
The Turfgrass 
Seed Market 

THE FORMATIVE YEARS 

During 1930-1960, seed producers 
w e r e highly involved with produc-
tion of common grasses. T h e y had a 
re l iab le demand for a product which 
they had developed an acceptab le 
technology to handle . Basical ly , they 
col lected seed from natural stands of 
common grasses by a pract ice cal led 
stripping. S e e d companies would 

arrange with fa rmers in the midwest 
to have certain pastures ungrazed 
during late spring and ear ly summer . 

" M a n y mill ions of pounds of seed 
w e r e gathered with str ippers begin-
ning in mid-June in Kentucky and the 
southern portion of the Western Dis-
trict (Missouri north to southern 
Canada) , and following the w e a t h e r 

northward to finish up in Minnesota 
a n d C a n a d a d u r i n g J u l y , " s a y s 
Robert S c h e r y , Director , of the Lawn 
Institute. 

A r d e n J a c k l i n of J a c k l i n S e e d 
C o m p a n y recal ls , " C o m m o n Ken-
tucky bluegrass was occas ional ly 
overproduced. W h e n I was working 
for the U S D A Soil Conservat ion Ser-

Arden Jacklin checks a seed field in 1958 in eastern Washington. 



Arlington Turf Gardens prior to the construction of the Pentagon (left). Turf plot in front of administration building at Beltsville, MD. 
(right). Photos by F. V. Grau. 

vice in 1936, the government bought 
up the excess seed and distributed it 
across the United States in car loads. 
As late as 1946, there w e r e fa rmers 
who had picked up car loads of sur-
plus seed in 1936 and w e r e still try-
ing to sel l it to seed c o m p a n i e s . " 

D u r i n g the s t r i p p i n g p r o c e s s , 
green s e e d h e a d s w e r e removed, and 
laid out in f ields to dry. Perhaps 
hal f the seed would be good after 
this process and germinat ion rates 
w e r e cons iderably lower than the 
9 0 % rate common today. Overal l , 
production in this fashion could 
genera te 20 million pounds of com-
mon bluegrass in a year . 

R e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of t h e s e s e e d 
c o m p a n i e s used to meet each year to 
g a u g e p r o d u c t i o n a n d e s t i m a t e 
value. This group eventual ly b e c a m e 
known as the Bet ter Lawn & Turf In-
stitute (The Lawn Institute) which 
now represents many turfgrasses to 
users . 

Common bluegrass is still in de-
mand today. Park common Kentucky 
bluegrass is still produced in Min-
nesota and the Dakotas. Of course, 
there are large producers of Com-
mon Kentucky bluegrass in Ken-
tucky, the largest is Robert Dye S e e d 
R a n c h in P o m e r o y , W a s h i n g t o n . 
Near ly twice as much publ ic and 
c o m m o n b l u e g r a s s is p r o d u c e d 
annual ly in the United States as 
proprietary Kentucky bluegrass . 

By far the most productive area in 
the U.S . today for grass seed is the 
P a c i f i c N o r t h w e s t , the s ta tes of 
Idaho, Oregon and Washington. In 
the mid-40's, the Jackl ins and a few 
others promoted the improved purity 
of grasses grown in the Northwest 
a n d t h e b e t t e r y i e l d s p e r a c r e 
a l l o w e d b y t e m p e r a t e w e a t h e r . 
M a n y offtypes of grasses existed in 
the Midwest b e c a u s e grasses had a 
200 year lead on introduction there. 

M o d e r n seed production pract ices 

evolved in the Pac i f i c Northwest . Ar-
den Jackl in, af ter leaving the Soil 
Conservat ion Serv ice , and helping 
convince his fa ther and brothers to 
risk part of their vegetable farming 
business for the turf seed industry, 
d e v e l o p e d m a n y of the c u r r e n t 
techniques of row planting of foun-
dation seed, improved roguing the 
f ield for w e e d s and volunteers , win-
drowing the cut grass, and using 
combines to pick up and separa te 
seed from the straw. 

No one had any exc lus ive rights to 
the common grasses. T h e interest 
and technology to gather large quan-
tities of seed w e r e c e n t e r e d in the 
Midwest . As the Northwest proved 
to be a bet ter a rea to produce turf 
seed and improved seed from the 
Northwest brought a cons iderably 
higher price , Midwestern s e e d com-
p a n i e s s p e c i a l i z i n g in s t r ipping 
slowly faded away. 

Of course , another m a j o r factor in 
the development and production of 
improved var ie t ies was the seed 
company. A look at the incorporat ion 
dates of nat ional ly known seed com-
panies revea ls these groups: 
• local seed store sell ing garden, 
agricultural and grass seed to a com-
m u n i t y . S o m e of t h e s e i n c l u d e 
Adikes (1855), Northrup King (1884), 

Green seed windrowed in curing yard in 
the Midwest during common blue grass 
production. 

Stanford (1910), Rudy Patrick (1911), 
O. M. Scott & Sons (1870), E. F. 
Burl ingham (1921), and Lofts (1923). 

• ear ly recognit ion of new market 
potential for turf seed. S o m e of these 
include Jacklin (1935) and W a r r e n ' s 
(1938). 
• c rea ted due to new protection by 
1970 S e e d Act. S o m e of these include 
Agricultural S e r v i c e s (1970), Inter-
nat ional S e e d s (1972), Pickseed West 
(1969), Turf S e e d (1970). Whitney 
Dickinson (1972), and North Ameri -
can Plant B r e e d e r s (1973). 

Stripping machines on midwestern field during the 50's. Photos courtesy of The Lawn 
Institute. 


