
Forty years ago, Kerr Center 

President Dr. Jim Horne put 

pen to paper and wrote the Kerr 

Center’s first newsletter.

It was February, 1974. At the  

time, the Kerr Center was the 

Agricultural Division of the Kerr 

Foundation, and Horne had been  

a farm management specialist  

there for a couple of years.

In that first issue, on one page 

front and back, Horne wrote about  

a subject both timely and of perennial 

interest to agriculturists: taxes. 

The Farm Management Newsletter 
was printed in the Kerr offices on a small 

offset press by foundation secretary 

Barbara Chester and mailed to 250 people.

Horne thought a monthly newsletter 

would enable the organization to reach a 

larger audience and “satisfy a demand for 

timely information.”  

He was right. Soon the newsletter 

was expanded to two legal-sized pages, 

front and back, and people were clamor-

ing to be added to the mailing list. 

The newsletter was Horne’s baby, 

and he gathered information from the 

foundation’s other agriculture specialists 

for the monthly publication. For a good 

while, recalls Horne, he did most of the 

writing, but as time went by, most of the 

staff began to write articles, too. 

The newsletter has evolved, “changing 

as times have changed and programs 

have changed,” says Horne. Two pages 

became four, then six, and now, on average,  

16. Monthly publication became bimonthly, 

then quarterly and now twice a year.  

The Farm Management Newsletter 
became the KCSA Newsletter. In 1998, 

when I became editor, we chose a new 

name: Field Notes. 

Through the years it has retained its 

original emphasis -- practical information  

about horticulture, cattle production,  

natural resource management, 
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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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Biochar Feedstocks
2013 summer intern 
Jonathan Pollnow 
kept the biochar retort 
glowing, and the written 
results of his work with 
it are now available free 
from the Kerr Center 
website.

Pollnow wanted to know 
which of the materials 
available from the Kerr 
Ranch would make good 
feedstocks for biochar 
produced in the center’s 
two-barrel nested retort.  
He charred up a range of 
feedstocks, ranging from 
pine slash to cornstalks 
to shredded office paper, 
and had professional 
laboratories evaluate the 
biochar produced from 
each one.  He also added 
samples of the biochar to 
sand, and then had the 
carbon content of each 
sample measured to see 
how much soil carbon 
increased with additions 
of biochar from the 
different feedstocks.  The 
results of all that analysis 

are contained in “Biochar 
Feedstock Research Using 
a Two-Barrel Nested 
Retort .”

For the less technically-
minded, and those who 
just want to get some 
char into their gardens 
ASAP, Pollnow wrote 
up a “Feedstock Guide 
for a Two-Barrel Nested 
Biochar Retort ,” which 
is exactly what the title 
says - a guide to which 
feedstocks perform best 
in the simple, low-cost 
biochar retort used at the 
Kerr Center.

Putting on his chemist’s 
hat again, Pollnow also 
ran a series of experi-
ments to see whether 
adding common salts to 
feedstocks could alter 
the character of the 
resulting char in useful 
ways.  The findings of that 
work are the focus of his 
third report, “The Effects 
of Added Mineral Salts 
on Biochar Yield Using a 
Two-Barrel Nested Retort.”

Don’t Step on  
the Worms!
Katie Kilpatrick has two 
Kerr Center horticulture 
internships under her belt 
– one in summer 2012, 
and another in fall 2013.

During her 2012 term, 
among other projects, 
she worked on vermi-
composting.  When she 
returned to college that 
fall, she chose that as the 
topic of her senior thesis, 
and went on to explore 
what it would take for a 
city of 60,000 residents 
to implement a full-scale 
municipal vermicompost-
ing program.  The full 
text of her thesis is now 
available on the interns 
page of the Kerr Center 
website.

Katie also visited Patrice 
Gros’ Foundation Farm in 
Eureka Springs, Arkansas, 
during her 2012 intern-
ship.  She wrote up a 
report of her impressions 
of the farm’s approach 
to no-till; that report is 
also available as a free 
download.

