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For the next month 
getting his gra"' ... f'-' 

, John Miller will be 
back every day • 

Harvest began early last week at laurel Ridge Farms for John Miller, on the tractor, and Rodney Degener, In the combine From now until the crop Is safely stored, farmers will work as quickly as 
possible to beat the onset of winter weather. 
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By BILL SLAKEY 
Courier Staff Wnter 

EDAR FALLS -In the 
lite long learning pro­
gram called farming. 
final exams come each 
year m October. 

for the next month or 
so, John Miller will be 

gettmg h" grades back e\ery day. 
Which crop varietic~ produced the 

be!\t ytcld, dtd \\eed-. and JlC'Ls take a 
toll on crops; d1d ~il con\Cmltion 
practi~ do the JOb? The answers to 
many crucial questions arc revealed as 
combines trundle through the fields. 

"Really the harvest is the culmina­
tion:• Miller <;aid. "II\ the testing tunc 
for how many thing.-.. mcluding Moth­
er Nature, were right. Obviously with 
Mother Nature involved we can't take 
all the credil or all the blame" 

With rain sweepmg across Iowa to 
end September. harvest was just start­
ing l~t 'llleek at Laurel Ridge Farms 
c;outh of Cedar Fall5. That 's fairly 
early, tnanks to good gr<l\\ing condi­
tions thts summer, but it doesn ·t mean 
farmers won't be pushing. Miller said. 

"When the gr"din is there to be har­
vested. you try to get it out," Miller 
said "I think every fanner has a mem­
ory of bad conditions, so you push to 
gel it done as fa.~t a' you can." 

For Miller, the bad memory is a 
year when he dido 't finish harvesting 
until February. Once snow gets on the 
crops. harv~ting stops because snow 

0Th: of a series of 
regt.dar VISits ro Laural 
Ridge Farms south of 
Cedar Falls ro foUow 
the 
effaru 
of one 
area 
farmer, 
John 
MrUer. 

One 
Fanner's 
Ahnanac 
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can clog the combine. Significant 
accumularions will cover up soybean 
planK Gram losses m the field and 
mental strc~ can be tremendous. 

Farmer-. al'<l rJce against the decay 
of the plant' they're harvesting. The 
toll of <,()me di\Ca.o;e. and pests of sum­
mer- com !>orer; and root \\orms, 
for example- becomes mo:.t obviou~ 
m the fall . Weakened plants can topple 
m I he wind or the ears can fall off, 
leaving precious grain out of reach of 
the combine. 

"The drier the com gets, it may well 
drop off; and you want that yield in 
the bin, not on rhc ground," Miller 
said. 

As com and beans dry out, they 
may also 'hatter as they are pulled 1010 

I he oombtnc, fun her rcducmg y•cld 
Wath those potcnltal problem' m 

mind. fall is abo a test for the -.even 
vane lie' of com and four of '<>ybean' 
that Miller planled in the spring. In 
addtllon to their yield and the length 
of lhcu growmg \Ca.\Ons, different 
varictie' are rated on factor-. like root 
und \talk ~trcngth and resistance to 
pc,ts, Qualit} of the grain and how 
ea"IY the com kernels are sepamted 1n 
the combine are other coll5ideration~. 

"Pan of" hat you're looking at in 
the h.m C\1 i.s am I going to grow that 
vanct} next year he <;aid. 

Abo\ e all. ha.rve't can be an 
endur.ance test for both people and 
equtpment- and it isn't a one-peMn 
JOb. Miller h1re' a neighbor, Rodney 
Degener. to harvest all his crops. 

Although driving a combine is one 
of Miller\ tavorilc job<;, paying 
Degener for the Clli>IOm work make' 
economtc \Cn\C, he '>aid. FiN it 10\\-­
er-. Miller\ CJpital im·e~tmenl - he 
doesn · t own the expensive piece of 
equipmenl, although he d~ pay 
machme costs by the acre. For Degen­
er, the large imestmenl in the combine 
is 'pread out over more acres 

D 
egener alw brings expertise 
10 the job. A !rained mech. an· 
IC who worked at a dealer­
ship before farming full tame, 
he can fix the machine tf il 

break.\ down. He al<;o gets oplimum 
performance from rhe machine, M1ller 

-

As com pours from the combine Into a wagon, Miller takes a sample that will be checked tor 
moisture level- one of the factors in determining when to harvest. 

I 

-.oll\.1 

You <.lon ' t JUSt tum any bod} lon'>C 
on :t S 100.000-plus piece of equip­
men!, h.trve\ling tens of thou'>an<b of 
dollar-. wonh of grain,'' he '><lid. 

