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Last month, we predicted (somewhat un-originally) that April
showers would bring May flowers.  The flowers are here, all
right, but what we left out of that forecast was the May deluge
that Mother Nature delivered along with them.

 
Both livestock and horticulture programs are coping with that
abundant moisture.  This month's newsletter describes how,
and carries reminders of free events coming up in June in both
programs.  

There are also still a few days left to register for our native
pollinator workshop on June 6.    Don't miss it! 

As always, if you value our work, please also consider supporting it!

1

In this issue:

Three Days Left: Register Now 
for June 6 Native Pollinator 
Workshop

Spring Grazing Management: 
Off the Fescue, Out of the Muck

Gardening in Goop

More Events Yet to Come

Support the Kerr Center

http://kerrcenter.com/event/native-pollinator-workshop/
http://kerrcenter.com/event/native-pollinator-workshop/


Three Days Left: Register Now for June 6 Native Pollinator 
Workshop 

Registration for the June 6 "3 Bs" (bees, butterflies, and beneficials) native pollinator 
workshop is due May 28 - three days from now.

At the workshop, Anne Stine from the Xerces Society, together with the Kerr Center's David 
Redhage, will cover topics including: 

• pollinators and pollinator plants
• how to incorporate pollinator habitat into a home landscape, garden, ranch, or farm.
• beneficial insects in the garden and farm
• monarch butterflies: host and nectar plants. 

Register online by May 28. 
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Spring Grazing Management: Off the Fescue, Out of the 
Muck 

Why are there no cattle in this lush pasture? 
A. It's full of fescue at a stage of high endophyte toxicity, and grazing it would reduce cattle's weight gain.
B. It's only grazed twice a year, so most of the time there are no cattle in it.
C. It lies on low ground and would be damaged if grazed when soils are waterlogged after heavy rains.
D. All of the above.

(Correct answer: D)

Many pastures on the Kerr Ranch are currently knee-deep in fescue, with seedheads nodding 
at waist height and thick stands of clover coming into white blossom beneath. The only thing 
missing from the picture is the cattle.

Part of this owes to the conservative stocking rate, and the rotational grazing plan that 
stockpiles forage and tries to graze any given pasture no more than twice a year.

There's another reason for keeping the herd out of the fescue pastures this time of year, 
though. From its first recognition by U.S. agronomy in the 1930s, tall fescue quickly spread 
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over wide swaths of the southeastern United States, valued for its ability to produce 
nutritious forage on poor soils and in droughty conditions.

Fescue has its down side, though. The grass is infected with a fungus that grows between the 
cells of the plant - an endophyte. The endophyte produces toxins that can, among other 
effects, raise cattle's body temperature. That, in turn, keeps them in the shade when they'd 
otherwise be out grazing, and thus makes them gain weight more slowly.

The amount of endophyte toxin in fescue changes with the season, peaking when the plants 
have seedheads. Grazing other pastures during those periods can help to avoid its worst 
effects.

"People have spent a lot of money trying to get rid of it," Lathrop says of fescue. "We just 
manage it."

"Diluting" the fescue with additional forages, like the clover growing so thickly within it in 
the Kerr Ranch pastures, is another trick for minimizing endophyte-infested fescue's negative 
effects on cattle. Clover and other legumes also contribute to the soil's fertility in the absence 
of synthetic fertilizers.

The "broadleaf" herbicides commonly used to maintain weed-free stands of pasture grasses 
are a non-starter in pastures where the Kerr Center has stands of clover and other legumes.

"We can't spray because it would kill all the legumes!" Lathrop says.

Out of the Muck
Mother Nature can throw as big a wrench into a grazing system by sending too much rain as 
by being stingy with it.

In a waterlogged pasture, the stock density that the Kerr Center normally aims for would 
quickly lead to problems, as many hooves in a small area churn forage and soil into muck. 
Such abuse would lead to soil compaction, rough pasture, and weed problems, all of which 
can long outlast the muddy conditions that allowed them to occur.

"You can set yourself back years in a few minutes," Lathrop grimaces.

He and David Redhage still point to a "sacrifice pasture" on on the Kerr Ranch where water 
and feed troughs were located in a rainy spell years back.

"There's solid sour dock in that pasture, and also a solid circle of it nearby where a round bale
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was," Redhage says.

At such times there's really only one solution. "You have to decrease stock density," Lathrop 
says, spreading the cattle out over larger areas until pastures have a chance to dry back down.

Stocking Up
With the Pineywoods herd gone, the livestock program is buying in new stockers, to get the 
herd numbers up enough to keep up with the forage.

The new steers also provide a cushion to allow adjustment of the stocking rate back down 
whenever drier weather inevitably returns. They can be sold off without having to reduce the 
breeding stock.

Speaking of breeding, the bulls will be going out at the beginning of June. The livestock 
program has shifted the start of breeding season to try to avoid calving during snowy and icy 
weather.