All of these reports are 
available on the ‘Interns’ 
page of the Kerr Center 
website, under ‘2013’: 
www.kerrcenter.com/
stewardship/interns.html 

NEW ONLINE
Recent interns have been adding to the Kerr Center’s publication list:  
Jon Pollnow from 2013, and Katie Kilpatrick from 2012-13.   
Here’s a taste of what they’ve had to say...
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In May the center, in cooperation with the 

Xerces Society, will host a short course on 

the unsung heroes of agriculture: pollinators. 

In June, a workshop in Little Rock will demonstrate 
the resilience-oriented practices that farmers near there 
are successfully incorporating, from production through 
marketing.

Workshop: New Horizons in Organic 
Systems and Creative Produce Marketing

The Kerr Center initiated its Resilient Farmer Project 
in 2011. It trains organic, transitioning, and sustainable 
vegetable farmers to make their operations more resilient.

The Cannon Horticulture Plots hosted workshops 
each of the past two springs to demonstrate the principles 
involved in the “bio-extensive” production system that 
underlies the Kerr Center’s concept of resilience. 

This workshop, on June 7, caps the series with 
a look at how market farmers in northwest Arkansas 
are implementing those principles to make their own 
operations more resilient.

The program will begin at the Argenta Farmers 
Market in North Little Rock in the morning. Local grower 
Chuck Crimmins will discuss his marketing methods. 

After lunch (on your own), the workshop will re-
convene at the Heifer Project Ranch in Perryville, for 
presentations on rotation and cover crop systems, and 
on Crimmins’ internet marketing. 

Following the presentations, the groups will tour 
Heifer Project’s CSA gardens, which are managed by 
Ryan Neal, and tended by intern staff. The tour will also 
take in Chuck’s family farm operation. 

Crimmins Family Farm cultivates two certified 
organic acres, on land rented from the Heifer Project. 
Crimmins has been growing organically for 20 years. 

He keeps a third of the land in green fallow at 

any given time - a key tenet of the Kerr Center’s “bio-

extensive” approach to market gardening. Among other 

benefits of this practice, Crimmins chooses cover crops 

in his green fallow to attract beneficial insects and native 

pollinators.

Both green fallow and pollinator habitat are practices 

encouraged under the Kerr Center’s Resilient Farmer 

Project, of which Crimmins is a cooperator.

Registration is due by May 30, and costs $25.  

To register online with credit card or Paypal visit  

www.kerrcenter. Or send a check with complete contact 

info (inc. email & phone #)to the Kerr Center by May 30.

This workshop is funded by a Conservation Innovation Grant  
(number 11-199) through the USDA NRCS.

Pollinator Conservation Short Course

On May 3, the Kerr Center’s Stewardship Farm & 

Ranch near Poteau will host this one-day short course in 

cooperation with the Xerces Society.

The short course will follow the format of one held 

for extension educators in 2012, but is oriented toward 

SPRING WORKSHOPS:  
Pollinators and Resilient Farming

Here’s the buzz: the Kerr Center will ring in spring with two workshops— 
for farmers, gardeners and conservation-minded landowners.
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farmers, ranchers, and home  
gardeners.

Honeybees, long a mainstay 
for pollination in agriculture, face 
mounting threats from disease 
and pesticides. Native pollinators 
can be even more effective than 
honeybees in some cases, but   
successful management requires an 
understanding of their biology and 
habitat. This course aims to provide 
the basics of that understanding.

Jennifer Hopwood, Midwest 
Pollinator Conservation Specialist 
for the Xerces Society, will lead the 
short course. The Xerces Society 

works to conserve invertebrates, 
with a strong focus on native  
pollinators.

During the short course,  
presenters will explain several  
pollinator conservation practices 
that farmers and ranchers can inte-
grate with their existing enterprises 
on their own land. In addition, state 
and federal agency representatives 
will be on hand to discuss state and 
federal programs that can assist 
producers with implementing such 
practices.

The short course will also 
include a case study by David 

Redhage of the the Kerr Center’s 
work with native pollinators and 
pollinator habitat, and a tour of the 
center’s plantings. See box below 
for full agenda.

Space is limited; advance 
registration by April 28 required. 
Registration fee of $10 includes 
lunch.  See calendar, back page for 
registration instructions.

The workshop is sponsored by a 
Conservation Innovation Grant  
(number 69-7335-1-21) through the 
USDA NRCS and the state of Oklahoma.