But cu~tom work alc;o increases the 
work load and the need for coordina· 
tton. Degener harvc\ts about 2,300 
acres overall for himself, his falhcr, his 
nc1ghbor Ed Juhl. Miller and '>C\cral 
olher-. 

A suppon crew surroun<b the peMn 
in tho: combine. As grain come-. out of 
the field, it ma} be trucked straight to 
the grain ek\alor in town or back to 
bm' on the farm. Degener's wile and 
morhcr oltcn help with the drivmg. 

Bccau\C of the acres, Rod likes to 
dump on the go so the combine 
docsn t have to stop," Miller '>aid. So 
auger wagons with somebody driving 
a tractor arc coming along,ide. \\c re 
set up lo run two auger wagon.' thl\ 
}car,'<> while one·~ filling the other\ 
unloading inlo a holding bin at the 
rann,tead Of cour;e that take' trac­
tor-. and pcoph::' 

The \\ark crev\ alw includes one 
pcr\On operdting the com dryer, Miller 
sa1d. Corn mu'' be dried before il goe' 
mlo slorage to keep from spoiling. 
M0\1 farmer; like to harvest with a 
max1mum moisture content of 25 per­
cent. To ..ell com to the elevator and 
rccctvc full price, a farmer must dry it 
lo I 5 pcrccnt. 

Although drying occur-. naturally a' 
lhc com 'its m the field, there is a 

uuLJc-<>11 bc~:nusc: of fuJJmg e .. us mu.J 
lost )'Jcl<.l, Mtller ..aid. 

At Lturcl Ridge Farms. the com 
dryer ts \Ct up to help smooth out the 
rush of lhc harvest, Miller said. A b111 
is \Ct a.'idc to hold wet com. which 
mean' new com doesn't need to come 
tn CVel) day. 

" II Rod can come in and gel me 
lilkd up tn a little over ada), then I \c 
gol a number of days he doe.,n 'l have 
to be here and I can be drying com," 
Miller said. ~If you've got bad \\Cath­
er, }OU go like mad while the \\Cath­
er\ good and then if you can't get tn 

the field you JU.St keep that dryer 
gomg. The bigger operator-. today, 
they've nor only got big wei com slor­
age lhey'vc got big dryer-.. So they're 
rcall)' cranking through the com. ' 

T 
hi\ year. motSiure lewb look 
to be fairly IO\\, which can 
mean significant <;avings, 
Miller said. The local elevator 

charge' 2.45 ccnb a percentage point 
ot moi,turc to dl) a bushel of com and 
aho lakes into account bO\\ much the 
CX)m \brink..., as it dncs. 

Ibn est also rests a fd!Trter\ prepara­
tions. he said. Even small mainlcnance 
- like havmg a wagon's lires mO,tlcd 
10 the proper pressure- can help pre­
vent agonizing delays. For the pas I fc\\ 

months, Miller has checked and over­
hauled motors and auger; es....enrialro 
the operation of the grain dryer. 

Bin'> have also been cleaned out and 

•pro} ~J 10 gd nd of :ln} re.~idual pe .ts 
ur ,poiJdgc: from last year\ crop. 

But even with careful preparauon, 
breakdowns happen and fnbtralion 
levels can rise during the harvest. 

"You've got a $100,000 mach me 
and a littfe S40 part breaks," Miller 
'-11d. "Just because it's wonh a lot of 
money doesn't mean it's not going to 
break down.'' 

Miller also does yield tests in the 
tielcb when he bas time. Degener will 
stan lhe combine with an empty tank, 
han est a set area and dump the grain 
1nto an empty wagon to be weighed 
That way Miller can see the effect of 
myriad facrors including soil type, 
crop variety and many othen. -
essential infonnation for next year's 
planning. 

Wilh pressure and long hours, it's 
hard to look at the harvest with 
unmilu:d :.ati:.faction. Miller sa1d. 
Watching the golden gram flow mlo 
the wagons doesn ., alway~ feel like 
the payoff for all the \\ ork. 

·Jt ·~always nice to be done with 
winter com mg. But there's always so 
much ro do. that rightly or wrong! y, it's 
just another job thai's over," he said 

Even'<>. be wouldn't mind if the 
schedule of driving tractors, running 
lhe dryer, driving trucks and filhng in 
w~acn an extra hand is needed gives 
him a httlc actual harvesting to do. 

• I JUSt hope Rod lets me drive the 
<.'Ombme a little bit this fall," he 
laughed. 

It's a world of com from Degener's combine window. Degener custom harvests crops for Miller 
and a number of other area farmers He'll cover more than 2,000 acres before the season is 
over. 
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