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WORKSHOP:  
The Resilient Farmer - Organic  

Market-Farming for Uncertain Times

Resilience: the ability to recover 

quickly from setbacks. 

An essential skill for anyone 
involved in agriculture. 

Learn how to thrive in the face 
of change at the Resilient Farmer 
Workshop, Saturday, April 27, at the 
Kerr Center. Space is limited; register 
early--deadline is April 22.

The workshop will feature soil health 
expert Steve Diver, Kerr Center horticul-
ture staff and consultant Luke Freeman. 

In 2010 Hort Manager George 
Kuepper wrote: “Perhaps the best lesson  
we can take from this tough year is 
our need to identify resilient vegetable 
crops, varieties and cultural tools that 
allow us to continue producing high 
quality produce through wide weather 
swings...”

Two summers of record-breaking 
heat and drought, spring floods and a 
tornado or two have only reinforced  
the point.

The center’s certified organic 
Cannon Horticulture Plots are being 
managed to enhance resilience in the 
wake of such drastic weather. Soil life, 

and health, are key. Kerr staff will share 
what they have learned.

Nourishing the Soil Food Web
The workshop will demonstrate inno-

vative approaches to building soil fertility 
and becoming more self-sufficient on the 
farm. Presentations will cover using on-
farm resources to make biochar, compost, 
and compost tea, as well as both com-
mercial and do-it-yourself approaches 

continued on page three
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New Online
Beginning Farmer & Rancher Program Course Materials
Presentations and handouts from both the livestock and horticulture tracks of the Oklahoma 
Beginning Farmer and Rancher classes are available free for anyone interested in getting a 
feel for the content of the course.  Materials are from the 2012 classes, and are being updated 
with each new session in 2013, including expanded slideshow and video offerings, including...

VIDEO: HOW TO TAKE A SOIL SAMPLE: TOOLS, TECHNIQUES AND TIPS 
In this 15-minute segment, filmed on location at the Kerr Center, Horticulture 
Manager George Kuepper walks viewers through the basic process of taking a 
soil sample for analysis at a soil testing laboratory.

SLIDESHOW: STARTING SEEDS AND TRANSPLANTING: A BEGINNING 
FARMER/GARDENER GUIDE TO GROWING HEALTHY, ORGANIC PLANTS 
This presentation by former Horticulture Program Assistant Luke Freeman takes 
viewers from selecting containers and growth media through germination to 
transplanting into the field. (For more on the BFRP, see p. 7.)

n OKLAHOMA FORAGE-BASED  
BUCK TEST 2012 REPORT 

This report includes detailed results on  

the sixth and final year of the buck test, 

including protocol, weather, disease and 

treatment, and winners.

n 2011 FLOUR AND MEAL CORN 
DEMONSTRATION 

Flour corn - the kind used to make flour 

and meal for tortillas, cornbread, muffins, 

tamales, grits, and the host of other basic 

American and ethnic foods - grows best in 

drier climates, and can mold in the warmer, 

moister climate of southeastern Oklahoma.  

This publication reports the results of a 

trial of four heirloom flour corn varieties:  

Virginia White Gourdseed, Hickory King, 

Santo Domingo Blue, and Texas Gourdseed.

n 2011 ORGANIC NO-TILL PUMPKIN 
DEMONSTRATION 

This report details a demonstration planting 

of pumpkins grown organically in no-till 

conditions.  Some of the varieties included 

were heirlooms.  A comparison of warm-

season cover crops is also included.

n 2012 THREE SISTERS TRIAL 

This report recounts the 2012 season’s 

effort to integrate the traditional Native 

American Three Sisters planting scheme - 

corn, beans, and squash - into the organic 

system design of the Cannon Horticulture 

Plots.  The trialed varieties included flour 

corn (Texas Gourdseed), pole beans 

(Kentucky Wonder, Hidatsa Shield Figure, 

True Red Cranberry, Turkey Craw), winter 

squash (Waltham Butternut, Table Queen 

Acorn), and pumpkins (Seminole, Cinderella). 

n HEIRLOOM VARIETY TRIAL REPORTS:  
SWEET POTATOES 

In 2010 the Kerr Center received a 3-year 

USDA Specialty Crop Grant to investigate 

and demonstrate small-scale heirloom 

sweet potato growing.  The 2010 work 

identified most of the production practices 

to be used in subsequent trials and dem-

onstrations.  The new publications report 

on follow-up work in 2011 and 2012: more 

thorough, replicated trials of two dozen 

heirloom varieties. 

n SWEET SORGHUM: PRODUCTION  
AND PROCESSING 

This perennial favorite on the Kerr Center 

publications list is not a “new” report; it was 

first published in 1992.  It is newly available 

in electronic format, though - download it 

now as a free pdf.

The Kerr Center for Sustainable 
Agriculture offers progressive leadership 
and educational programs to all those 
interested in making farming and ranching 
environmentally friendly, socially equitable, 
and economically viable over the long term. 

The Kerr Center is a non-profit foundation 
located on 4,000 acres near the south-
eastern Oklahoma town of Poteau.

It was established in 1985. 

For further information contact us at: 
P.O. Box 588, Poteau, OK 74953 
918/647-9123 phone, 
918/647-8712 fax 
mailbox@kerrcenter.com 
www.kerrcenter.com

Visit the Kerr Center web pages

for information on programs, staff,  
history and for extensive information 
on sustainable agriculture.
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to increasing the numbers of effective microorganisms 
in the soil. 