Learn More
Native Pollinators at the Kerr Center 

www.kerrcenter.com/stewardship/

native-pollinators.html 

Xerces Society for Invertebrate 
Conservation 

www.xerces.org

How to do truck patch farming and 
marketing part-time  (while working 
a “real job” to pay the bills).   
Chuck Crimmins, 2009.  

www.slideshare.net/jvworstell/ 

how-to-do-truck-patch-farming-

and-marketing 

Pollinator Conservation Short Course
Kerr Center for Sustainable Agriculture

May 3, 2014
Presented by the Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation

8:45 am – 9:00 am 
Greeting and check in

9:00 am – 9:45 am  
MODULE 1: Introduction
 • Pollination economics 
 • Pollination biology 
  •  Role and value of beneficial 

insects

 9:45 am – 10:30 am 
MODULE 2: Basic Bee Biology
 • Understanding bee life cycles
 • Recognizing bees

10:30 am – 10:45 am 
Morning Break

10:45 am – 11:30 pm 
MODULE 3: Pollinator-Friendly 
Agriculture   
 • The value of natural habitat
 • Reducing harm from pesticides
 • Protecting nesting sites

11:30 pm – 12:00 pm 
MODULE 4: Case study from  
David Redhage, Kerr Center

12:00 pm – 1:00 pm:   
Lunch

1:00 pm – 2:00 pm 
MODULE 5: Tour of Kerr Center  
plantings, field observations

2:00 pm – 3:30 pm 
MODULE 6: Habitat Restoration  
and Land Management
 • Habitat assessment guide
  •  Habitat design considerations 

and plant selection
  •  Site preparation and planting 

techniques for wildflowers  
and shrubs

3:30 pm –3:45 pm:   
Afternoon Break

3:45 pm – 4:15 pm 
MODULE 7: Oklahoma Resources  
for Growers 
  • Natural Resources Conservation 

Service (NRCS) Biologist 

4:15 pm – 4:30 pm 
MODULE 8: Additional Resources
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STEWARD ($1000 or more)

*Kay Adair, Oklahoma City, OK 

*Marcia Ambs, Lake Jackson, TX

Mike Bear, Henryetta, OK

HARVESTER ($200-$999)

*John Downard, Norman, OK

Bill Heffernan, Rocheport, MO

*Keith & Patty Wright, Poteau, OK

CULTIVATOR ($50-$199)

Jim & Barbara Esbenshade,  

Colbert, OK

*Charles Grethen, Purcell, OK

 

*Larry Hoffman, Muskogee, OK

*Debbie Kinkeade, Tulsa, OK

Howard Le Leux, Tulsa, OK

*Bud Martin, Tulsa, OK

Tomas Martinez, Tulsa, OK

Zan Nelson, Bethany, OK

Marcialyn Robinowitz, Tulsa, Ok

Teresa Roewe, Oklahoma City, OK

Gaynelle & Miles Schulze, Dallas, TX

Susan Singh, Tulsa, OK

*Harry & Carol Wood, Edmond, OK

*Repeat Donors

SOWER ($35-$49)

John Ikerd, Fairfield, IA

Gerald Prilliman, Oklahoma City, OK

TILLER ($20-$34)

Jean Collins, Yukon, OK

Charles Gourd, Park Hill, OK

*Marjorie Greer, Norman, OK

*Zack Krieger, Mission, TX

*Philip Moore, Pleasant Hill, MO

*Christina Roberson, Pryor, OK

*Sherri Stuber, Guthrie, OK

*Butch & Diane Tindell, Waco, TX

Your Support Makes a Difference!

A Big THANK YOU  
to our Supporters in 2014! 

Do you want to support the Kerr Center’s educational programs? 
If so, please consider making a donation. If you have donated in the past, please consider renewing your support. 
For over 40 years, Kerr Center has been providing valuable information to farmers, ranchers, and people who 

want to support local food and farms! 
Our educational program— Field Notes, our comprehensive website, research and demonstrations, reports,  

how-tos, educational workshops and courses— makes Kerr Center a leader in sustainable food and ag education. 
We have a long history and a proven track record—please let us know you support our work by becoming a 

Friend of the Kerr Center.

Help us continue our work! We welcome donations at any level. Donations are tax deductible.  

