
SOD INDUSTRY SECTION 

Bill Johnson Uses Forklifts 
Equipped With Torque Converter 
PRODUCTIVITY has become a key 
* factor in success or failure for 
many sod producers. With the hous-
ing market slowing down substanti-
ally, growers are finding that every 
day land is not in sod, profits are 
lost. 

On the brighter side, however, the 
Federal Housing Authority now re-
quires sod on all Federal housing 
projects. This means a high degree 
of competition among sod growers. 
Again, productivity will become a 
key issue. 

Sod producers in Michigan ex-
periencing these events are coping 
with them in a variety of ways. 
Take the Halmich Sod Nursery in 

Bill Johnson, one of the nat ion's top 
sod g rowers w i t h 1800 acres opera t ing 
as the Halmich Sod Nursery, uses a 
s ix-cyl inder, 63-horsepower Whi te fork-
l i f t at his East Lansing out let . Down-
t ime on the fo rk l i f t , Bill says, has al-
most been e l im ina ted . T torque con-
verter on the f o r k l i f t prov ides f lex i -
b i l i t y fo r c lutching invo lved in the 
load ing proces. 

East Lansing, for example. It is one 
of the largest sod farms in the mid-
west. Actually, it's c o m p o s e d of 
three farms t o t a l i n g about 1,800 
acres. 

During the growing season, Hal-
mich will ship eight to ten flatbed 
truck loads of sod (1,800 yards) 
daily. Each truck carries sod packed 
securely on 10-14 wood pallets. 

For Halmich, until the beginning 
of the growing season this year, 
moving pallets through muck beds 
to trucks and positioning pallets 
once on the trucks was a serious 
problem. 

There was no problem securing 
the sod, because it could be cut and 
efficiently packed on pallets. But 
picking the pallets up and then 
moving them with a forklif t to the 
flatbeds was apparently too much 
for most forklif ts to handle over an 
extended period of time. 

"Our season is short, and we di-
rect sell," says Lyle Young, manager 
of the East Lansing, Halmich farm 
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and 12-year veteran of the business. 
"Every yard of sod is cut to order. 
We can't af ford the downt ime of re -
pair ing forkl i f ts or inefficiencies of 
forkl i f ts that can't move through 
the beds." 

One of the biggest problems on 
many Michigan sod fa rms is f lota-
tion of equipment — including fo rk -
lifts — on the decomposed and de-
cayed roots underlying the fertile, 
rich muck soil. 

"When pallets are lifted and load-
ed on to flatbeds, a t remendous 
amount of clutching is required," 
adds Young. "There is s l i p p a g e , 
par t icular ly dur ing the t ruck load-
ing process, and without a torque 
converter, for example, a d r i v e 
t r a i n m i g h t be lucky to last a 
month." 

During the growing season, the 
pallet loading process might be in 
operation 10-12 hours a day or a 
total of 800 hours dur ing a normal 
growing year. Without a forkl i f t of 
the capacity and stability to get 
the job done, a sod fa rm might 
easily revert back to a swamp. 

At the Halmich Sod Nursery, the 
answer was found in a two-whee l -
drive, 63 horsepower forkl i f t f rom 
Paty's, Inc., and built by Construc-
tion Equipment Division of White 
Motor Corporation. "It helps keep 
the nursery producing at capacity," 
said Young. "With a six-cylinder 
engine, we knew that the forkl i f t 
was not under -powered and could 
be called upon to handle anything 
we might 'dig up ' for it." 

Bluegrass Insecticide Study 
Progress Report Presented 

Insecticide use failed to stop de-
velopment of brown seed heads in 
bluegrass seed fields during 1973 
Universi ty of Idaho trials. 

That was one of the f indings in a 
prel iminary progress report by 
Roland Por tman, UI state entomolo-
gist who beaded up the insecticide 
trials. 

Insecticides used were Furadan, 
D y 1 o x , Meta-Systox-R, Orthene, 
Dursban and Cygon. Two applica-
tion rates were used—one half and 
one pound actual mater ia l in about 
80 gallons of water per acre. 

The first t rea tment was made 
April 18. A second set of plots was 
t reated May 5. 

Counts of brown seed heads, 
made J u n e 12, revealed insecticide 
t rea tments failed to prevent brown 
seed heads. Sixteen of the 48 
t reated plots had more brown heads 
than did adjacent untreated field 
areas. 

At this point, cause of the blank 

brown head condition in bluegrass 
seed fields is unknown. 