These approaches are based on an understanding 
of the soil food web - the diverse mixture of organisms 
that live in a healthy soil.

Few people have more expertise on the soil 
food web than the workshop’s featured speaker, 
Steve Diver. Diver has 30 years of experience work-
ing in organic and sustainable agriculture, originally 
as an OSU Extension Horticulturist/Agriculture Agent 
(Muskogee and McIntosh counties).

He developed an interest in soil health as the basis 
for healthy crops and nutrient dense food as an agri-
culture specialist with ATTRA, the National Sustainable 
Agriculture Information Service, in Northwest Arkansas, 
where he and Kuepper worked together for a number 
of years.

Diver has lectured and published widely on topics 
including the soil food web, composts, compost teas 
and microbial inoculants, and organic production. In 
2010, he established the Agri-Horticultural Consulting 
firm in Austin, Texas, which specializes in soil analysis 
and eco-agricultural consultancy services.

“Steve is one of the most knowledgeable people 
around on understanding and managing the soil food 
web,” says Kuepper. 

Money Where the Mouths Are - in the Soil
Over the past several years, the Kerr Center has 

been working to develop the Cannon Horticulture 
Plots into a model of resilient farming for the region. 
It’s been successful enough in the field to win a USDA 
NRCS Conservation Innovation Grant (CIG) to pay for 
more intensive training for a group of cooperating 
farmers in the region - as well as funding this workshop.

In addition to the composting practices that will be 
the focus of the workshop, the Cannon approach relies 
heavily on cover cropping and crop rotations, both for 
building soil fertility and for controlling weeds, including 
bermudagrass, under organic no-till management. 

These practices follow the old organic farming 
advice to “feed the soil, not the crop,” but they do it 
by feeding the organisms that make up the soil food 
web. Their results will be on view during an optional 

tour of the plots at the end of the workshop.
“We grow all our own nitrogen,” Kuepper told a 

recent Beginning Farmer & Rancher class. “I supplement 
very little.”

Likewise, the dense foliage of warm-season cover 
crops shades out most summer weeds, including 
bermudagrass - the bane of many organic farmers 
wherever it grows. 

“Bermudagrass is a non-problem for me,” Kuepper 
says. “Interns love working here because they spend 
very little time on the end of a hoe.”

continued from page one

AGENDA & REGISTR ATION

Resilient Farmer Workshop Agenda 
April 27, 2013

Sponsored by the Kerr Center for Sustainable Agriculture 
and the Natural Resources Conservation Service  

(under grant # 11-199)

 9:00-9:30  Registration

 9:30-9:45   Welcome

 9:45-10:45 Biochar demonstration

 10:45-11:00 Break

 11:00-12:15  Tour of compost and vermicompost sites; 

view compost tea making apparatus

 12:15-1:15 Lunch

 1:15-2:45   EM (Effective Microorganisms) and 

Do-It-Yourself Microbial Brewing Systems 

(Steve Diver)

 2:45-3:00  Break

 3:00-4:45   Commercial microbial inoculants for 

your toolbox; blending for bio-sprays  

and fertigation (Steve Diver)

 4:45-5:00  Official close of program & evaluations

 5:00-6:00   Optional tour of bio-extensive rotation, 

cover crops, and organic no-till work

The workshop registration fee of $35  
(lunch included) is due by April 22.  

To register, visit www.kerrcenter.com  
or call 918.647.9123  

KERR CENTER FOR SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE 3
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The newest name on the Kerr Center’s payroll 

belongs to one of the most familiar faces on 

the ranch.  Its owner has been running sustainable 

grazing operations for so long he makes them seem 

old-school.  Will Lathrop has once again donned the 

well-worn hat of Cattle Manager.

Born and raised in Montana, Lathrop ended up 
in Lubbock, Texas, courtesy of the U.S. Air Force.  He 
took courses at a junior college while still enlisted, and 
finished a bachelor’s degree in animal science from 
Texas Tech University after mustering out.

Lathrop then worked a few years on a ranch 
back in Montana before heading back to school for a 
master’s, also in animal science, from Montana State 
University.  He’d worked only a year at South Dakota 
State University, managing the research cattle, before 
applying to a position at the Kerr Center.  Since then, 
he’s been on and off the staff roster, but he’s never 
really left the ranch.

Defining Sustainability
Lathrop landed at the Kerr Center before the dust 

had settled from the 1985 reorganization that put “sus-
tainable agriculture” in the center’s name and mission.  
He recalls the readjustments that ensued: retreats filled 
with soul-searching and head-scratching over what it 
meant for agriculture to be “sustainable.”  

As it happened, Lathrop entered the scene predis-
posed to the notion.

“I’d had to give a seminar in grad school on a topic 
outside my area,” he says.  “Since I was in animal sci-
ence, I thought I’d talk about rotational grazing.”  At the 
time, he says, the concept was “pretty much a no-no.”

“There were some pretty interesting studies,” he 
says, “but it just wasn’t accepted.”

“I had a professor tell me, ‘You can graze like that 
- if you don’t have anything else to do.’  He said you’d 
be so busy moving cattle all the time that you wouldn’t 
have time to do anything else.”

“He was wrong,” adds Lathrop.
The Kerr Center’s emerging conception of 

Old Hand Back -  
or Still - in the Game: 

Will Lathrop Rejoins Kerr Center 
as Cattle Manager

—Wylie Harris
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sustainable agriculture meshed well with Lathrop’s 
ideas on grazing management.  “I fit right in,” he says, 
“because it just makes sense.”