You may donate online at www.kerrcenter.com with a credit card or through PayPal or send us a check, made  

out to Kerr Center and mail to Kerr Center, PO Box 588 Poteau, OK 74953

You will receive an acknowledgement of your gift. In addition, those donating $55 or more will receive a 100% 
cotton Kerr Center tote bag, perfect for trips to the farmers’ market or to gather produce from your home garden!

Become a Friend of the  
Kerr Center in 2014!
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As promised, I would like to follow up on our 

okra seed grow-out for 2013. As I talked about 

in the fall issue of Field Notes, we contracted with 

the Baker Creek Seed Company, to grow heirloom 

okra seed. It was a tall, vigorous, variety (aren’t 

they all) that hails from Thailand, hence the name 

Thai okra.  

In August as the market season was winding down, 
we began to stop picking the first three of our six 
rows. After a few weeks the okra pods 
began to get long and tough. As they 
dried out on the stalk they began to 
split, exposing the pebble sized 
seeds inside the pods. Once the 
pods begin to split, you know 
they are ready.  

 Usually when you harvest 
the short tender pods for  
market, you just snap them off 
the stalk. However, when you 
let them mature, the only way  
to remove them is to cut them.  
I usually use a set of pruning shears. 

Once you have picked the pods, 
you have to remove the seeds. This can easily 
be done by opening the pods; the method is similar to 
shelling peas. 

When you open the pods, be sure to have  
something to catch the seed as they like to fly out 
everywhere.  I used an old metal washtub, but a plastic 
tote or a bucket will do. 

It is tedious work, but it’s something you can do 
while watching your favorite TV show, or with the family 

on movie night. Just keep it separate from your popcorn. 
Once you separate the seeds from the pods, your 

job is pretty well done. Then I like to allow the seeds to 
sit out for a day or two just to finish drying.  Most of the 
time I put the seeds in a paper bag and give it a stir a 
couple times a day.  

Allowing the seed to fully dry lessens the oppor-
tunity for mold to form. Once I am ready to ship, I just 
fold the paper bags shut and put a large rubber band 
around them. 

Drying the seed as much as possible also gives 
you a more accurate weight. I once sent 

some seed to Baker Creek that had 
not finished drying and by the time 

it reached them it had lost about 
10% of its weight. That can really 
change your bottom line. 

So how did we do? Well, 
we harvested ‘til we just got 
tired of picking, and we didn’t 
even make a dent in the stand. 

We ended up with 17 pounds 
of seed, two pounds over our 

contract. (We went over by two 
pounds just in case we lost some 

weight in shipping.)
At $30 a pound for seed, we made 

$510. Not a big payday, but counting the market- 
able product we harvested during the season, our  
net profit was much higher. 

Baker Creek disperses checks in early January.  
It was nice to receive a check in the mail right around 
the time I was ordering the seed and supplies for our 
market garden for the 2014 season. 

I think that’s reason #510 to love okra!

“I Love Okra”:
Growing Heirloom Seed for Baker Creek, Part II

-- Bill Edgar
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Livestock programs at the Kerr 
Center have long focused on trying 
to feed as little hay as possible. As  
Cattle Manager Will Lathrop told a 
Beginning Farmer & Rancher Program 
class last year, “My goal in life is to 
feed no hay, 365 days a year.”

That raises an obvious question:  
why? In one well-thumbed Kerr 
Center publication, Chris Agee 
provides an answer nearly as blunt: 
“The cheapest cattle weight gains 
are made on pasture.” 

With hay ruled out, Lathrop 
explains, there are only so many 
options for keeping cattle fed. One is 
buying and selling animals to match 
the amount of available forage - an 
approach that works well for stockers, 
but less so for cow-calf operations. 

Producers who can't or won't 
de-stock have to find a way to 
produce more forage. Some cool-
season forages, such as wheat and 
turnips, can provide grazing days 
when producers without them will 
be feeding hay.

A Study in Wheat
Coming out of summer 2012, 

Lathrop knew the Kerr Ranch pas-
tures were low on forage. Looking 
ahead, he planted two pastures, 
each about 6 acres, to wheat in 
September. He left another 9-acre 
pasture unplanted, for comparison.

