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A forward thinker

who’s a little out ahead

NEWARK, Del. — Agronomist
William H. Mitchell retired Dec.
31, after more than 35 years of
service as a teacher, researcher
and extension specialist at the
Umniversity of Delaware. Described
by one long-time colleague as a
“forward thinker who's always a
little out ahead,” Mitchell is well-
known for his innovative approach
to production problems and his
willingness to adopt new
agricultural technologies to solve
them. A native of New England, he
possesses a generous amount of
that legendary commodity,
Yankee ingenuity, too.

During his tenure at the
university, the agronomist par-
ticipated in many successful
research and extension programs
involving forage, turf, corn, and
soybean production. He 1s
probably best known for his work
in the areas of crop nutrition, no-
tillage and irrigation. He also was
an inspired teacher with a knack
for involving both undergraduate
and graduate students 1n research.
Many of his former students are
now working 1n agriculture,
particularly in the chemical 1n-
dustry.

As a boy growing up on a New
Hampshire farm, Mitchell never
dreamed that one day he would
help educate other farmers. “If 1t
hadn’t been for an uncle who was a
real scholar and taught in a private
school all his life, I'd probably still
be farming. He took a special in-
terest in me and he’s the one who
encouraged me to go to college.”

Mitchell’s education was In-
terrupted by the outbreak of World
War II, which he spent in China as
a pilot with General Claire
Chennault’s famed Flying Tigers.
He also spent two years as herd-
sman on a 200-acre dairy farm 1n
Connecticut, and two more as
headmaster of a high school In
Henmiker, N.H.

He jommed the University of
Delaware’s College of Agricultural
Sciences in 1949 as extension
agronomist and researcher, and
later received a teaching ap-
pointment as well.

One of the first things Mitchell
got involved 1n after his arrival in
Delaware was the extension
sponsored Greener Pastures
program. Modeled after a similar
New England program, its purpose
was to help local dairy farmers
improve pasture and roughage
quality through the adoption of
new forage research and so im-
prove milk production.

Another of Mitchell’s major
commitments during the 1950s was
a joint extension/industry project
called the **100 Bushel Corn Club.”
Many older farmers probably
remember this educational effort,
which was aimed at boosting corn
yields through the appllcatlon of
new technology.

In the area of turf research,
during the 1970s Mitchell 1n-
troduced a method for speeding
commercial sod production by
incorporating plastic netting into
the soil at planting time to serve as
support for the young grass. With
netting, sod can be harvested six
months after seeding, rather than
the usual two years. The
technique, now in commercial use
on some area sod farms, also saves
valuable topsoil and gives a
lighter, stronger, more
manageable product. He also
showed that, with proper
management, sewage sludge and
recycled solid waste can be used as
growing mediums for sod.

As an agronomust, Mitchell did
considerable work on the use of
winter legumes as a nitrogen
source, once a standard farming
practice. As commercial nitrogen
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supplies became more expensive,
he encouraged growers to resume
using these crops and demon-
strated the overall benefits of
leguminous covers 1n no-till corn
production.

He was also one of the first
scientists to pomntout the
economies that financially hard-
pressed farmers could realize by
fertilizing crops on the basis of soil
tests rather than habit and by
taking advantage of the tremen-
dous residual base of potassium
and phosphorus mn many Delaware
soils. To help corn producers get
maximum benefit from starter
fertihzers, he conducted con-
siderable research on the effects
on seedling development and yield
of various nitrogen forms and their
placement in the seedbed.

Long a champion of irrigation, In
the late 1970s Mitchell helped
orgamize the extension service’s
First State Irrigation Program.
This program was designed to help
corn farmers obtain consistently
higher yields under overhead
sprinkler systems by identifying
factors, other than water, which
limit yield. The work involved
looking closely at the corn plant’s
nutritional needs through periodic
tissue analysis, then modifying
cultural practices to meet these
needs.

A few years later the agronomist
conducted further studies on the
effects of irrigation on crop per-
formance, during a forage
research project sponsored by the
University of Delaware Research
Foundation on the George
Weymouth horse 1 farm 1In
Middletown. Corn prices were
severely depressed at the time and
Mitchell and former extension
farm management specialist W.T.
McAllister decided to find out
whether there was a profitable
way farmers could grow hay as a
cash crop for the state’s then
sizeable race horse industry.

“When we started the project,
one of the first things we did was
dig a 2 million-gallon pond and put
sprinkler irrigation on 100 acres of
red clover, timothy and alfalfa,”
Mitchell recalled. As a result of
this project local breeders and
trainers abandoned their prejudice
against alfalfa hay and began
feeding it to their horses.

Mitchell also studied horse
preferences for different hays and
found that chopping and pelleting
made the less favored kinds more
palatable. As a result, a sub-
stantial number of Delaware
farmers went into hay production
for the cash market

Another of the agrononmust's
long-standing research mterests
was drip irrigation as a more ef-
ticient means of delivering

precious water to field crops. “'In
comparing trickle 1rrigation to
overhead sprinkler systems, you
just had to look down the road to
the time when water would be 1n
short supply, to realize drip
rrigation would eventually have a
place in row crop production,” he
said.