Same Job, Different Titles
For over a decade, Lathrop put those plain-sense 

principles of rotational grazing to work for the Kerr 
Center.  He retired in 1999, but he didn’t exactly ride 
off into the sunset.  Instead, he bought the herd of 
cattle that he had been managing, and leased a thou-
sand of Kerr’s acres to continue grazing them.  

During most of the time since his “retirement,” 
Lathrop has also managed the cattle that remained 
under Kerr Center ownership, often buying Kerr steers 
to finish filling semi-trailer loads of his own animals at 
sale time.

Since returning to the Kerr Center as an employee, 
Lathrop spends the mornings looking after his own 
cattle on his leased acres, and the afternoon tending  
to the Kerr herds. Throughout the day, every animal 
and acre comes under the same regimen of sustainable 
management.

A key component of Lathrop’s approach to grazing  
management is rest - not for the rancher or the cattle 
necessarily, but rather for the pastures.  The current  
herds consist of 40 Pineywoods  
cows, and another 50 Angus/
Gelbvieh cross.  Lathrop 
estimates that there’s room 
for 70 or 80 more, but with 
pastures hammered in the 
recent drought, he’s erring on 
the side of caution.

The Perfect Cow is a 
Moving Target

The mixed bag of breeds 
grazing the Kerr Center pas-
tures has its roots in Senator 
Kerr’s herd of prize Angus.   

The breed can struggle 
to reach its growth 
potential in southeast-
ern Oklahoma’s hot, 
humid summers, so in 
Lathrop’s early years the 
Kerr Center crossed the 
Angus with Senepol, a 
heat-tolerant breed from 
the Virgin Islands.

More recently, 
Senepol bulls have 
become harder to find.  
Now all the bulls in Kerr’s 
Angus-cross herd are 
Gelbvieh. There are plenty of Gelbvieh breeders 
relatively close by in Missouri, but though the breed 
handles hot weather better than Angus, it can’t match 
the Senepol’s heat tolerance.

The heritage-breed Pineywoods cattle arrived more 
recently, primarily as a preservation initiative. However, 
since preserving a rare breed is easier if there’s a way 
for it to make money, the Kerr Center has also been 
exploring the Pineywoods’ commercial potential.

“They’re very tough,” Lathrop says of the 
Pineywoods cattle.  “They have heat tolerance, good 

These steers are the product  
of a cross between Pineywoods 

and Angus/Gelbvieh.

The Kerr Center’s 
emerging conception 
of sustainable 
agriculture meshed 
well with Lathrop’s 
ideas on grazing 
management.   
“I fit right in,”  
he says, “because  
it just makes sense.”
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disposition, hardiness, real nice udders.”  Even in last 
summer’s heat and drought, 88% of the cows bred 
successfully.

The Pineywoods’ main drawback, Lathrop says, is 
that “they just don’t have the growth.”

While the Pineywoods cattle thus far have been 
maintained as a breed apart, Lathrop is relaxing that 
separation, with an eye toward breeding some of their 
desirable traits into the Angus/Gelbvieh cross.  

“We have to reach out and get the growth from 
the Angus and Gelbvieh,” he says.  “We mold and 
make this hybrid that fits our environment.”  To that 
end, the livestock program has begun breeding first-
calf Angus/Gelbvieh heifers to a Pineywoods bull.

“We have three Pineywoods cross steers right 
now, and they’re gaining really well,” Lathrop says.

“Under a good grazing program, the Pineywoods 
won’t need any hay - they’re our low-input herd.  We 
need to do some research to help us understand that a 
bit more.”

“There are so many questions that need to be 
answered about the Pineywoods,” he chuckles.

Bottom Lines
One such question that the Kerr Center is gear-

ing up to answer definitively is whether Pineywoods’ 
lower input requirement make the breed more profit-
able than Angus/Gelbvieh.  

Markets exert selective pressures on livestock 
breeds that are every bit as strong as those wrought 
by climate.  Sustainable management takes both into 
account.

For instance, a 1200-lb. Angus  
cow might be bought for $1,200.    
A typical Pineywoods cow would be 
much smaller, around 800 pounds, and 

could be had for less, around $700.
An Angus calf would wean at 500 or 600 pounds, 

and sell for around $900 (at $1.50 per pound), minus a 
$200 production cost.  A Pineywoods calf would wean 
smaller, at 400 lbs., and would only sell for about $500 
(at $1.15 per pound).  However, the production cost 
of the Pineywoods calf might be about half that of the 
Angus.

In other words, Pineywoods calves sell for less per 
weaned pound than the Angus cross, but does that 
same pound cost enough less to produce so that the 
“low-input” breed brings a higher margin?

Even Lathrop isn’t sure, and if he doesn’t know, 
probably no one does.  Over the next three years, he 
intends to change that.

“We’re going to keep all the heifer calves” - both 
Pineywoods and Angus/Gelbvieh - “treat them all the 
same, and see what happens,” Lathrop says.

“What happens” includes weaning and yearling 
weights, conception rates, and numbers of calves 
weaned per cow exposed, as well as economic 
outcomes like the cost and break-even cost per calf 
weaned.

Balancing the economics of the operation is as 
critical to sustainable livestock production as balancing 
the ecology of the pasture and the animals.

“We want to do our best marketing to get as much 
income as we can, and also watch expenses and elimi-
nate the ones we can,” Lathrop says.

“There are certain things we have to do, but we 
can do a lot through management.”

