
A Conservation Plant Released by the Natural Resources Conservation Service 
Jimmy Carter Plant Materials Center, Americus, Georgia

‘AU GroundCover’ 
Caley Pea 
Lathyrus hirsutus L.

‘AU GroundCover’ caley pea (Lathyrus hirsutus L.) is a naturalized cool 
season legume jointly developed and released by Auburn University, the 
Alabama Agricultural Experiment Station, and USDA NRCS Jimmy 
Carter Plant Materials Center in 1994. Caley pea is also commonly known 
as wild winter pea, singletary pea, or roughpea.  

Figure 1.  AU GroundCover caley pea growing 
at the Jimmy Carter Plant Materials Center 

Description 
Caley pea is an introduced cool-season legume originating from the 
Mediterranean region.  Caley pea are self-pollinating indeterminate 
flowing plants reproduced by seed.  It has an ascending or sprawling 
growth habit with glabrous winged stems.  Vegetation can average up to 
30 inches tall at flowering.  Blooms are purplish or bi-colored with 
lavender wings and white keels.  Seed pods turn brown as they dry with 
each containing 3 to 8 seed.   Seed pods will readily shatter releasing hard 
seed allowing natural reseeding.  

Source 
AU GroundCover caley pea was developed beginning with 140 accessions collected from central and northern Alabama.  A 
screening process comparing adaptation, growth, winterhardiness, reseeding ability, and seed production yielded the most 
promising 23 ecotypes.  Replicated research was then carried out on these 23 ecotypes at multiple locations in Alabama and 
Americus, Georgia.   The result of this work was identifying the 5 best performing lines. These 5 lines together form AU 
GroundCover caley pea.   

Conservation Uses 
Uses for AU GroundCover caley pea include green manure crop, cover crop, providing nitrogen in organic farming, and 
forage for cattle grazing. 

Area of Adaptation and Use 
AU GroundCover is well adapted to Alabama and Georgia.  Caley pea is grown mostly on heavy clay soils and calcareous 
clays of the Alabama and Mississippi Black Belt.  Caley pea is adapted to soils too wet or calcareous for most annual clovers 
and tolerates mildly acid soils.   

Establishment and Management for Conservation Plantings 
Before establishment, a soil test should be taken to determine soil pH and fertility.  Apply lime at rates recommended to raise 
pH to at least 5.8 and nutrients according to soil test recommendations.  Recommended seeding dates are from September 15 
to October 31 at Americus, Georgia or 4-6 weeks before frost. AU GroundCover should be seeded at a rate of 50 pounds per 
acre.  Scarified seed should be planted ½ inch to 1 inch deep into moist soil.  Seed can be planted into a well-prepared firmed 
seedbed or can be planted no-till.  Scarified seed should be inoculated prior to planting with Rhizobium strain in the 
pea/vetch group.  
AU GroundCover has good reseeding potential when seed are allowed to mature.  When used for livestock forage limit 
grazing in first year stands to allow better reseeding.  Forage yields are comparable to common vetch. Toxicity issues have 
been reported by grazing animals; particularly after bloom begins.   For use as cover or green manure crop, termination can 
be accomplished mechanically by disking or mowing, or chemically with herbicides. For maximum nitrogen accumulation, 
plants should be allowed to grow until mid-bloom.  



Ecological Considerations 
No insect or disease resistance has been observed beyond that common to the 
species.  

Seed and Plant Production 
Seed production fields should be evaluated for presence of noxious weeds and 
existing seedbank that could contaminate stands.  Site preparation and management 
will be the same as for conservation plantings allowing seed heads to mature.  Seed 
yields up to 400 pounds per acre were reported during evaluations.  

Availability 
For conservation use:  Seed is not available. 

Figure 2.  AU Groundcover caley 
relative pea seed size 

For seed or plant increase:  Breeder lines are being increased at Jimmy Carter Plant Materials center to make seed available. 

For more information, contact: 
Jimmy Carter Plant Materials Center 
295 Morris Drive, Americus, Georgia 31719 
Phone: 229-514-3245 
http://www.plant-materials.nrcs.usda.gov/gapmc 

Citation  
Release Brochure for AU GroundCover caley pea (Lathyrus hirsutus). USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service, 
Jimmy Carter Plant Materials Center.  Americus, Georgia 31719. Published July 2019.

For additional information about this and other plants, please contact your local USDA Service Center, NRCS field office, or 
Conservation District <http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/>, and visit the PLANTS Web site <http://plants.usda.gov> or the Plant 
Materials Program Web site <http://www.plant-materials.nrcs.usda.gov> 

In accordance with Federal civil rights law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations and policies, 
the USDA, its Agencies, offices, and employees, and institutions participating in or administering USDA programs are 
prohibited from discriminating based on race, color, national origin, religion, sex, gender identity (including gender 
expression), sexual orientation, disability, age, marital status, family/parental status, income derived from a public assistance 
program, political beliefs, or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity, in any program or activity conducted or 
funded by USDA (not all bases apply to all programs). Remedies and complaint filing deadlines vary by program or incident. 

Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication for program information (e.g., Braille, large print, 
audiotape, American Sign Language, etc.) should contact the responsible Agency or USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-
2600 (voice and TTY) or contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339. Additionally, program 
information may be made available in languages other than English. 

To file a program discrimination complaint, complete the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form, AD-3027, found 
online at How to File a Program Discrimination Complaint and at any USDA office or write a letter addressed to USDA and 
provide in the letter all of the information requested in the form. To request a copy of the complaint form, call (866) 632-
9992. Submit your completed form or letter to USDA by: (1) mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Office of the Assistant 
Secretary for Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, D.C. 20250-9410; (2) fax: (202) 690-7442; or (3) 
email: program.intake@usda.gov. 

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender. 

Helping People Help the Land 

http://www.plant-materials.nrcs.usda.gov/gapmc
http://www.plant-materials.nrcs.usda.gov/gapmc
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/
http://plants.usda.gov/
http://www.plant-materials.nrcs.usda.gov/
https://www.ascr.usda.gov/how-file-program-discrimination-complaint
mailto:program.intake@usda.gov

	Description
	Source
	Conservation Uses
	Area of Adaptation and Use
	Establishment and Management for Conservation Plantings
	Ecological Considerations
	Seed and Plant Production
	Availability