Pasture Plant Identification Workshop: June 25 (free!)
If the plant names in this article don't bring pictures quickly to mind, try signing up for our 
free, hands-on pasture plant identification workshop on the evening of June 25. Just a handful
of common species make up the majority of plants in a pasture, so a little knowledge can go a 
long way.
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Gardening in Goop

"Even in organic no-till," muses George Kuepper, "you can still get caught."

"Even in organic no-till," muses George Kuepper, "you can still get caught."

He's surveying a small plot of ground that was tilled up for a demonstration the 
May 9 plasticulture workshop. Heavy rains forced the workshop into the barn, and also 
gouged channels through the exposed soil.

"The soil hasn't been lost from the field, but it's still moving," he says.

The rains also washed out two rows of vegetable transplants, but it's early enough that those 
can be re-seeded.

What the rain hasn't washed away, it's delayed, by as much as a month or two: warm-season 
cover crops and summer vegetables would normally already be planted by mid-May. Cool-
season cover crops in some plots have gone un-mown due to the wet soils.
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Still, one of the key principles the Cannon Project aims to illustrate is resilience - the ability to 
recover from perturbations like a scarcity, or an excess, of water - and in that the project is 
succeeding. The cover crops that have been planted did not wash out, as they might have; 
they've held and are thriving. "The cover crops are doing really well," Kuepper says. 

Meanwhile, shoots of new work are popping up throughout the plots, as the Cannon 
Horticulture Project shifts gears.

Holding their ground: warm-season cover crops planted during a break in recent heavy rains have germinated
and held their place - and the soil around their roots - despite continued rainfall.

Perennials, Polyculture, and Pollinators
After several years of large-scale demonstration work for the Beginning Farmer Program and 
Resilient Farmer Project, the horticulture program is scaling back.

Three of the four fields in the Cannon Horticulture Plots will be moving into permanent cover
crop rotations, and perennial crops will begin to occupy a share of space in the remaining 
fourth field.
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In "Market Farming with Rotations and Cover Crops," Kuepper outlined ideas for 
incorporating perennial crops into the bio-extensive rotation used on the Cannon Plots. The 
first of those plantings are now in the ground: a row of elderberries. (Be sure to sign up early 
for the elderberry workshop in September.)  A nearby bed boasts asparagus, flanked by beds 
of warm-season annual cover crops.

Elderberry planting on the Cannon Horticulture Plots

Cover crops can provide a bonanza for pollinators and other beneficial insects, but one that is 
often short-lived, as most annual cover crops need to be terminated before they finish 
flowering and set seed.

One advantage to perennial crops is that they allow for the presence, in the field, of plants 
that provide more lasting habitat for pollinators and other beneficial insects. As an example, 
the ends of the elderberry rows are planted with eastern gamagrass to create a "beetle bank."

Outside the cropped areas, the Cannon plots' conservation buffer strips provide a more 
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extensive area for perennial pollinator plants. That potential can be enhanced by some simple 
tricks - such as mowing around certain pollinator-friendly plants, like yarrow, until their 
flowering period is complete.

A few years back, the horticulture program tried a variation on the Native American "three 
sisters" polyculture of corn, beans, and squash. Following on from that, one area of the 
Cannon plots is now beginning a "four sisters" trial, with squash as the fourth member.

Twilight Horticulture Field Day: June 11 (free!)
For a more detailed look at these and other current undertakings in the horticulture program, 
with George Kuepper as a personal guide, please join us for the free tour of the Cannon 
Horticulture Plots on the evening of June 11.

On a recent tour, George Kuepper points out patches of yarrow left un-mown to complete flowering in the
conservation buffer strip surrounding cropped fields in the Cannon Horticulture Plots.
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More Events Yet to Come

The plasticulture workshop has come and gone, but it's not too late to get in on the rest of the 
Kerr Center's 2015 events lineup.

Registration for the June 6 native pollinator workshop ends later this week. The free pasture 
plant ID workshop and twilight horticulture field day are both coming up in June.

This brochure lists the rest of the educational events that the Kerr Center is offering this 
summer and fall, from feral hogs to elderberries.

The Kerr Center events calendar offers online registration for all events that require it. Pay 
electronically there with a credit card or PayPal, or download a registration form and send a 
check in the mail.

Don't forget that you can also use our online calendar to keep yourself and your friends up 
to date on these and other upcoming events, including our our tours:
- Subscribe to our feed and receive updates to your personal calendar (Outlook, Google+, 
etc.) as they are made.
- Share events on the calendar via a number of different social media sites, including 
Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest.
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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!  If you enjoy reading this newsletter or 
visiting our website, please consider making a gift to the Kerr 
Center today!  

Quick Links...

Kerr Center website

Contact Information

The Kerr Center for Sustainable Agriculture
24456 Kerr Road
Poteau, OK 74953
Phone: 918.647.9123
Fax: 918.647.8712
mailbox@kerrcenter.com 
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