“February is our hay month, and we’re 
busy feeding hay, Lathrop says. “We’re 
extending the grazing season as much 

as we can, trying for another month 
without feeding hay. Two would be nice.”
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“American agriculture supports one in twelve 

jobs in America,” said U.S. Deputy Agriculture 

Secretary Kathleen Merrigan. “But our farmers are 

aging, and more of our young people are looking 

outside of farming for their careers.”

Merrigan made those remarks in 2011, announcing 
the recipients of grants from the USDA’s National 
Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA) Beginning 
Farmer and Rancher Development Program.  

The Kerr Center was one of just 36 organizations  
in the country to receive a grant to train aspiring agri-
culturists. 

The Kerr Center has a long history of educating 
farmers and ranchers.  Center President Dr. Jim Horne, 
who recently marked his 40th year with the center, 
remarked on the changes he has seen over the years, 
from large numbers leaving agriculture to people coming 
back, often as a second career. 

In the Kerr Center’s Oklahoma Beginning Farmer 
& Rancher Program (BFRP), classes meet one Saturday 
each month at the Kerr Center, and in Okmulgee every 
other month.

Students choose either a horticulture or livestock 
track. Everyone receives instruction in business plan-
ning and natural resource management. Trainees 
receive scholarships that cover tuition and materials.

The classes are a mix of classroom instruction 
and time in the field with a focus on real-life problem 
solving and hands-on skills. The center also provides 
extensive resources for students to study on their own 
time. Course materials are available free to the public 
on the Kerr Center website.

The BFRP had a successful first run in 2011-12,  
and the 2013 course is already off to a strong start.

Orientation
Fifty-five beginning ag producers attended the 

first meeting of the 2013 BFRP January 19 at Kiamichi 
Vo-tech in Poteau.

Horne greeted the class and introduced the center’s  
grant partners: the Oklahoma Farmer and Rancher 
Association (OFRA, represented by Mike Everett), the 
Rural Smallholder Association (RSA, represented by 
Ronnie Gardisser), and the Mvskoke Food Sovereignty 
Initiative (MFSI, represented by June Marshall).  OSU 
Cooperative Extension Service is also a partner; Le Flore 
Co. Extension Educator Brian Freking was also on hand.

Participants then introduced themselves and described 
their farms. The diverse group ranged from those fresh 
out of school to those starting a new career, with vary-
ing acreages, enterprises, and interests. Most are from 
Oklahoma, with a sprinkling from surrounding states.

Some are experienced farmers developing new 
enterprises.  On his small mixed-use farm, William 
Edgar mostly grows vegetables for the Norman farmers’ 
market, but he’s also begun raising  heirloom seed on 
contract for Baker Creek Heirloom Seeds.

A few, like Harry Smith, who recently moved to 
Oklahoma from upstate New York, grew up on farms, 
but left for other careers. Others, like Loyal Plumb of 
Tahlequah, grew up “around” relatives’ farms, but 
never had their own ag enterprise. Others have no 

Begin Again: Oklahoma Beginning Farmer 
& Rancher Program Enters Second Year

continued on page fourteen

BFR livestock students examine a Hanley-style hoophouse 
attached to a welded pipe skid-frame for portability - shown  

configured for summer livestock shade, despite the chilly weather.
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STEWARD ($1000 or more)
*Kay Adair, Oklahoma City
*Marsha Ambs, Lake Jackson, TX
Sanford and Christy Price,  
    Oklahoma City
Tulsa Community Foundation 
*Keith and Patty Wright, Poteau

HARVESTER ($200-$999)
* John Downard, Norman
*David French, Oklahoma City
Turtle Rock Farm, Red Rock

CULTIVATOR ($50-$199)
Suzanne Branch, Dallas, TX
Kate Campbell-Craven, 
Placerville, CA
*John Downard, Norman
*John E. Carroll,  
    University of New Hampshire,    
    Durham, NH
Ronnie Gardisser,  
    Siloam Springs, AR
Robert M. Gold, Tulsa
*Charles Grethen, Purcell
Robert Himmerich, 
    Pena Blanca, NM
Larry Hoffman, State Farm 
Insurance, Muskogee
Debbie Kinkeade, Tulsa
Edwin Kessler, Norman
Jerry & Pat Nelson, Tulsa
Oklahoma Woodland 
    Owners Assoc.
Giles & Mary Penick, Tulsa
*David Pickle, Poteau

SOWER ($35-$49)
Barbara Bowman,  
    Healdsburg, CA

*John E. Carroll, 
    University of New Hampshire, 
    Durham, NH

Kari Darken, Edmond

*Butch Tindell, Waco, TX

TILLER ($20-$34)
*Katherine Fletcher,  
    Williamstown, MA

Genie Ford, Edmond

Kat Goodwin, Oklahoma City

Marinda Green, Heavener 
Marjorie Green, Norman

Peter Hubbell, Tucson, AZ

H.J. Johnson, Wellston

Harlan Lunday, Timbo, AR

Marcin Manek, Portland, OR

*Kathryn Marino, Oklahoma City

*Stergus Mathes, Oklahoma City

Philip K. Moore, 
    Pleasant Hill, MO

Roger Porta, Choctaw

Jackie Rago, Tulsa

Kelly Roberson, Pryor

Robert & Connie Scharlau,   
    Arcadia, WI

Dixie (J.D.) Shemwell,  
    Hatfield, AR

REMEMBRANCES

In memory of John Wheat
Jeffrey Carlson, Burnsville, MN

Ward & Vi Elliott, Tulsa

 John Eyberg, Tulsa

Ginger Wheat, Manchester, NH

In memory of Joe Wells
Kerr Center employees 

*George Kuepper

In memory of Michael Bialas
Meghan Bialas-Potts, Tulsa

Note: * –  Multiple Donations

Your Support 
Makes a 

Difference!