The condition is characterized by 
a withered stem above the top node 
and a brown blank seed head. 
Brown seeds heads occur more of ten 
in fields of common bluegrass than 
in fields of patented bluegrass varie-
ties. 

Another condition, al though not 
serious in Idaho but found in the 
state, can also reduce bluegrass seed 
yields. 

It is silvertop, caused by grass 
bugs and grass thr ips feeding. 

Grass bug-caused silvertop is ac-
companied by a beak punc ture 
through the seed stem sheath leaf 
into the seed stem. The stem above 
this feeding puncture is wi thered 
and distorted. The seed head is a 
silver color. 

Grass thrips, found throughout 
Idaho, enter the upper sheath and 
feed on the developing spikelets 
while grass is in the boot stage. The 
pedicel and florets beyond the feed-
ing in jury tu rn silver or white . 
These f lorets are seedless. 

The economics off silvertop in ju ry 
has not yet been evaluated in Idaho. 

Por tman said that in an associated 
study dealing with insect and blue-
grass seed production relationships, 
post-narvest burning of seed fields 
killed almost all insects. Surviving 
the burning were larvae of wire-
worms, sod webworms and some 
cutworms—all soil inhabitants. 

Grass sod core samples collected 
in burned bluegrass seed fields f rom 
March unti l mid-Apri l showed an 
absence of insects. Sample f rom the 
roadside s h o w e d ants, thrips, 
weevils, springtails, plant bugs, cut-
worms and leafhoppers were pres-
ent. 

Sweeping samples taken in mid-
April snowed that leafhoppers had 
moved back into the seed fields. 

Grass Production Practices 
Urged To Reduce Pollution 

Ensign called on plant breeders 
and seedsmen to look for grass 
varieties which have low burn re-
quirements. "Hopefully, some may 
exist," he said. 

S o m e growers are increasing 
width between drilled rows beyond 
12-14 inches at seeding time. Under 
some conditions this may sustain 
seed yields in a short te rm rotation 
bet ter than the closer spacing, the 
plant breeder stated. Thus, thatch 
build-up is not as rapid. 

It was suggested growers burn 
residue f rom bluegrass seed fields 

dur ing early August . Ensign rea-
soned that this is the t ime when 
residues are usually driest, com-
bustion levels are high and the ex-
pected pollution index lowest. How-
ever, burning may have to be de-
layed if conditions are hazardous for 
nearby fields and forests. 

Another reason for early burning 
is that result ing seed yields are 
higher than for late burning. 

A Universi ty of Idaho plant 
breeder has suggested ways to re-
duce air pollution caused by burning 
fields in the production of grass 
seed. 

Dr. R. D. Ensign told the Inter-
mountain Grass Seed Growers in 
J a n u a r y that one way might be to 
burn fields every other year where 
grass variet ies permit . He noted that 
some varieties "need burning more 
than others to sustain yields." 

Short t e rm bluegrass stands, those 
f rom four to f ive years old, may not 
need annua l burning which is re-
quired to get rid of heavy thatch in 
older stands, he said. 

New Chemical Promises 
Control Of Johnsongrass 
showed that glyphosate leaves no 
soil residue. The research found that : 
—To be most effective, glyphosate 
should be applied in mid-summer 
when Johnsongrass plants are ful ly 
mature . Tempera tu re is a fair ly 
critical factor; best results occur 
when spray applications are made 
in a t empera tu re range of 60 to 80 
degrees F. 

Roundup has not been registered 
for use by EPA. 

Agricul tural research workers at 
two Middle Atlantic agricul tural ex-
per iment stations have achieved still 
another calibration mark for zeroing 
in on an effect ive control program 
for Johnsongrass. 

At the four teenth national meeting 
of the Weed Science S o c i e t y of 
America, Dr. James V. Parochett i , 
associate professor of agronomy at 
the Universi ty of Maryland, report-
ed on promising results obtained in 
a 3-year s tudy with g l y p h o s a t e 
(Roundup) , an exper imenta l foliar 
systemic herbicide. 

Studies were concentrated on the 
Eastern Shore areas of both Mary-
land and Virginia in cooperation 
wi th Dr. Gordon W. Burt , fellow 
agronomist at the U n i v e r s i t y of 
Maryland, and Dr. H. P. Wilson, 
plant physiologist for the Eastern 
Shore branch of the Virginia Truck 
and Ornamenta ls Research Station 
at Painter , Va. 

Results of the r e s e a r c h effor t 