Beginning on April 9 last year, 
31 cows grazed the two pastures for 
a total of 38 days, as compared to 
only six days on the one not planted 

to wheat. Each of those days was one 
more that other pastures could rest 
and develop lusher stands of forage.

Lathrop calculated the total 
cost of the wheat pasture, includ-
ing preparation, seed, fertilizer, and 
planting, at $1.27 per head per 
day. Buying hay would have been 
cheaper, at $0.99 per head per day. 
However, a protein supplement 
would also have been needed to 
match the protein content of the 
wheat pasture. The combined cost 
of hay and supplement could well 
equal that of planting wheat. 

To Buy or Not to Buy
Still, 365 hay-free days a year 

remains an ideal rather than a real-
ity for most producers, as Lathrop 
readily admits: “I'm going to have a 
barnful for insurance.” But the same 
cost-cutting pencil-work that paints 
hay-feeding in a different light can 
also inform the choice of whether 
to bale or buy hay. More often than 
many realize, the answer comes out 
in favor of buying.

That's the take-home mes-
sage of the Chris Agee report cited 
above, as well as of a newer one 

from 2013 livestock intern Erin 
Jenkins. Both cite the same factors: 
haying equipment is expensive and 
has to keep busy to justify its cost, 
and the nutrients that come off a 
hayfield in the crop cost money to 
replace, too. Added together, those 
costs can equal or exceed those of 
buying hay.

Whether bought or baled, 
cattle producers can get more bang 
for their bales by handling them 
carefully. Storing bales wrapped or 
covered and off the ground, or in a 
barn, and feeding them suspended 
in a cone within a skirted ring, can 
reduce losses to waste and spoil-
age to as little as 5%, according to 
Jenkins.

LIVESTOCK NEWS

Bale Hay? No Way!
--Wylie Harris

LEARN MORE

Extending the Grazing Season.  
Will Lathrop, 2013. www.slideshare.
net/MauraMcDW/extending-the-
grazing-season

Hay, Fertility, and Profit. Chris Agee, 
2011 (updated). www.kerrcenter.com/ 
publications/hay-report-2011.pdf

The True Cost of Hay. Erin Jenkins, 
2013.  www.kerrcenter.com/publications/
intern-reports/true_cost_of_hay.pdf
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Tools and Techniques  
for Growing Sweet Potatoes

— George Kuepper

From 2010-2012 we grew heirloom varieties of sweet potatoes at the Kerr Center. We also tried out 

a variety of tools for planting and harvesting, as well as production techniques we considered 

applicable to small-scale production of sweet potatoes in home gardens and market gardens. 

For a complete account of our production techniques and information on tools see Small-Scale Technology 
and Practices for Sweet Potato Growing in Southeast Oklahoma, just published online at www.kerrcenter.com. 
Following are highlights.

GROWING PLANTING SLIPS
As an alternative to buying new planting stock each 

year, growers have the option to grow their own slips 
from healthy roots that were held over the winter. 

While growers in some southern states can start 
slips out-of-doors in the soil, Oklahoma and Arkansas 
growers have too short a growing season and need to 
grow slips using supplemental heat. (For details on tem-
perature and options for starting slips, we recommend 
OSU’s Sweet Potato Production publication HLA-6022.)

We used 20-gallon totes purchased at a big-box 
store, drilled drain holes in the bottoms, and filled them 
less than half-way with potting soil. Healthy roots were 
crowded onto the soil, but spaced so that they did not 
touch each. More soil was added to just cover the roots. 
Hardware cloth or chicken wire was spread across the 
covered roots, and one-to-two more inches of potting 
soil were added.

The loaded totes were then stored in our green 
house for additional warmth, and the soil kept moist. 
Emerging slips were plucked as they emerged. The 
hardware cloth prevented pulling the roots out of the 
soil during plucking. Two, three or more generous har-
vests were made. 

PLANTING RIDGES
We discovered several advantages to grow-

ing sweet potatoes on planting ridges as opposed 

to flat-planting. We observed that yields might be 
increased and root rot reduced in wet years when ridges 
were used. They also made harvesting easier. 