A Big Thank You to our 
Supporters in 2012-13! 
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For donations in memory of a friend or family member, please visit www.kerrcenter.com
I do not wish to be listed as a donor in the newsletter or on the Kerr Center website.

We do not share contribution information with other organizations.

Your contribution is important to the 
future of sustainable agriculture!

As a friend of the Kerr Center, your donation 
supports our many educational programs and 
activities, including:

• Field Notes, our free newsletter

• kerrcenter.com, our comprehensive website

• Workshops, conferences and field days

• Reports and fact sheets

• Research and demonstration projects

* Intern program

 Yes, I/We want to support the programs of  
the Kerr Center for Sustainable Agriculture at 
the following level (check enclosed):

TILLER  $20-$34
SOWER  $35 -$49
CULTIVATOR  $50 - $199
HARVESTER  $200 - $999
STEWARD  $1000 or more

I am interested in knowing more about donating 
assets either now or as an estate-planning tool. 
Please send me more information or call me at 
 (____) ____________________

Thank you for your generosity. Your gift is tax deductible.

Check enclosed for $_________  payable to Kerr Center.
To pay by credit card, go to the Kerr Center website, www.kerrcenter.com

Name: _____________________________________________________________________________________

Organization: _______________________________________________________________________________

Address: ___________________________________________________________________________________

City/State/Zip: ______________________________________________________________________________

Email Address: ______________________________________________________________________________

Phone:  ____________________________________________________________________________________

Mail to: Kerr Center for Sustainable Agriculture • PO Box 588, Poteau, OK 74953
918-647-9123 or mailbox@kerrcenter.com • www.kerrcenter.com

Support the Kerr Center
Since 1965 the Kerr Center has been reaching out to folks in Oklahoma and beyond. Today, the 

Friends of the Kerr Center help us continue this vital work! We have many innovative educational 

projects ongoing, but we need your help to continue our work! If you enjoy reading this newsletter or 

visiting our website, or if you have participated in one of our educational events (or know someone 

who has), consider making a gift to the Kerr Center today! 

KERR CENTER FOR SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE 9



“Most people look at this and think it’s a glorified rototiller,” says 
Horticulture Projects Manager George Kuepper. “You could not find 
a rototiller that’s going to do what the BCS does.” The Kerr Center 
has a model 853 BCS tractor with a rototiller attachment. In addition  
to simple tillage, this combination has been used, with the outer 
tines of the rototiller attachment removed, for strip tillage. A variety 
of cultivator attachments help keep fields weed-free, and a hiller-
furrower attachment prepared soil for planting the past three years’ 
sweet potato variety trials (see p. 12).

Several other BCS attachments have greatly facilitated the 
Cannon project’s research on cover crops and organic no-till. A 45” 
sickle bar and a crimper-roller are used to kill cover crops in prepara-
tion for no-till seeding or transplanting, and a disk coulter makes a 
narrow furrow for seed.

“We could get a real small Kubota tractor that could do a lot of these 
things,” Kuepper says, though “you’d have to do some redesigning.” 

“I specifically wanted a walk-behind tractor to demonstrate the 
technology,” which is uncommon in the U.S., he says. “All profes-
sional walk-behind tractors are imported, and all the others are more 
expensive than the BCS.”

George Kuepper mows a summer cover 

crop with the sickle-bar attachment for 

the BCS walk-behind tractor.

One of the most common questions at Kerr Center horticulture workshops and field days is,  

“Where did you get that seed/tool/equipment?” To answer it, the staff have put together a variety 

of handouts and source lists. Here’s a reminder about where to find those materials online (see sidebar), 

and a quick rundown of some of the most frequently-used tools in the Cannon Horticulture Project.

Tools of 
The Trade

Mowing a summer cover crop with the sickle-bar 
attachment for the BCS walk-behind tractor.

— Wylie Harris
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Where We Shop: Sources of Seeds, 
Tools, and Supplies
An extensive list of suppliers of all 
products, organized by product type 
www.kerrcenter.com/publications/

seed_and_supply_list.pdf 

Assorted Resources  
(May 2012)

Names, photographs, price ranges, 
and web links for individual products: 
BCS (tiller, sickle bar mower), seeders, 
planters 
www.kerrcenter.com/beginning-farm-
er/materials/horticulture/Assorted-

Resources-5-2012.pdf

Assorted Resources  
(July 2012)

Names, photographs, price ranges, 
and web links for individual products: 
BCS (cultivators), hoes, pest control 
products 
www.kerrcenter.com/publications/
horticulture-assorted_ 
resources_2012.pdf

For keeping plants wet in dry 
times, the Cannon project uses drip  
tape and a variety of sprinklers, along  
with chlorine filters and control valves. 

Fertilizers and other soil amend-
ments include foliar sprays, natural 
rock minerals, mycorrhizae, inocu-
lants, and potting mix. A variety of 
organic-approved pesticides are also 
used on the Cannon Plots, including   
Green Light Fire Ant Control, 
Monterey Garden Insect Spray, 
Mycotrol-O, Orange Guard, Pyganic, 
Serenade, and Surround.

