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Bruce, you are probably sitting on the purest stand of yellow Lucerne on the Planet. E.T. Bingham 

The Facts:  M. falcata is a shy seeding plant. Only 5 kg of seed from 4000sqm was returned, although good insect 

pollination was available. 

The Science: M. falcata benefits are crossed into M. sativa (standard lucerne) to produce a plant of outstanding 

drought tolerance and persistence. 

A note from Niels Ebbesen Hansen, a noted plant collector from early last century: ` Laterals from the main roots 

often extend for a distance of 1 m.’  The laterals (roots) show enlargements where a shoot is sent to the surface, 

occasionally a small root will break off from the parent plant and remain an independent plant i.e. plant renewal. 

These traits are breed into and show in Runner II Lucerne , the only Lucerne on the NZ Market with the M. falcata 

Gene. Awareness and knowledge of M. falcata date back 120 years, many science papers and on farm accounts 

are available to read, we have included but a few examples. 

Bruce Clark, Kiwi Seed Owner, Blenheim  
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Pictures: A pure stand of M. falcata growing near Blenheim, NZ for the University of Wisconsin Breeding Program. 

NZ Experience `Medicago falcata’ 



 2 

USA Experience 

History of Medicago falcata (WISFAL)  

 

 

WISFAL is a derived tetraploid synthetic of M. falcata that was developed by backcrossing tetraploid into 

diploid M. falcata using 2n eggs (Crop Sci. 30:1353-1354, 1990). The original goal was to produce a tetra-

ploid M. falcata for direct crossing and gene flow to cultivated Lucerne. WISFAL is being used this way in a 

number of experiments. The goal now is to make a derivative of WISFAL available which has proven per-

sistent under grazing. The groundwork for this goal began when WISFAL was released and placed in the 

Plant Introduction System (Crop Sci. 33, 217-218 1993; Pl 560333). At this time, 10 kg of seed was distrib-

uted to each of several public and private researchers. Fortunately, a planting on Larry Smith`s farm near 

Viroqua, WI, was maintained for ten years and revealed the potential of WISFAL survivors in a permanent 

pasture (see report by Larry Smith). As Smith reports,  there is an impressive number of plants after 10 

years, and counting. Since there likely has been selection for adaptation under grazing on the Smith farm, 

the survivors may have a different genetic composition than original WISFAL. Hence, the Smith popula-

tion will be termed FALCATA for the time being, and a distinguishing prefix or suffix added later. 

 

This on- farm experience made Smith and Bingham appreciate that FALCATA, because of its persistence, 

could be a component of permanent pastures and provide nutrition, runoff control, nitrogen, eliminate 

future pasture renovation. What happened on the Smith farm mimics what has been experienced in 

South Dakota over the past 100 years. 

Edwin T. Bingham, Plant Breeder Wisconsin University, USA 
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History of WISFAL Medicago falcata  

sown at the Larry Smith Farms 

 

 

 

The pasture that was selected for M. falcata planting was approximately 1.2 ha. The forage present was 

a mixture of cocksfoot, bluegrass, couch grass, some white clover and red clover. In the Spring of 1993, 

the pasture was disked twice, and then planted approximately 9 kg of the WISFAL seed using a Brillon 

seeder. The goal was to retain as much of the grass as possible. In the late February or early March of 

1995 through 2002, approximately 1kg of red clover per hectare was frost seeded on the area. 

The area was rotationally grazed during the summers of 1993 through 2002. Beginning in the Autumn of 

1995 through the present year, 50 or more lightweight beef calves (150-200 kg) had access to this pas-

ture via a barn and small feeding area adjacent to it, some years hay was fed on the pasture. Each year 

the animals were left on this pasture until approximately May 10-15. When the animals were removed 

each spring, it was observed that this small area was extremely overgrazed. During the time from 

planting through 2002, the plants were never allowed to flower or produce seed. 

In the summer 2002, this pasture was not grazed (actually we forgot to open the gate) on the first two 

rotations. In late July, the owner observed that the hillside was yellow with flowers. Upon closer obser-

vation, it was noted that different areas of WISFAL varied from 80% down to a 10% stand. The owner 

was amazed that any legume could withstand the amount of grazing pressure to which the area had 

been exposed. 

Larry Smith, Viroqua Wisconsin 
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