Small-scale growers lacking access to tractors with 
middle-busters can make robust planting ridges using hill-
er/furrower attachments on their rototillers or walk-behind 
tractors. If the equipment is not suited to that adaptation, 
we found we could build modest planting ridges using a 
wheelhoe with a hiller/furrower attachment.

IRRIGATION
While sweet potatoes are drought-tolerant, good 

yields are often dependent on supplemental irrigation. 
It should come as no surprise that drip irrigation is far 
more efficient than sprinklers.

HARVEST
Our attempts at small-scale mechanized harvest 

were disappointing. Some failed completely. Others, 
such as using a single-bottom plow on a tractor, dam-
aged many roots and still required much hand digging. 

Our best success was achieved using well-made 
digging forks and elbow grease. Our field experience 
taught us where to place the tines to avoid damage and 
ease the majority of the roots free of the soil. 

We did learn there is a distinct advantage to better-
made, long-handled digging forks for reducing fatigue. 
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Learn More at www.kerrcenter.com

Three years of sweet potato variety trials (2010, 

2011, 2012) are available online or by calling the 

Kerr Center. These reports feature production tips, 

full color photos and descriptions of the cultivars we 

trialed, and information on yield, taste and texture. 

The 2011 and 2012 reports were replicated trials; 

2010, a warm-up with impressions of performance.  

CURING
Curing is a process intend-

ed to cure root wounds incurred 
during harvest. Every root will 
have at least two wounds: small 
ones on each end where it was 
separated from the rest of the 
root and/or stem. 

The ideal conditions for cur-
ing are temperatures between 
80°F and 90°F, and a relative 
humidity between 85% and 90%,  
with adequate ventilation, for 
seven-to-ten days. This can be 
done indoors, under controlled 
conditions. However, we also 
learned of a field-curing tech-
nique that worked quite well 
and was much less expensive.

We began by selecting a 
mowed grassy area and watered 
it deeply. We arranged our 
harvest containers and baskets 
close together on this spot. We 
then covered all the containers 
with a plastic tarp and weighted 
down the edges to prevent its 
blowing away, but leaving gaps 
for some ventilation. 

Curing time generally required 
seven-to-ten days. We allowed 
more time when the weather 
was cool, overcast, or rainy.

The RighT Tool foR The Job

2012 Hort Assistant 
Luke Freeman with 
long-handled dig-
ging fork, purchased 
from Peaceful Valley 
Farm Supply

George and intern 
Katie Kirkpatrick with 
Hatfield Transplanter, 
bought from Johnny’s 
Selected Seeds.

A Hoss® Wheelhoe with hiller/furrower attachment, from Hoss Tools, 
Inc.  The hiller/furrower implement is in the hiller configuration and 
can be used to build modest-but-adequate planting ridges. 

Slips are often available at the same outlets that sell other 
garden transplants, though they often sell out early.  Don’t 
overlook local growers at farmers markets as possible sources.

For heirloom varieties, we used Duck Creek Farms (Gary 
Schaum) P.O. Box 303, Mounds, OK 74047; 1-918-827-6455;  
www.duckcreekfarms.com. Contact information for other  
suppliers is available in Kerr Center’s trial reports. 

• starting slips 
•  preparing ground

•  planting tools and  
techniques 
•  weed control (tools, cover 

crops and living mulch) 

• irrigation 
• harvesting methods 
• curing 
•  tools  

(descriptions, where to buy)

Small-Scale Technology and Practices for Sweet 
Potato Growing in Southeast Oklahoma 

LEARN ABOUT: 

geT gRowing!
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In 2007, we initiated a new horticulture program  

in tandem with student intern training to make 

Kerr Center a destination for sustainable education. 

The horticulture program revolves around a six-
acre demonstration area called the Cannon Organic 
Horticulture Site, which is dedicated to demonstrating 
organic management principles. 

In addition, we use it to support beginning farmer 
trainings, demonstrations of small market farming tech-
nologies, heirloom variety trials and seed production. 

The dominant feature is a four-field rotation that has 
been under bio-extensive management since ground 
was first broken in 2007.

A Bio-Extensive System
Two management directives led us to a bio-extensive 

design. First, because our staff is small, we required a 
system that would provide inherently good weed 
control. 