The Cannon project buys seeds 
and roots, including rarer items 
like comfrey and horseradish roots, 
along with seed saving supplies 
and soil blockers, from a number of 
suppliers. Composting operations on 
the Cannon Hort Plots make use of 
thermometers and aerators; com-
post tea is made using 
a commercial brewing 
kit. All are covered are 
covered in the publica-
tion “Where We Shop.”

A variety of hand 
tools put in an appear-
ance over the course of 
the season: hay rakes, 

hoes, and measuring wheels, to 
name a few. The Stand N’ Plant and 
Hatfield planters come in handy for 
putting seedlings in the row. 

Both jab and wheeled planters  
help get seed in the ground; Easy-

plant and Jab Corn Planter are the 
jab types used, while wheeled ver-
sions include the Earthway, Jang, 
and the Planet Junior. 

The Hoss Deluxe Plus double 
wheel hoe also offers a planter 
attachment with six plates included.

These publications also list 
sources for sprayers and dusters, 
as well as the safety supplies that 
go with them. Thermometers for 
measuring air, soil, and compost 
temperatures also figure in.

Nailing down sources of seeds 
and supplies is only part 
of the battle; for oppor-
tunities to learn how 
to use them, consider 
attending one of the 
Kerr Center’s education-
al workshops (see p.1, 
and calendar on back 
page).

Tool & Equipment 
Publications

The Hoss Deluxe double  
wheeled hoe

Double and single wheeled hoes  
work side by side, with power  

provided by 2012 horticulture interns 
Jacob Delahoussaye and Katie Kilpatrick. 

George Kuepper and 2012 horticulture 
intern Katie Kilpatrick put an Hatfield planter 

through its paces.

Sprinklers helping warm-season cover crops 
establish during the heat and drought of 

summer 2012
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For the past three years, the Kerr Center has had 

sweet potatoes: in the field for variety trials, on 

the plate for taste tests, and very much on the brain. 

That’s all thanks to a 2010 Specialty Crop Grant 
from the USDA Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS), 
through the State of Oklahoma. The grant funded three 
years’ investigation and demonstration of small-scale 
heirloom sweet potato growing. 

In addition to a demonstration planting of several 
varieties, the first season’s trial, in 2010, focused on 
identifying appropriate-sized equipment, small tools, 
and organic growing practices suitable for southeastern 
Oklahoma market farmers and gardeners. 

The following two seasons’ work used methods 
established in 2010 to conduct fully replicated variety 
trials, with an eye toward identifying suitable heirloom 
varieties for southeastern Oklahoma.

The project trialed a total of 31 different varieties, 
several in multiple seasons.

This article reviews the highlights of findings from 
all three years’ trials. Reports detailing the results of 
each year’s variety trial are available free from the Kerr 

Center website, www.kerrcenter.com.
A fourth report, discussing production methods 

and equipment, is forthcoming (see sidebar).

Yields
Hernandez produced the top yields in both 2010 

and 2011. It was not included in the 2012 trial, when 
the top yielder was Beauregard. A commercial variety 
known for its heavy yields, Beauregard was included in 
the trial as a reference point against which to compare 
the yields of the heirlooms. The top-yielding heirloom 
variety in 2012 was Cordner’s Red, which also yielded 
well in 2010, the other year when it was included.

Only a couple of varieties were included in all 
three years’ trials. One was Oklahoma Heirloom, 
which had the second-highest yields in 2010, and the 

How Sweet It Is:  
Three Seasons of Sweet Potatoes
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third-highest in 2011, though it 
faltered in 2012. 

Other varieties in the top three 
for yield in one or more of the trials 
included Alabama Purple (2012), 
Dianne (2010, 2011), and Molokai 
Purple (2012). 

Taste and Texture
On the theory that a bumper 

crop of beautiful sweet potatoes will 
probably still not sell well if they’re 
bland and stringy, each year’s trial 
featured a taste test in which Kerr 
Center staff rated each variety for 
both flavor and texture.

Oklahoma Heirloom, one of the 
highest-ranked varieties for yield, also 
scored well for taste and texture.

Other top-three scorers for fla-
vor included Allgold (2010, 2012), 
Beauregard (2012), Bunch Porto 
Rico (2011), Georgia Jet (2011), and 
Resisto (2012). With the exception of 
Beauregard, the same varieties com-
prised the list of top scorers for texture. 

High yields didn’t necessarily go 
along with pleasing taste. Neither 

Alabama Purple or Molokai Purple, 
which were among the highest yield-
ers in the 2012 trial, were judged 
particularly favorably for flavor.

Marketing Aspects
Some varieties have unusual 

characteristics that may give them 
increased market potential - though 
often in exchange for some draw-
back, as noted. The most outstand-
ing example of such a case is 
Okinawa Purple.

Okinawa Purple’s roots have 
cream colored skin; the flesh is 
white marbled with purple, and 
turns a bright purple when cooked. 
This unusual coloration might make 
it more appealing to customers.

However, the variety has a much 
longer growing season and yields 
were just moderate. 

Want to plant an heirloom this 
year? The online trial reports include 
descriptions and color photos of 
each variety, yield and taste/texture 
ratings, production info and sources 
for slips.

Sweet Potato 
Production Methods 
Report Coming Soon
“We dug all three 280-foot 
rows by hand, putting the 
potatoes in bushel baskets as 
we went, careful to keep the 
different varieties separate.” 

