Acts of Congress. An EEO/AA employer,
the University of Wisconsin-Extension, Cooperative
Extension provides equal opportunities in employment
and programming, including Title VI, Title IX, and ADA
requirements. Please make requests for reasonable
accommodations to ensure equal access to educational
programs as early as possible preceding the scheduled
program, service, or activity.
If you have a disability and require this information in an
alternative format (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.),
please contact oedi@uwex.uwc.edu. For communicative
accommodations in languages other than English, please
contact languageaccess@ces.uwex.edu.
If you would like to submit a copyright request, please
contact Cooperative Extension Publishing at 432 N. Lake
St., Rm. 227, Madison, WI 53706; pubs@uwex.edu;
or (608) 263-2770 (711 for Relay).
This publication is available from your county
UW-Extension office (counties.uwex.edu) or from
Cooperative Extension Publishing. To order, call toll-free
1-877-947-7827 or visit our website at
learningstore.uwex.edu.

Identifying Pasture Legumes (A3787)

RP-04-17

