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Finding The Good When 
Everything Goes Wrong
Tyler Morrison, a cattle rancher in Wardner, BC, watched his well planned, 
carefully tended trial fields of sorghum-sudangrass wither under unrelentingly 
dry conditions from spring through July. In September, an unseasonably 
early frost froze the crop and then wild elk mowed it down to dirt in October. 
It was far from the trial he’d hoped for. Yet he says there are benefits to every 
on-farm trial project even when things don’t go as planned. 
“Pretty much everything that could have gone wrong for that trial did go wrong. 
The crop didn’t have a chance,”Tyler says. “Still, I was okay with it. If you don’t try, 
you just don’t know. I see last year as a stepping-stone. We’ll try again.” 

Tyler had hoped the sorghum-sudangrass, a new-to-him forage crop noted for its drought 
tolerance, might prove to be an option to extend fall grazing on dryland pasture for his 350 head 
cow/calf herd. Tyler planted four plots that were 5 acres each. Hybrid sudangrass was planted 
on one plot using a 15 pounds per acre seeding rate and at a second plot at 25 pounds per acre. 
Sorghum-sudangrass was planted on the other two plots using the same two seeding rates. 

In the end, Tyler managed to harvest just 0.5 ton/acre off the highest performing of the four trial fields. 

Despite the dismal results, Tyler feels sorghum-sudangrass is a crop that still has potential for his 
farm. Yes, the grass withered and died. However, it long outlasted the oats in a neighbouring field. 

“Even though it appeared to be a failure, people were actually quite impressed,” he says. Its stalk 
stayed green even after it started shedding leaves, leading Morrison to wonder if it might have 
rebounded after the fall rains had the season not been cut short by the early September frost. 

“Even as it withered and the leaves fell off, I could still see the potential in it,” he says.
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Figure 1 - 
Yield differences between hybrid sudangrass (‘Hybrid’) planted at 

15 and 25 pounds per acre in comparison to sorghumXsudangrass 
(’SXS’) planted at 15 and 25 pounds per acre.

Tyler plans to put what he learned 
from the trial to good use. Since 
the fields planted to the lower 
seeding rate fared better in last 
year’s dry conditions, he says 
he’d reduce competition still 
further by dropping his seeding 
rate to 10lbs/acre in a future trial. 
Though the recommended soil 
temperature for seeding is 18-
20°C, Tyler will plant earlier next 
time in hopes his seeds have 
access to earlier season moisture. 
Tyler would also like to try adding 
sorghum-sudangrass seed to a 
forage mix that he sows under 
irrigation following a barley crop. 

“I had half a bag of seed left last 
year, so I threw it into a barley 
green feed crop alongside Italian 
rye grass. Some of the literature 
said it isn’t very competitive but 
mine grew a couple of feet tall. 
And the palatability is there: when 
we put the cows out on it in the 
fall, they ate the sudangrass over 
the Italian rye grass, and they 
love Italian rye grass,” he says.  
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Morrison is an experimenter by nature. He went into 
the trial knowing every experiment carries risk. 

“I drove my dad crazy because I put the trial right beside 
the road where everyone can see it and talk about it. I said: 
I don’t care if it fails. I’m either going to look like a genius or 
a failure, but either way we’re going to learn something.”


