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One in a series of regular visits to Laurel Ridge Farms 
south of Cedar Falls to follow the efforts 
of one area farmer, John Miller. 

emen,s 
Farmer hopes weeds, bad weather don't overtake corn in race toward finish line 

By BILL SLAKEY 
Couner Staff Wnter 

---.. EDAR FA.LLS II a field of 
grow10g corn looks like the pte 
turc of peace and \tiline~ to you, 
think aga10 

Think of lndtanapolis and 
Daytona. 

.. When the seed goes 10 the 
ground. the ro~c~ ts ~10," ..aid John 
Miller, who you might call the 

crew chid at Laurel Ridge Farnh, south of 
Cedar Falls. "I kno\\ who w~ 'rc rooting for 
and we'll do cvcn·thiOg tmagmahlc to make 
that corn a'' inner. ~ ' 

uThe race j, on. and the r.tt'C is he tv. een 
that seed and the weeds and the \\Cather­
becau~c 11\ got to get to the end of the cour.>e 
before it frct'Lcs ... he said. 

The fiN month after planting is a critical 
time for Miller, with crops and weeds fighting 
for that cructal head ~tart on the gnl\\ ing sea­
'>On 

Timtng can m.tkc all the- dtflerence in 
5\.0utmg lor pest., and weeds and dccidmg 
hm\ lu rombat the-m, Miller s.tid, 

As .th\ ays on the !arm, a ch.mgc in the 
weather <:<10 Jlter almost C\ en thing- and 
e..-el) thing has a trade--off • 

For example. d~ \\c;•thcr thl'\ o;;pnng meant 
plantmg could he fim~hed quicl-.1), but in some 
pl,IL-cs it .tlso reduced the effcctivcne-.s of the 
herbicidt•s Miller sprayed hclorc planting. 

A high·tct·h "toe test"- scr.tping dirt 
lSidc '' 1th a boot Jnd looking lor the\\ hite 
strands of \\ecd roots -told Mtller and crop 
ro1~;ultant K11' Connelly that gra" could be a 
]()C;!11ll;d problem 

·nus >~ar, the solution\\ as a rota!) hoe­
,10 3TTJ} llllUT\ed meta) ~pokes that flick 
\\Ced ~houts tnto the air but leave the more 
decpl) ruotcd corn behind 

Pt by l '"'Llr-.G Col E! o• 

nght, you spray. cultivate or SCOIJt for prob· 
I ems 

-\< Indianapolis 500 dri~cr'> were checking 
their cngtncs on Memorial Day weekend, 
Mtllcr wa\ tn the field spr<tymg-sometimes 
finishing after dark. 

Field op.:rations and dcci'>tons yet to come 
thi'> spnng at Laurel Ridg.: Farms include a 
trip through the soybean fields to spray a con· 
tact herbtcidc for weeds and a possible trip 
through the corn with a cultivator to knock 
out any last weed growth. 

Mtllcr al~o sampled the soil in fields where 
he spread manure last year to make '>ure there 
i'> enough nitrogen to nourish the plants. The 
latc·<.pring nitrogen test allov.s him to appl> 
only as much nitrogen as he needs, thus 
rcducmg both his costs and the impact of hts 
fertilizer on groundwater 

So far. the corn crop looks pretty good, 
Mtllcr s:ud. Dry weather strc-.sed the plants 
early on, but it also cau<.ed them to send down 
deep root\. 

You're ahead at the first turn, but that 
doesn't mean a darn thing," he said. 

On a \Unny day late ':.st month, factors on 
and oil the farm made the spring look pretty 
good o;o far. but the} didn'tuece~rily have 
to do" ith the crop, :'>1iller '>aid 

Corn and bean pnces had risen as much as 
commodities exchange rules allow them to in 
a single day. based on drought fears tn the 
commodities markets. 

But better still. Miller\ Impulse to have a 
touch of nature where he \\Orks was re\\ard· 
ed 'This) ear. he put a duck nesting box in the 
pond ncar his farm yard that collects the rain· 
water and manure running off the outdoor 
hog pens. Last month the box had new rcsi· 
denh. 

lbts \\ lS the lirsl time 10 h\ e or six) cars 
that rolan hoctng was the management tool 
of chotec ' M tiler s.ud. notmg that once ~ou 
sec the \\ecds,ll's probably too late to hoe. 
"M) d.td used tn alway.s say th,u\ the 
smartest mad! inc on the farm. Jr t.tkc' out the 
"ted~ and lc.t\ cs the com 

At this time of year, root development is as important as what goes on above ground for the com plant, so John Mtller, right, and 
crop consultant Kay Connelly dig up a few plants as part of scouting. 

~corn and bean<> arc up the limit. It\ a very 
pleasant da~ as far a_, human~ and hogs arc 
concerned." MiUer said. "But the best thmg 
for me ( toda)) is 12 bab) wood ducks on the 
manun.: lagoori." 

Broad leal weed.' required a 'erond trip 
through the field, thts time'' nh a ron tact 
herbtctdc th.tt ktlls weed~ it tout·h~' but does 
not ~ld) active in the soil. 