So wrote Horticulture Program 

Assistant Luke Freeman on the Day-

to-Day blog in October, in a foretaste 

of the upcoming report on small-

scale organic production methods 

for sweet potatoes.

“We have found that long-handled 

digging forks and bushel baskets are 

the only tools we need to harvest 

sweet potatoes on this scale.” 

“After the roots were dug, we began 

field-curing them. Curing sweet 

potatoes is essential to ensure a long 

storage life and maximum flavor.” 

“The curing process involves keeping 

the sweet potatoes in a warm, humid 

environment for 7 to 10 days. A tem-

perature of 85 degrees Fahrenheit 

and 85% humidity are ideal.” 

“To accomplish curing in the field, 

we wet down a large patch of grass, 

place the baskets of sweet potatoes 

on the moist grass, and cover them 

all with a tarp. The sun will heat the 

tarp and cause the moisture left on 

the grass to evaporate, creating that 

warm, moist environment needed to 

cure sweet potatoes.”

Oklahoma Heirloom, 
one of the highest-
ranked varieties for 
yield, also scored well 
for taste and texture.
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farming background at all.
Ready or not, most have already taken the plunge.  

Catherine Bruce of Norman has a farm “in the middle 
of town” where she grows a lot of tomatoes.  Others 
run livestock on bigger acreages. All, however, feel the 
need for more training.

“I’m looking forward to the time with our experts 
here,” said Jennie Lillard of Wetumka. “I’m very excited.”

Dream Big - But Plan Thoroughly
The focus of the first training session of 2013 was 

business planning, which is essential to the success 
of any agricultural enterprise. Ag economist and Kerr 
Center Director of Ranch Operations David Redhage 
presented information on “Planning for Success.”  
Mike Everett of OFRA also explained the principles of 
“whole farm planning” to the group.

That planning component, often overlooked in 
the excitement of getting into farming, is a key factor 
in the success or failure of many enterprises.  Some 
students are already seeing its benefits.  

Bruce, for instance, worked through the course’s 
first planning exercises only to realize that the amount 
of tomatoes she has room to grow wouldn’t earn as 
much money as she’d like.  She’s now changed her 
marketing plan to focus on selling flowers, whose 
higher returns per square foot are a better fit for her 
limited space.

The Baker family of Baker Heritage Farms in Howe 
is busily preparing for their first year of vegetable pro-
duction after growing a test plot last year while Don 
Baker attended the beginning farmer class.

Kerr Center is “a blessing to small farmers and 
ranchers trying to get started,” he says.

Others from the area accepted into this year’s 
program include Teddy Irwin and Phyllis Davis, both of 
Talihina.

Jim Horne said that he and Kerr staff are inspired 
by “the goals and dreams” of the new agriculturists.

“Your enthusiasm is very contagious and we just 
love to help people that are appreciative and want to 
learn,” he added.

Livestock Track
Twenty students gathered for the livestock track’s 

first session of the course on February 11, continuing a 
tradition begun last year of conducting class in decid-
edly chilly weather.  

Topics for the session included watering systems 
and fencing options. Livestock Manager Will Lathrop 
covered both in the morning classroom session, before 
the group moved outside for some hands-on time in 
the afternoon.

Both watering points and fences limit the number 
of paddocks in a rotational grazing system.  Careful 
consideration of both factors during the planning phase 
allows for more effective use of available resources.

When ponds are located in the higher areas of the 
farm, watering points lower down can be supplied 
by gravity flow, eliminating the need for powered 
pumping in those areas.  Ranch foreman Simon Billy 
explained the Kerr Center’s application of that principle.

The Kerr Center also repurposes old tractor tires as 
watering tanks; the field portion of the class included a 
description of the construction and plumbing required 
for that conversion.

The Kerr Center livestock program uses both per-
manent fencing and temporary electric fences. While 
outdoors, students tried out the various tools and 
materials used for these different fencing types.

The session also highlighted a dual-purpose por-
table structure recently developed at the ranch.  This 
structure is based on the Hanley-style low-cost hoop 
house design popularized in many Kerr Center work-
shops, but instead of being set over rebar pins driven 
into the ground, the hoops are instead set into a base 
frame of welded pipe.

Covered with shade cloth in the summer, this 
structure creates movable shade for livestock.  In 
cooler weather, it can be dragged to a garden area 
and covered with plastic to serve as a hoop house for 
season extension.

 

Horticulture Track
The horticulture track had its first meeting March 9,  

with 17 students attending in Poteau, and another ten 
by live video link at the MFSI offices in Okmulgee.

continued from page seven
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Dr. Warren Roberts led off the day’s 
instruction with a session on soils and 
organic fertility management. Roberts, 
who grew up on a mountain farm in 
western North Carolina, is recently retired 
from OSU’s Lane Ag Station, where he 
did research on organic cropping.

Roberts emphasized the importance 
of organic matter.  In a climate as warm as 
Oklahoma’s, he said, organic matter in the 
soil is being constantly decomposed. 
That means it must be constantly added,  
in even greater amounts, to increase the 
soil’s organic matter content.

Kerr Center Director of Ranch 
Operations, David Redhage, followed 
Roberts with the next in his ongoing series 
of lectures on business management and 
planning. His presentation covered things 
that most new farmers probably consider – what am 
I going to sell, and where? – as well as some that few 
probably do – such as the importance of considering 
the impact of existing obligations on the land, like 
power-line easements and oil and gas leases.

 Cakes’N’More in Poteau catered a lunch including 
chili made with Kerr Center beef, and a sweet potato 
dish made with the products of last year’s heirloom 
sweet potato variety trial.

