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Yields of Asparagus as Affected by
Severe Cutting of Young Plantation

By J. W. LLOYD and J. P. McCoLLUM1

ASPARAGUS thrives in practically all parts of Illinois, im-

Z^\ portant producing counties being scattered thruout the state.

-*- " The counties having the highest asparagus acreage in 1929,

the last year for which statistics by counties are available, were Union,

Cook, Madison, Pulaski, and Jackson, in the order given (Table 1).

Total acreage for the state that year was reported to be 4,664 acres.

Since 1929 the acreage harvested has not changed materially,
2 tho

within the last two years quite extensive new plantings have been

made primarily for canning. Until the last few years most Illinois

growers were chiefly interested in producing this crop for the fresh-

vegetable market rather than for canning.

Asparagus is a slow-developing crop. A plantation requires at least

eight or ten years to reach full production. In the absence of specific

experimental information on the effects of cutting a young asparagus

plantation many growers, eager of course to begin marketing as soon

as possible, start cutting the first year after the roots are planted.

Other growers, convinced that the early cutting is harmful to the later

development of the plants, wait until the second or even the third

year. Late cutting of asparagus any season, even after the plants are

mature, shortens the growing period during which plants store up
food supplies in their roots for the production of the next year's crop,

and it is only to be expected that severe cutting of the plants while

they are young would be especially harmful. To clear up this question

experiments were started in the spring of 1926 at the Cook county

experiment station, where experiments with truck crops are conducted

by the University of Illinois. A planting of Mary Washington variety

was made. Results of the experiment during the first seven years,

previously reported in Illinois Bulletin 401,
3 showed a close relation

between the severity of cutting and the total amount of asparagus

M. W. LLOYD, Chief in Olericulture, and J. P. McCoLLUM, Assistant Chief
in Olericulture.

'According to correspondence with A. J. Surratt, State Statistician, Spring-
field, Illinois, March 19, 1938.

"Lewis, E. P. Asparagus Yields as Affected by Severity of Cutting. 111.

Agr. Exp. Sta. Bui. 401. 1934. This bulletin is now out of print and is super-
seded by the present publication.
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harvested during the seven years, the most severe cutting being asso-

ciated with the lowest yields and the smallest average size of shoots.

The present report continues the study and deals particularly with

the performance of this plantation during the period from 1931 to

1937, when all plots were cut for eight weeks each season. The planta-

tion was five years old at the beginning of this seven-year period. The

TABLE 1. ACREAGE OF ASPARAGUS IN ILLINOIS, FIFTEEN COUNTIES AND
STATE AS A WHOLE, 1929a

County
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cated in Table 2. Plots were cut for various lengths of time beginning
the first, second, and third years after planting. Beginning in 1931,

the fifth year after planting, all plots were cut for eight weeks each

year.

Harvesting was done at intervals of one to two days, depending

upon the temperature and hence the rapidity of growth of the shoots.

The product of each plot was arbitrarily graded into three sizes of

shoots, designated as No. 1, No. 2, and culls or "strings." No. 1

TABLE 2. CUTTING SCHEDULES ON 18 PLOTS DURING FIRST FOUR YEARS OF
ASPARAGUS PLANTATION

(Roots planted in spring of 1926)

Treatments*
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FIRST-YEAR CUTTING REDUCED YIELDS

All plots that were cut the first year (Treatments 5, 3, and 6)

produced smaller numbers of shoots and lower total weights of

asparagus each of the seven years after full cutting of all plots began,
than the plots which were not cut at all until the third year (Treat-
ment 1). Furthermore, the plots that were cut the longest time the

TABLE 3. TOTAL NUMBER OF ASPARAGUS SHOOTS, ALL SIZES, 1931-1937

(Averages of three replications of each cutting treatment, ^9 acre)

Treatment
No.
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the data, all these differences were highly significant, the odds being
from 4999:1 to > 9999:1 that the differences were not due to chance.

Thus cutting for 2 weeks the first year proved to be much less

harmful than cutting for longer periods; but cutting for 4 weeks was

practically as harmful as cutting for 6 weeks. Both in number and

in weight of shoots harvested there was very little difference between

the plots cut 4 weeks the first year and those cut 6 weeks (Tables 3

and 4, and Fig. 1).

3000

2000

I

TOTAL ASPARAGUS SHOOTS:
EFFECT OF FIRST-YEAR CUTTING

TREATMENTS
1
- NOT CUT TILL 3D YR.

5 - CUT 2 WKS. 1ST YR.

3- CUT 4 WKS. 1ST YR.

6 - CUT 6 WKS 1ST YR.

1931 1933 1934 1935

FIFTH TO ELEVENTH YEARS

1936

FIG. 1. EFFECT OF FIRST-YEAR CUTTING OF ASPARAGUS ON NUMBER
OF SHOOTS DEVELOPED IN SUBSEQUENT YEARS

After the plantation was five years old, the effects of differences in early

cutting were clearly evident each year. All plots that had been cut the first year
after planting yielded consistently less than the plots not cut until the third

year. The pronounced drop in the 1935 yields was caused by the severe drouth

during the summer of 1934.

LIGHT CUTTING SECOND YEAR APPARENTLY BENEFICIAL

Cutting for a period of 2 weeks during the second year after

planting appeared to be beneficial. The total yield, both in number
and in weight of shoots, from plots which were cut in this manner

(Treatment 4) was consistently greater than from plots not cut at
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all until the third season (Treatment 1, Fig. 2). During the seven

years after full cutting of all plots began, a total of 79.2 pounds more

asparagus per plot was cut from the plots cut lightly the second year
than from the plots not cut until the third year (Table 4). Altho this

difference was small, the odds were 191 : 1 that it was significant. The
same relationship existed between numbers of shoots produced, 414

more per plot being cut from the plots that were cut lightly the second

year than from the plots not cut until the third year (Table 3).

