Red Root Farm
Owner:  Gary Weil

Directions to farm:

Take highway 29 to Banks.  Cross RR tracks.  Take left on highway 93.  Take 2nd paved road to the right, highway 5523.

Contact:

Cell:  334-697-0519.

redrootfarm@gmail.com

Purpose of project:

To develop an effective no-till strategy for small-scale, organic vegetable production in the southeast.

Farm Visit: Fall 2009.

People present:  Gary, Andrew Price, and Jan

Size of project area:

About 1/8 acre.

General Observations:  May 2010

The research plot was planted in an Austrian winter pea cover crop, which Gary row-tilled in February and transplanted lettuce and brassicas into.  There was not much cover crop residue left on the ground at this time; it decays fairly rapidly.  Consequently, there were a lot of spring weeds growing in the plot.  We discussed trying a winter-killed cover crop next year for early spring cash crop planting.

Field History:

Potatoes had been grown there in the spring, then fallow.  

Weed history:

Nutsedge.

Present Vegetation:

Summer weeds

Plans:

Fall 2009:

Plant Austrian winter pea

Februrary 1, 2010:  

Plant brassicas with row tiller into AWP.

Summer, fall 2010:  Plant iron clay peas and let them winter kill

Winter 2011:  Plant lettuce and brassicas.

Type of equipment:

tractor (size?), NT transplanter, row tiller

Recommendations:

May 2010:

Establish summer cover crop after harvesting brassicas to keep weeds from invading and taking over the plot.  The plot needs more weed control before it will be ready for NT.  Presently, Gary is using minimum tillage to establish his cover crops.

Notes:

Field Day in May 2010:

Much of the acreage was planted in a winter cover crop mixture of black oats and lupine.  There was a good cover crop stand.  The cover crop was being rolled with a crimper/roller brought by the Soils Dynamics Lab.  After the cover crop is rolled, it will be left to dry in the field for a couple of weeks before transplanting into the residue.  Gary plans to transplant squash and cantaloupe plants into the residue.  Gary demonstrated the use of the row tiller, which is a tractor implement with a shank or ripper in the center and a short basket on either side of it.  The baskets rotate and lightly till two rows for planting.  There is a minimum amount of soil disturbance, though more than with the use of the no-till transplanter, which just makes a single slit in the soil into which the transplants are placed.  Gary had about 5 acres planted in a black oat/lupine mixture, which was rolled and crimped at the Field Day in preparation for planting in a couple of weeks.
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Gary’s notes:

On the oat/lupine area - 2 acres were row-tilled then transplanted with melons and summer crops.  There was a good success overall - low weeds and high transplant percentage.  The large “mulch” area seemed to maintain a more consistently lower temperature than the rest of the field.  Moisture was definitely more consistent and greater here than in the rest of the field.  This area also made for a much more pleasant and easier picking period.  It was less hot, mulch could be driven on with harvest trucks even when wet, low dust, and easier than walking on sand.  The cucurbits are on the list for a possible solid, sustainable, NT schedule.

Gary’s notes from August 6, 2010

He plans to plant iron and clay peas on the NT plot in the next few days and let it winter kill.  Then he plans to plant early spring crops, such as lettuce and brassicas into the mulch.

Farm Visit on July 13, 2011

Gary planted sunn hemp on the NT plot.  There was not enough rain for it to germinate and grow.  There were only a very few sunn hemp plants growing there.  I advised him to till and plant another summer cover crop since it has begun to rain more regularly.  He plans to let the summer cover crop winter kill and then plant early spring crops here again as he did last year, lettuce and brassicas.  I did not see any velvet bean growing; I think he said that he had just recently planted it.

There were no summer cover crops and no cash crops growing on most of his crop field at this time due to the drought at the beginning of the summer.  Gary does not appear to be irrigating.  The soil had been tilled and was bare.  Erosion gullies were present.

I plan to re-visit in the fall to assess the progress of the cover crop.

Farm Visit:  2/3/12

Gary had winter crops in the field.  He had quit harvesting them for his CSA.  The part of the field that was not planted to winter crops was bare.  Gary said that he was keeping it fallow and tilling as often as he could between rains in order to kill weeds.

Gary’s Evaluation 2/14/12:

In 2010 Red Root Farm had a very successful two acres of no-till summer crops.  Within this crop various small sections showed weed pressure through the thickly grown and rolled down cover crops.  Bermuda and nutsedge were 2 of the major weeds.  However, the summer crop of melons, tomato, and other crops were able to be harvested and sold.  the weed pressure did impact some parts of the plot by making harvest more difficult and time consuming, including a drop in yield of certain areas.

In the belief that an area clean from these persistent weeds will yield a more consistent harvestable area, the year of 2011 no cover crops were planted on most of the field.  The thinking was to decrease the weeds by freezing or starving them out.  This technique has worked well at other times.

With more weed pressure dissolved 2012 summer will be planted with oilseed sunflowers.  Turned under, then in September 2012 the main part of the field will be planted with a cover, most likely Austrian peas, to be no-tilled 2013, anticipated with greater success than in the summer of 2010.

Crops grown for NT project in 2011:

Sunn hemp and iron and clay pea and Austrian winter pea.

Sunn hemp - light germination, good large growth, moderate nitrogen fixation.

AWP:  good germination, and coverage

No other crops grown in NT in 2011.

What problems were encountered in your NT experiment:  sunn hemp nitrogen level seemed low and the organic matter, though large, did not lay straight, but flail mowing would fix this.

What are your plans for remedying these problems next season?

Use a lighter crop for summer, plant the winter cover a bit earlier.

What is your evaluation of the potential of using NT on your farm in the future?

The potential is very high, this year did not work 100%, but adds to education for future plantings.  The 2012 crops will work off 2011’s addition of plant matter.