Bermuda grass was a particular concern. 
Bermuda is a southern species that we welcome 
in pastures but curse in organic horticulture. 
Bermuda grass dominated the pasture ground 
that became the Cannon site.   

Our second directive demanded a reduced 
dependence on outside fertility inputs, particu-
larly industrial poultry litter. Many, if not most, of 
the organic market farms in our region depend 
on broiler or layer litter for annual supplies of 
nitrogen and organic matter. We wanted an 
alternative that would be more independent and 
sustainable.

The bio-extensive design that emerged from 
these directives is based on a sound rotation 
with generous and creative use of cover crops. 
The summary of that rotation is shown in Figure A. 

You will note that fully 50% of the land is 

A Bio-Extensive Demonstration
at the Kerr Center 

-- George Kuepper

in green fallow (year-round cover crops) in any single 
year—the main characteristic that defines it as bio-
extensive. 

Our system addresses the management directives 
in several ways, through systemic weed management, 
growing our own organic matter and nitrogen, and by 
supporting disease and insect pest management.

Systemic Weed Management
Bermuda grass is a highly aggressive and invasive 

summer grass. It boasts fast-growing above-ground 
stolons with equally aggressive underground rhizomes. 
It shrugs-off cultivation and thrives under mowing. Its 
Achilles’ heel, however, is its low tolerance for shade. 

Therefore, when we rotate a field to green fallow, 
we plant vigorous, tall-growing, dense-canopied cover 

2011:  Early Vegetables  w/winter cover crop

2012:  Green Fallow   “ “ “ “

2013:  Late Vegetables   “ “ “ “

2014:  Green Fallow   “ “ “ “

2011:  Green Fallow         w/winter cover crop

2012:  Early Vegetables   “ “ “ “

2013:  Green Fallow “ “ “ “

2014:  Late Vegetables  “ “ “ “

2011:  Late Vegetables w/winter cover crop

2012:  Green Fallow  “ “ “ “

2013:  Early Vegetables “ “ “ “

2014:  Green Fallow “ “ “ “

2011:  Green Fallow w/winter cover crop

2012:  Late Vegetables  “ “ “ “

2013:  Green Fallow “ “ “ “

2014:  Early Vegetables “ “ “ “

Field A-1

Field A-2

Field A-3

Field A-4

FIGURE A
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crops. If we maintain them throughout the summer sea-
son, they smother Bermuda grass, essentially eliminat-
ing it before the next growing season. 

We rely primarily on annual sorghums—especially  
sorghum-sudangrass—as our main green fallow smother 
crop. Planted in late April or early May, annual sorghums 
commonly grow to the height shown in the photo above. 

If bush-hogged or grazed to leave several inches of 
stubble, the crop readily regrows and reaches a similar 
height by the middle or end of August, just in time to 
prepare the ground for a winter cover crop. 

sustainable agriculture, and local food-- along with news 
about Kerr Center events and publications.  

By the end of the ‘90s the mailing list had expanded 
to 2500. With the growing public interest in organics,  
local food and sustainability, our subscription list has 
since tripled, with the majority of readers in Oklahoma. 

Horne is especially pleased when he hears about 
the newsletter being passed from person to person—
this multiplier effect means that Field Notes is read by  
an estimated 15-20,000. 

Since 1998, Norman-native Tracy Clark, of Argus 
DesignWorks, has designed the newsletter (Tracy is 
also the center’s award-winning web designer and web 
manager). Assistant Editor Wylie Harris has been con-
tributing to the newsletter since 2004. For over twenty 

years, we have worked with Larry Reed and staff at 
Calvert McBride, Inc., in Ft. Smith, where the newsletter 
is printed and mailed.  

Publications that have survived 40 years are becoming  
a rarity in the digital age. Because of the vision and 
commitment of Dr. Horne, the support of the center’s 
trustees and staff, and last, but not least, our readers, 
Field Notes is still going strong. 

Continued from page one

The short- and long-term effects of smother crops 
in rotation cannot be understated. In our opinion, the 
impact is profound. 

In addition to Bermuda grass control, we have 
reduced populations of amaranth and other summer 
annuals. Perennials like horse nettle (a solanaceous weed) 
and yellow nutsedge are present each summer, but their 
populations are small and appear to be dwindling. 