Once .tg.un, liming is cs<>enttal, Miller said. 
!11e \~ecd~ IIIII\ I have emerged hut still be 
small If the corn grow" too l.trgc it\\ ill shield 
them under t's lea\ics. The '' eather abo plays 
a role 

"'lO:.il-.111 plant in a wind, you t-an har.est 
m a \\ ind, you t~m cultivate m a" ind, you 
can chi<>cl plow 111 a wmd. but (for) spraying 
you don't want a "'Ind." he \.tid 

So long hour; on the farm don't end \\ith 
p!Jnting 1f the\\ ~!ather and t-onditions are 

Clear skies provided perfect planting 
weather this spring. Miller met Rodney 
Degener In the fields last month to fill up 
the planter wtth a wagontoad of soybeans. 

Miller and Mike Webster, district conservationist for the Black Hawk County Soli Con· 
servation Service. check the level of residue left from last year's crop by laying out a 
tape measure and counting each time a mark hits a fallen corn stalk. 

A helping hand with an eye on the environment 
Crop consultants play valuable role 

as farmers' experts in the field 
By BILL SLAKEY 

CEDAR f·\LLS - A motorcycle 
buzzing through their 6-inch t.tll corn 
plants might send some farmers 
through the roof. but it's a rea\sunng 
~ight for John Miller 

It mc.ms crop consultant Kay Con· 
nell) •~ "orking m the field,, scout· 
ing for pcsh, checking on the crop\ 
progress itnd focusing a hfellmc 's 
knowledge on this year's unique set 
of problem\. 

I depend on Ka} to go out there 
Mtller said. "Yeah, I've got d pretty 
good feel for what's g01ng on, but 
1\\o heads arc better than on.: ... Like 
an} busine·"· I depend on the pcoph: 
who 'vc got the expertise. 

From hclpmg draft a detatlcd farm 
plan each ''inter to scouting for 
insects and weeds each <>pnng, Con­
nell\ plays a \Ita! role in grm\ ing 
crops wisely .md efficiently at Laurel 
Ridge Farms and ha!> lor IS years, 
Miller said 

By making sure field work, chemi· 
cals or tcrtthzcr are used properly, 
Conncllv's \\ork contnbutcs to the 
farm's bottom line -but it also 
helps reduce the farm\ impact on the 
environment 1\.hller satd. 

On a hot afternoon l<tst month, lor 
example Connell y circulated 
through the hclds. eyeball ing corn 

plant~ nd stoppmg oc~ .ionall\ to 
dig up one ,md cllcck the root' · 

If pest' like curworms or seed corn 
maggot\ were present - they 
w<.>ren't - he would note the prob­
lem and recommend treatment if it 
were 'c' ere enough. H both corn and 
weeds were growing rapidly - they 
were - he might recommend treat· 
ment soon 

Timing 1s a l>ig, cntical factor," 
Connelly satd "You c,m do the same 
thmg tuda\ and the ~arne thing next 
week. One lime 11 \HII work and one 
time it \\On 't But it cost\ the same 
amount either\\ av." 

8trlicr in the month. Cmnclly ~atd 
conditions were perfect for pulling 
out the rotary hoe, a cultivation tool 
tha• work' best on weeds before 
they vc popp.:d out ol the soil 

Miller could have \\ aitcd and 
caught cmergmg grass plants with a 
~pccifi1· herbicide, but 11 would have 
cost about SIS an acre, Connelly 
satd The cost of rotary hoeing is 
~4 40 per acre and the hoc puts fewer 
chemtc:tls in the environment. But it 
\\as more \\Ork on ada) when Miller 
a) read} htid plenty to do. 

"I fought kicking and scrcammg to 
hovking up the rotary hoc. Out that's 
what we call him in lor," Miller 
laughed. 

' 

DAN NIERUNG Countt Photo Ed lor 

A motorcycle helps crop consultant Kay Connelly cover ground as he scouts fields for pests, weeds and ways 
to improve the effectiveness of ali the work that goes into the crop. 

The early part of the gro\\ing se~­
son ts most crillcal - Connell} Wtlt 
vtsll Mllh:r's fields three or four 
limes dunng June and a le\\ more 

limes through the summa 
The consulting due.,n ' t end wtth 

the growing season either Mtllcr <l~U 
Connelly \\Ill sit down three time., tn 

( 

the winter to draft ;1 comprehensive 
piJn lor the entire farm looking at 
the capabilille' of different soils and 
ttguring out ho\\ much yield to 

c\pcct and how m4ch ferllhzer to 
usc. 

Connelly also thinks long and 
short term on his \I Sib to the field, 
looking for small adjustments that 
can impro\'e the crop,; or \\ays that 
different treatments could be 
improved. 

It may make only a I 0 to 20 bushel 
per acre difference m yield m a good 
)Car, but that :!0 could all be profit. 
he •,aid. 

Connelly started consultmg alter 
) car> as a field 'pecialist with Iowa 
State Universtty [\tension Service. 
He works with about 30 other farm· 
crs - the ma\imum he can handle 
and still gtve the 'crnce he \\ants. 
He also trains other crop ~cout' and 
docs other consulting work with ISU 

Consultmg has become more pop· 
ular as profit margins tighten for 
farmers- but it could spread wider. 
he satd. About 10 percent of IO\\J 
f,mncrs use o;omc consultmg ~ervtce, 
but only 2 percent usc a detailed 
tarmwtde plan like Miller's, he csll· 
mated 

The main motivation is improvmg 
cfltctency and Improving profits, but 
f.trmers are also vcrv concerned with 
icducing their impact on the envuon· 
ment, he said 

"The) 're vcr} up· frnnt about it. 
11te:r have to make money.' he satd. 
"But tf they have an option, they'll 
usc the one that doesn't affect the 
ground\\ater. 


