Dove & Russell’s Farm
Farm Visit:  5/17/10

Directions to farm:

From Rosita’s take 36E from I65.  32E at Cotaco (gas station) to 231 in Morgan City.  Take a right onto 231S.  In a few hundred feet take 240 SE to Union Grove.  To 69E, to 75 in Albertville.  75N to Geraldine.  Left on 227 to CR 329, take a right.  Right on 9060.  Past mobile home and house on left through open gate.

Phone:

256-486-4582 (cell) 

Address:

189 County Road 9060

Geraldine, AL  35974

People present:

Dove, Russell, and I.

Purpose of project:

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

Size of project area:
About 1 acre.

General observations:
The land was in grass and appeared to not have been cultivated for a while.  The project area is on the right side of the drive way as you turn off the dirt road onto the property.

Field history:

Pasture.  Fallow for a few years.  Terraced during the 40’s, but the project area is relatively flat.

Weed history:

Pasture, fescue.

Plans:

The land was tilled, chisel plowed, tilled again in March, and limed.

This summer peas will be planted:  pink-eye-purple-hull, crowder, big boy, whippoorwill.

In the fall brassicas will be planted.  Half of the acre will be CT and ½ will be NT.

Equipment:

25 HP tractor and Grille walk behind tractor.

Notes:

Dove and Russell recently purchased and moved onto this property.  This was the first year in production.  Their participation in the SARE project was delayed until this spring when they had moved to this new property.

A good, robust summer cover crop will be needed in order to control summer weeds.  During the fall brassica planting, efforts should be made not to leave soil bare between plants or rows.  Mulch in NT area and till between rows in CT area.

Hoop house plan:

We will till then till and maybe water the area for the hoop houses and let the weeds start to come up then lay plastic down and solarize the soil first the we will probably inoculate the soil with compost tea with a little molasses to jump start the soil microbes then plant into it. I would like to mulch, we use the soil so intensively that I like living mulches and the leaf stuff is great for the carbon and mold. But I am not sure. We may solarize the hoop houses every summer to break the pest and weed cycles, some anyway. Otherwise I am not a fan of solarizing soil, one reason I don't like plastic mulch. I will probably under sow maybe a couple of weeks after we have transplanted to give the brassicas a good start.

Activities Record (Please record date and activity.)

Farm Visit:  10/4/10
People present:

Dove, Russell, Andrew Price, and Jan.

Dove & Russell had cultivated and then planted a mixture of southern peas.  They were irrigating them and the peas looked good.  The are now planting brassicas between the rows of peas and leaving the peas to try to get a crop before the frost.  They will let the peas winter kill.  They may undersow the brassicas with clover.  They also plan to plant some beets and carrots in the field.  We brought some soil samples back to the lab.  

If they can keep the soil covered to prevent grass and weeds from invading, they are off to a good start with their NT experiment.

11/8/10 (Email from Dove).

We aren’t going to plant anything else in the field because it is too late. We will transplant early crops in March ( do you have out on loan  a no-till transplanter that can handle 1 1/2” soil blocks that we could use then) Or do we need to use a specific cell size and do styrofoam or plastic cells? We will be planting these crops at the end of January in the greenhouse.

On the section of the field that isn’t planted we have put vetch and rye. about 1/2 of the field. As the cash crops come off we will seed with rye and vetch and start our spring planting at the oldest planted cover crop end of the field and by the time we work our way to the other end of the field that newest planted will be at the same stage of growth when it is mowed (flail mower). I want to keep a record of our soil tests done at the same time of year so we can have a base line. Can I send you copies or can you get them from the soil lab?

The reason I am interested in no-till is I want to see how disease and insect pressures build and do we have to till every 3-4 yrs. to break up life cycles? Can we survey the insects and diseases to compare? How do we do that? The peas by the tree line had ants farming the aphids, aphids really like peas  so no surprise there. We also had really bad grasshoppers but they didn’t seem to like the peas so when we planted our brassicas they were confused I think and didn’t eat it. Where in the tilled areas they devoured our crops.

The peas have frost killed and the brassicas look great. Will take pictures.

Farm Visit  July 6, 2011

Half of the field has been tilled and is bare except for a small amount of bermuda grass creeping up in spots.  Dove & Russell plan to plant pumpkins and squash here.

The other half of the field is in weed cover.  They have made trenches in the planting rows and have planted squash in some of the trenches.  At the far end of the field some potatoes have been planted and mulched with leaves.

Dove & Russell had no winter cover crop in this field because they had fall crops here.  They said that some wild vetch and yellow clover had volunteered.  The field is now in weeds.  The plans are to plant into the weed cover and then mow or lightly till between the rows.

The rye field that was to be managed NT was tilled.  Their tractor is broken down and Dove is recovering from surgery.  They are behind in planting their crops this year.

Following is my communication with Dove by email on July 11:
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Name: Dove  & Russell Stackhouse

Cover crops grown for NT project in 2011: spring vetch and clover, Fall crimson clover

How did they do? Spring did very well, fall didn’t germinate first plant mid November, a little late we planted before a rain and we were supposed to have warm weather for a couple of weeks. It rained and we had good germination then it went below freezing and we believe killed the sprouts, then it started to rain and we planted again with no germination, we questioned the seed we planted the same seed in our high tunnel and it did well. It stayed wet until mid January and we tilled because the grass had taken over and planted again with no results. So in the history of our farm it was the first time a cover even a late planted one hasn’t come up.

Other crops grown for NT project in 2011: Potatoes w/leaf mulch, tomatoes, winter squash,

      
How did they do? The potatoes did well, every thing else did poorly, too much grass completion.

What problems were encountered in your NT experiment?

Too much grass competition summer Bermuda and winter fescue, not as much as the year before.

Had we started with a cultivated field the competition would be a different profile of plants and a little easier to deal with. We had broken sod the first year of the grant, in an old pasture that was predominantly fescue when we plowed it down which released the Bermuda.

 Wat are your plans for remedying these problems next season?

The mulched areas have kept the grass under control and we have had 3 previous seasons of legumes including summer peas the year before. So we are going to plant corn for seed this year because it is out of rotation with the conventional farmers in my area. We are going to under sow with white clover to provide completion for the grass , nitrogen for the corn,even though the clover will summer kill but well after the corn has gained height and provide shade for the clover so it will live longer provided temps are favorable it will last well into the summer. The rest of the field will be planted in sudan grass for the summer and rolled in the fall with equipment supplied from Auburn. Then we will fall plant brassicas.

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

Once we get the grass competition down (one reason for sudan grass this summer) and  regular vegetable rotation going on and change the evolution of the plant mix we are dealing with the better. This is the direction we wish to go in but we will be incorporating a leaf mulching program along with seasonal cover crops. Basically composting in the field. The mulch provides great carbon/ organic matter, weed control, beneficial microbes, water retention (on our sandy soil) and the green cover provides the nitrogen, organic matter and soil building. So basically we are going to be building soil on top of our soil. We do want to work with small equipment for transplanting and seeding into the residue. We have worked with the limited equipment we have.

 