While we haven’t fully evaluated them, we believe 
pearl millet, sunn hemp (crotalaria), or sesbania might 
work as well as annual sorghums. 

Lablab (hyacinth bean) and late cowpea varieties, 
like ‘Iron & Clay’ also show promise, though all would 
likely need different management than sorghum.

We supplement our systemic weed suppression  
with mulching using plant residues, crop canopy man-
agement, and living mulches, when possible. Some 
cultivation and hand-hoeing is required each year in the 
vegetable fields, but this is minimal—a fact well-appre-
ciated by our student interns, who would bear much of 
the burden. 

This is Part I of II. Read Part II in the fall Field Notes.
Note: This article appeared in a slightly different form, 
in its entirety, in Small Farmer’s Journal, spring 2014. 
Visit www.smallfarmersjournal.com for subscription 
information. 

See calendar, back page, for subscription information.  
To read early issues of the newsletter, visit  
www.kerrcenter.com/40years for our Newsletter 
Retrospective. Drop us a note or comment online –  
we would love to hear from you!
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Pollinator Conservation Short 
Course 
May 3 (Register by April 28) - Poteau

This course, hosted in cooperation 
with the Xerces Society, aims to 
provide a basic understanding of 
pollinator economics and biology.  
Presentations will cover on-farm 
practices to conserve pollinators  
and their habitat, as well as state  
and federal programs that assist 
producers with implementing those 
practices.  Pollinator conservation 
work at the Kerr Center will be  
featured as a case study.  (See p. 4.)

Register with Paypal or credit card  
at www.kerrcenter.com or send a  
$10 check with complete contact  
info (including phone and email)  
to Kerr Center by April 28. Call  
Hannah at the center for more info.

Visit the Kerr Center  
Second Tuesday of each month. 

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

Advance registration is not  
required, but is strongly  
recommended to ensure the  
best experience. 

Please call 918.647.9123 by the 
Friday before the tour date to let us 
know you are coming. 

Visit www.kerrcenter.com/ 
kerrcenter-tour.html for details. 

E-Field Notes 
Field Notes, the Kerr Center’s free 
print newsletter, is mailed semi-
annually to subscribers across  
Oklahoma and the United States.  
To subscribe visit our newsletter 
page at www.kerrcenter.com

Field Notes is also available via email.  
An electronic subscription also in-
cludes occasional event notices and 
other updates not included in the 
print version.  To subscribe, visit our 
website and click on the button that 
says “Sign up for our e-newsletter  
and notifications!”

New Horizons in Organic  
Systems and Creative  
Produce Marketing 
June 7 (Register by May 30) -  
Little Rock/Perryville, AR

This workshop will begin with a  
visit to the Argenta Farmers’ market 
in North Little Rock, and continue 
with stops at the Heifer Ranch 
CSA and Crimmins Family Farm in 
Perryville, Arkansas, with 20-year 
organic farmer Chuck Crimmins as 
guide.  Topics to be covered include 
marketing, rotations and cover  
cropping, organic production, and 
pollinators.  Registration costs $25; 
lunch is on your own.  To register,  
visit www.kerrcenter.com, call 
Hannah at the Kerr Center 
(918.647.9123), or mail a check with 
complete contact info including 
email and phone # to Kerr Center, 
attn.   Hannah Daniels, P.O. Box 588, 
Poteau OK 74953. (See p. 3.)

What’s Happening at the  
Kerr Center... day-to-day?  
Read our blog!  
www.kerrcenter.com

 

FIND US  
ON FACEBOOK

Southern SARE Grant  
Application Deadlines
MAY 5

•  Graduate Student

JUNE 2

•   Professional Development  
Program (pre-proposals)

•  Research & Education

Call for proposals for the  
Producer Grant Program and  
the On-Farm Research Grants  
will be released in September.

For more information, visit  
www.southernsare.org/Grants/
Apply-for-a-Grant. 

To register for Kerr Center events, and for more information on  
these and other upcoming events, visit the online events calendar  

at www.kerrcenter.com  

40 Years of 
Publication!!

http://www.kerrcenter.com/kerrcenter-tour.html
http://www.kerrcenter.com/kerrcenter-tour.html
http://www.kerrcenter.com/
http://www.kerrcenter.com/
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