The class returned in the afternoon to discuss 
seeds, seeding, and transplants with Luke Freeman. He 
recently left the Kerr Center for a research position at 
the University of Arkansas, but continues to assist with 
the BFRP horticulture sessions this year.

George Kuepper, Kerr Center Horticulture Manager, 
carried on the instruction with a discussion of the 
requirements for organic certification, guidelines for 
small-scale organic growers who are exempt from certi-
fication, and tips on sourcing organic-compliant inputs.

Roberts then returned to the mike to give a quick over-
view of soil sampling and soil testing, before leading the 
group outside to demonstrate soil sampling techniques.

The Cannon Horticulture plots are currently in cool-
season cover crops: grain rye and tillage radish, along 
with a variety of cool-season legumes, such as crimson 
clover and hairy vetch.  This “living soil,” Roberts said, 
is full of organisms that can capture nitrate nitrogen 

and convert it into other forms that will not leach as 
easily from the soil, helping to retain and build fertility.

The afternoon wrapped up with Freeman and 
Kuepper describing and demonstrating the methods 
the Kerr Center uses to make soil blocks for seed start-
ing and transplanting. Students had the opportunity 
to make their own soil blocks and start their own seeds 
from a selection made available as part of the workshop.

The afternoon in Okmulgee saw students visiting 
the garden of one of their classmates to practice soil 
sampling. The group then returned to the MFSI office 
to make soil blocks and start transplants.  Trainers/
mentors for the session, including several gradu-
ates of last year’s course, were Ron Banks, Mike Bear, 
Stephanie Berryhill, June Marshall, Mike Oakley, and 
Mike Everett.  Students stayed all the way ‘til six, but 
departed looking forward to the next session.

 To learn more about Kerr Center projects visit the 
center’s website www.kerrcenter.com. To watch the 
presentations and download course materials visit the 
Beginning Farmer course materials pages. Don’t miss 
the soil sampling demo video! 

Applications for next year’s class will be available 
later this year.

The Oklahoma Beginning Farmer & Rancher Program 
is supported by Agriculture and Food Research Initiative 
Competitive Grant no. 2011-49400-30525 from the 
USDA National Institute of Food and Agriculture.

Dr. Warren Roberts discusses soil sampling with the BFRP Horticulture Class.
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WORKSHOP: The Resilient 
Farmer: Organic Market Farming 
for Uncertain Times 
April 27 (register by April 22) - Poteau

Participants will learn about 
innovative approaches to building 
soil fertility and becoming more 
self- sufficient on the farm. 
Emphasis will be on using on-farm 
resources to make compost and 
compost tea and biochar, and 
cover cropping and rotations to 
build soil fertility and manage 
weeds, including bermuda grass, 
organically.

Soil health expert Steve Diver 
will lead the workshop. With 30 
years of experience in sustainable 
agriculture, Diver has lectured and 
published widely on the soil food 
web, composts, compost teas and 
microbial inoculants, and organic 
production. 

The Kerr Center’s certified organic 
Cannon Horticulture Project is  
the model for the organic methods  
to be explored in the workshop, 
which is presented with the support  

of a USDA NRCS Conservation 
Innovation Grant. 

The $35 registration fee includes 
lunch. Register by April 22 at www.
kerrcenter.com. (See cover.) 

FIELD DAY: Grazinglands 
Research Laboratory 
May 10 - El Reno

A tour of the USDA-ARS 
Grazinglands Research Laboratory 
research projects will cover 
remote sensing, canola, red cedar, 
grass cultivars, rotational grazing, 
conservation practices, and no-till.  
Free lunch is included.  For more 
information, visit the Grazinglands 
Research Laboratory website at 
http://www.ars.usda.gov/Main/
docs.htm?docid=7780, or call 
405.262.5291.

Look for the Kerr Center on 
Facebook and Twitter!

DEADLINE:  Southern SARE  
Grant Proposals 
June 3

Pre-proposals for Research & 
Education Grants and Professional 
Development Program Grants, and 
proposals for Graduate Student 
Grants, are all due to Southern 
Sustainable Agriculture Research 
and Education (SARE) by June 
3.  (Full proposals for successful 
Research & Education and PDP 
pre-proposals will be due in 
August.)  For full details, visit www.
southernsare.org.

What’s Happening at the  
Kerr Center... day-to-day? 

Read our online blogs!  
www.kerrcenter.com

Visit the Kerr Center  
Second Tuesday of each month. 

During these guided tours, visitors 
see current horticulture, livestock 
and conservation projects. 

Visit www.kerrcenter.com/
kerrcenter-tour.html for time, cost, 
directions and other details. 

All other visits must be requested 
at least two weeks in advance. 

To register for Kerr Center events, 
and for more information on  
these and other upcoming 
sustainable agriculture events,  
visit the online events calendar  
at www.kerrcenter.com/calendar. 

E-Field Notes

Field Notes, the Kerr Center’s free 
print newsletter, is mailed semi-
annually to subscribers across 
Oklahoma and the United States.  
Field Notes is also available via 
email.  An electronic subscription 
also includes occasional event 
notices and other updates not 
included in the print version.   
To subscribe, visit www.kerrcenter.
com and click on the button that 
says “Sign up for our e-newsletter 
and notifications!”

Calendar: spring/summer

The Kerr Center for 
Sustainable Agriculture, Inc. 
P.O. Box 588 
Poteau, OK 74953
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