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QUACKGRASS 
Agropyron repens 

Other names: Couch grass, Wheat grass, Witch grass 

BY REX w ARREN AND VIRGIL FREED* 

Q UACKGRASS is found in nearly all sections of the state and adapts 
itself to almost any soil type. Quackgrass is not an arid-climate weed and 

is seldom found in Oregon in areas with less than 12 inches of rain except 
on creek bottoms or subirri gated land. It is a grass that produces a fair quality 
of forage and hay and is one of the best soil binders . Quackgrass is a serious 
weed where not wanted because it spreads rapidl y and tends to take complete. 
possessiori of any field where it establishes itself. 

The Oregon seed law classes quackgrass as a noxious weed. If any sma!I 
seeds are sold containing quackgrass seed, the amount must be mentioned on 
the label. In addition, it is illegal to sell seed containing more than 9 or 18 
seeds of quackgrass per pound, the amount depending upon whether the crop 
seed is large or small. 

Other grasses with spreadin g rootstocks are erroneously called quackgrass. 
Some of the se found in Oregon are: Western wheatgrass (Agropyron sinithii), 
Johnson grass, Canada bluegrass, bent grasses, and beardless wild rye . 

Quackgrass has the following characteristics: (1) The young leaf blade s 
of quackgrass often have at the base, or where the leaf and stem join, a 
pair of claw-like appendages (called auricles) extending around the stem 
(see cover picture). These claws are characteristic of quackgrass, barley, wheat 
and a few of the rye grasses . (2) The seed head s resemble those of rye grass, 
but the groups of seed, which are formed like wheat, are attached with their 
Aat sides against the stem, while in rye grass they are attached with the 
narrow side toward the stern. The head of quackgrass is about the same length 
as wheat but the seeds are not nearly so plump. (3) The rootstocks of quack
grass are long, slender, cord-like, yellowish white structures, about 1;-inch in 
diameter, smooth, bare, and hollow except at the joints where they are solid 
and covered with scaly leaf- like st ructures. Most of the rootstocks are within 
four inches of the surface . Some are as deep as 6 to 8 inche s. The tips of 
the rootstocks are provided with sharp hard point s that enable them to pene
trate a potato, the hardest soil, or even a piece of wood . 

The rootstocks are not like true roots, but bear true roots at the joint s, 
where branches also form. These branches may become rootstocks or may 
turn into shoots that form plants above ground . The lif e of the individual 
rootstock is reported by the U. S. Department of Agriculture to be only 15 
months or less, but the formation of new rootstocks is rapid and continuous 
in early spring and in the fall, if moisture is available. 

The seeds resemble other long seeded grasses such as rye grass, fesrue, 
crested wheatgrass, and brome grass and are difficult to separate. 

M~thod of Spread 
Quackgrass spread s by seeds and rootstocks . The most common method of 

spread is for the quackgrass seed to be plant ed with impure grain or forage 
seeds. After it is once established in the field, it is readily spread by dragging 
of rootstocks by farm machinery . Pasture fields contain ing quackgrass should 
be clipped early if the clipped forage is to be fed. Oftentimes, when quack
grass forage is used for either hay or bedding, the quackgrass seed is spread 
to clean fields with manur e. · 

*-Rex ,varren is Extension farm croJ5s specialist and Virgil Freed is associate agrono
mist and associate chemist at Oregon State College. The autl1ors acknowledge assistance 
from E. R. Jackman., Extension farm crops specia list , in the preparation of the manu script. 

This bulletin is revised from and is to :--upersede Extension Bulletin 52 1, now 
out of print. 



Control by Cultivation 
Cult ivati on is the most practical and econom ical method of controlling lar ge 

patches of quackgrass. When controlled by cultiva tion, the quackgrass infested 
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area should be dry plowed. 
This means plowing during 
the early summer. Before 
plowing, the forage can be 
used for hay, pasture, or 
ensilage. The field should be 
plowed in such a manner 
that the furrow slice is left 
on edge. This can best be 
accom p Ii sh eel by plowing . 
with a general purpose mold 
board or by removing the 
moldboard. 

The plowed field should be 
left in a rough condition for 
2 or 3 week s, expos ing the 
roots of the quackgrass to 
the sun. After two or three 
weeks, the field should be 
cross h a r r o w e d, using a 
springtooth typ e of harrow. 
Do not use a disc. The har-
row pulls the quackgra ss 
roots to the surface, expos
ing them to further drying. 