4000

2 2000

TOTAL ASPARAGUS SHOOTS:
EFFECT OF SECOND -YEAR CUTTING

TREATMENTS
1
- NOT CUT TILL 3D YR.

4 - CUT 2 WKS. 2D YR.,

NOT CUT 1ST YR.

2 - CUT 4 WKS. 20 YR.,

NOT CUT 1ST YR.

1931 1933 1934 1935

FIFTH TO ELEVENTH YEARS

FIG. 2. EFFECT OF SECOND-YEAR CUTTING OF ASPARAGUS ON NUMBER
OF SHOOTS DEVELOPED IN SUBSEQUENT YEARS

Cutting for 2 weeks the second year of the plantation did not prove harm-
ful to subsequent yields, even appeared to have a beneficial effect. But cutting
for 4 weeks resulted in definitely lower yields than were obtained from plots

cut a shorter time or not cut at all until the third year.

On the other hand, cutting for 4 weeks the second season (Treat-

ment 2) resulted in definitely lower yields than those obtained from

plots not cut until the third year. During the seven years after full

cutting began, the plots not cut until the third year yielded 147.8

pounds more asparagus per plot than those cut 4 weeks the second

year (Table 4). The odds were > 9999:1 that this difference twas

significant.
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DIFFERENCES IN YIELDS OF MARKETABLE SHOOTS

Since the yield of marketable shoots 1
is more important than the

total yield of all shoots, the different plots are compared on that basis

also. In general the relationships between the plots when compared on

this basis were similar to those when they were compared on the basis

of total number of shoots cut, including culls.

TABLE 5. YIELDS OF MARKETABLE ASPARAGUS: TOTAL NUMBER OF GRADE No. 1

AND GRADE No. 2 SHOOTS, 1931-1937

(Averages of three replications of each cutting treatment, ^9 acre)

Treatment
No.
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TABLE 6. YIELDS OF MARKETABLE ASPARAGUS: TOTAL WEIGHT OF GRADE No. 1

AND GRADE No. 2 SHOOTS, 1931-1937

(Averages of three replications of each cutting treatment, J>29 acre)

Treatment
No.
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While light second-year cutting resulted in some improvement in

yields, cutting for 4 weeks during the second season (Treatment 2)

resulted in much lower yields of marketable shoots each of the seven

years than were obtained either from plots which were lightly cut

(Treatment 4) or from plots which were not cut until the third year

(Treatment 1). Total yields for the seven-year period from plots cut

4 weeks the second year were 224 pounds per plot less than from the

,3000

2000

MARKETABLE ASPARAGUS YIELDS:
EFFECT OF SECOND -YEAR CUTTING

TREATMENTS
1
- NOT CUT TILL 3D YR

4 - CUT 2 WKS. 20 YR..

NOT CUT 1ST YR.

2 - CUT 4 WKS. 20 YR .

NOT CUT 1ST YR.

1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937

FIFTH TO ELEVENTH YEARS

FIG. 4. EFFECT OF SECOND-YEAR CUTTING OF ASPARAGUS ON NUMBER OF

MARKETABLE SHOOTS DEVELOPED IN SUBSEQUENT YEARS

More marketable shoots were produced each year by the plots cut for 2

weeks the second year after planting than by the plots not cut until the third

year. Cutting for 4 weeks the second year proved detrimental to later yields.

plots cut only 2 weeks, and 140.1 pound less than those from the plots

not cut until the third year (Table 6). Again the differences were

significant, the odds being > 9999:1 in each case.

SEVERE CUTTING REDUCED SIZE OF SHOOTS

The average weight of the individual shoots from each plot was

calculated by dividing the total weight of shoots produced on that

plot each year by the total number of shoots produced that year. The

weights, expressed in decimal fractions of a pound, are shown in
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TABLE 7. AVERAGE WEIGHT OF INDIVIDUAL ASPARAGUS SHOOTS PRODUCED ON
PLOTS RECEIVING DIFFERENT CUTTING TREATMENTS, 1931-1937

(Averages of three replications of each cutting treatment, %g acre)

Treatment
No.
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The percentages of No. 1 shoots from each plot each year are

given in Table 9, on the bases of both number and weight. From both

standpoints, the plots cut lightly the second year (Treatment 4) were

superior to all others during each of the early years of the seven-year

period and also as an average for the entire seven years. During the

latter part of the seven-year period, however, there was marked

1000 GRADE NO. 1
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TABLE 9. PERCENTAGES OF GRADE No. 1 ASPARAGUS SHOOTS FROM DIFFERENTLY
TREATED PLOTS, 1931-1937

(Averages of three replications of each cutting treatment, ^9 acre)

Treatment
No.
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FROM
the experiments reported herein the follow-

ing conclusions can be drawn:

1. Severe cutting of a young asparagus plantation
results in reduced yields and inferior market quality

of shoots in subsequent years.

2. Cutting the asparagus bed during the first year
after setting, even for only two weeks, is not justified.

3. Light cutting of an asparagus plantation the second

year after setting seems to improve production.

4. Deferring all cutting until the third year after set-

ting is a safe procedure, but may result in smaller total

yields than light cutting the second year followed by
moderate cutting the third year.

5. Good management of a young asparagus plantation
that is located on soil of fairly high fertility would
seem to call for the deferring of all harvesting until

the second year after planting, and for limiting cutting
to a period of two weeks that year and a period of

four weeks the following year.

6. Cutting for eight weeks each year after the fourth

year gave good results on this plantation. Apparently
this is a satisfactory length of cutting season for a

mature asparagus plantation.

10,05010-3815267
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