Seed heads of grasses commonly confused with If the root s are numerous, 
they shou ld be raked and 
burned. The field should be 
reharrowed as regularly as 
the quackgrass makes re

Quackgrass. 
A. Western Wheat Grass-Agropyron smithii 
B . Canada Bluegrass - Paa compressa 
C. Beardless Wild-Rye-E/ymus triticoides 

grow th. Each reharrowing shou ld be done at right angles to the previous 
harrowing. Each harrowing pulls more roots to the surface for dr ying. The 
cultivated field should be seeded in the early fall to adapted hay or fo ra ge 
crops. The crop planted should be seeded at approximately 50% more than 
used for normal planting. Nitrogen , 20 to 30 pounds per acre applied at the 
time of planting, will increa se the growth of the planted crop and provid e mor e 
competition for the quackgra ss. The planted crop · shou ld be remov ed for 
eith er hay or ensilage the following spring. Immediately after the crop is 
removed, the land shou ld be plow ed and harrowed , similar ·to the previous 
yea r' s treatment. Two years of dry plowing with timely harrowing will erad i
cate quackgra ss. 

Fall sown crops followed by defe i;,red or late summ er fa llowin g are effec
tive in controlling quackgrass in lightly infested fields . For this method of 
control, the field should be plowed immedia tely after harv est leaving the sur
face rough, exposing the quackgras s root s. The field shou ld be cross harrowed 
in approximately two weeks. This pulls more of the quackgrass roots to the 
surface. Winter wheat, winter oats, winter barle y, or winter · ann ual legume s 
are adapted to thi s type of control. Straw from the harv ested crop must be 
removed before plowing so that the harrowjng can be effective in pulling 
the roots to the surface. 

Control With IPC and Chloro IPC 
fP C and chloro IPC are effective for the control of quackgra ss and are 

recomm ended fo r control in orchards, berry fields, or in places where other 
soil sterilant s cannot be used. Chiar o or regular IPC shou ld be applied at the 
rat e of 12 to 15 pound~ of cherniral per acre . Th e chem ical should be mixed 
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with 80 gallons of diesel oil. Be t results have been obtained by spraying the 
quackgrass when it has 8 to 10 inches growth. Approximately 1 week after 
spraying the quackgrass should be disced down, mixing the sprayed tops with 
the root system. The treated land should be left idle for several months. Oc
casionally discing after spraying is impossible. Under such conditions, spraying 
should be delayed until early fall. At this time, the rains are helpful in leaching 
the IPC into the root area. Oil sprays should not come in contact with the 
canes of berries or the trunks of trees. 

Sodium Chlorate 
Sodium chlorate has been used successfully for the control of quackgrass . 

Best _results have been obtained by making two treatments of two pounds 
each per square rod. Sodium chlorate cannot be used safeiy in areas where 
trees, shrubs, or similar plantings are made . Sodium chlorate should be applied 
in the spr ing in western Oregon and in the early fall in eastern Oregon. The 
two applications should be spaced approximately 30 days apart. Sodium chlorate 
when applied as a spray and after drying, becomes a serious fire hazard . Spray 
operator s should wear clothes that can be discarded or washed after use. 
Sodium chlorate is safer to use dry. 

Control with TCA 
TCA is effective for the control of quackgrass; : hqwever, it should not be 

used in orchards or berry plantings. The sug.gested rate of use is 1 to 1 ½ pounds 
of chemical per square . rod .. TCA causes ~ short }ttrility p~riod in the soil. The 
leng th of the ster ility, depends upon the amobii:t' of moisture in the soil. The 
steri lity lasts a~out 60;9,ay_s_,with .~niode~ate afu,o~µtf of moistu'.e: Heavy rains 
leach the material more ra1i-1dly. ··J;;tA 1? apph~sl .;is a spray m1xmg one pound 
per gallon of water ancf sfray . ui]jil the plant is completely wet. Application 
should be made in the 5.(!J,ring (late ·: April through June) under western Ort:gon 
conditions and in the fail under eastern Oregon conditions. 

Control with CMU 
CMU is effective for the control of quackgrass and any other creeping 

grasses . CMU is not a selective chemical at rates recommended to rnntrol 
perennial grasses. It kills nearly all types of vegetation. Thus it shouid not 
be used in orchards or . similar places. Best results have been obtained by 
treating with 25 to 40 pounds of chemical per acre. CMU is very insoluble. It 
remains in the • surface of the soil much long er than other commonly used 
soil sterilants. CMU is more effective for the contro l of grasses than for 
broadleafed plants. Applieations of CMU shduld be made when there will be 
sufficient rain to carry it into the soil. 

CMU is a wettable powder and requires special spray nozzles for proper 
application. Nozzle screens should be removed from regular spray nozzles if 
they are used. 

Control With Oils 
Special weed spray oils are ava ilable from some of the major oil companies. 

Repeated use of these oils is effective for the control of quackgras s. Oils 
can be used in orchards and berry plantings where chemicals resulting in soil 
sterility could not be used. Oils should not come into direct contact with the 
canes of berries or with the trunks of the trees. The first application of oil 
should be made at the rate of 1 ga llon per square rod (160 gallons per 
acre) . The second application can be reduced to ½ gallon per · square rod • 
{80 gallons per acre). The quackgra ss patches should be resprayed with oil • 
as often as new growth appear s. 