In the early 1960s, following the
lead of a graduate student who had
done research on the techmque in
Texas, Mitchell punched holes in
some plastic tubing and set up a
subsurface system for corn at the
Georgetown substation. Results
the first season were dramatic —
167 bushels an acre with sub-
surface drip 1rrigation versus 7
bushels without water. So many
people came to look at the corn
that they wore paths around the
plots, he recalled.

“I was so unpressed that I felt
we should be using water 1n our
test work so that it wouldn’t be the
hmiting factor in yields. When we
started using drip trrigation as the
water source, we were very
apologetic because people weren’t
irrigating then and they didn’t
think the results meant anything,”
he said.

Mitchell 1s currently writing up
the results of a corn fertility study
with subsurface drip irrigation,
which he started 18 years ago on
the Umversity of Delaware’s
Newark research farm. A
preliminary look at the results
suggests this study will shed
further hight on the availability of
phosphorus and potassium to corn
~~am rn Delaware solls and the
value ot tissue analysis as a tool 1n
managing crop fertility.

The agronomist said he feels it's
st a matter of time before sub-
surtace Irrigation becomes ac-
cepted 1n the production of row
crops like corn. Cotton farmers in
the U.S. have already begun to use
o+ 1ac the technology improves,
the practice should attract others.

“In extension educational work
you never know when an 1dea will
take hold,”” Mitchell said.
“Economic reasons are often
behind people’s slowness to adopt
an idea. You can’t do a dang thing
until the industry comes along with
the equupment or — in the case of
no-tillage — the chemicals. After
you have the materials, you need
someone who can put the package
together. Given the right tools,
there’s no telling what people can
accomplish.”

Looking back, the most
satisfying part of his work over the
past 35 years has been helping
people, he said "It takes time
before you konow whether you've
really helped them, but 1it's very
gratitying to see young people
come along and then become
established tarmers "

See your nearest
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Dealer for Dependable
Equipment and Dependable

Service:
Alexandria, PA Lynnport, PA
Clapper Farm . mitK Kistler, Inc
Equipment Lynnport, PA
Star Route 215-298-2011
814-669-4465

Martinsburg, PA

Annville, PA Forshey’s, Inc
BHM Farm 110 Forshey St
Equipment, Inc 814 793-3791
RD 1
717-867-2211 Mill Hall, PA

Beavertown, PA
B&R Farm
Equipment, inc
RD 1, Box 217A
717-658-7024

Paul Shovers, Inc
35 East Willow Street
717 243 2686

Chambersburg, PA
Clugston
Impiement, inc
RD 1

717 263 4103

Davidsburg, PA
George N Gross, Inc
RD 2, Dover, PA
717 292-1673

Elizabethtown, PA
Messick Farm
Equipment, Inc

Rt 283 - Rheem's Exit
717 367-1319

Everett, PA

C Paul Ford & Son
RD1
814-652-2051

Gettysburg, PA
Yinghing Implements
RD 9

717 359-4848

Greencastle, PA
Meyers
Implement’s Inc
400 N Antrim Way
P O Box97

717 597-2176

Halifax, PA

Sweigard Bros
RD 3,Box13
717-896-3414

Hamburg, PA
Shartlesville
Farm Service
RD 1,Box170
215-488-1025

Honey Brook, PA
Dependable Motor Co
East Main Street
215-273-3131
215-273.3737

Honey Grove, PA

Norman D Clark
& Son, Inc

Honey Grove, PA
717-734-3682

Hughesville, PA
Farnsworth Farm
Supplies, inc

103 Cemetery Street
717-584-2106

Lancaster, PA

L H Brubaker, Inc
350 Strasburg Pike
717-397-5179

Lebanon, PA
Keller Bros
Tractor Co
RD 7, Box 405
717-949-6501

Lititz, PA

Roy A Brubaker
700 Woodcrest Av
717-626-7766

Loysville, PA
Paul Shovers, Inc
Loysville, PA

717 789 3117

Paul A Dotterer
RD 1
717 726-3471

New Holland, PA

A B C Groff, Inc
110 South Railroad
717-354-4191

New Park, PA

M&R Equipment Inc
P O Box 16
717-993-2511

Oley, PA

C J Wonsidler Bros
RD 2

215-987 6257

Pitman, PA

Marhin W Schreffler
Pitman, PA

717 648-1120

Pleasant Gap, PA
Brooks Ford Tractor
W College Ave
814-359-2751

Quakertown, PA

C J Wonsidler Bros
RD 1

215536 1935

Quarryville, PA

CE Wiley & Son, Inc
101 South Lime Street
717-786-2895

Ringtown, PA
Ringtown Farm
Equipment
Ringtown, PA
717-889 3184

Silverdale, PA
I G Sales
Box 149

215 257 5135

Tamaqua, PA

Charles S Snyder, Inc
RD 3

717-386-5945

Troy, PA

The Warner Co

"For You The Farmer”
Troy, PA

717-297 2141

West Chester, PA
M S Yearsley & Son
114 116 East
Market Street
215-696-2990

West Grove, PA

SG Lewis& Son, inc
RD 2,Box66

215 869-2214

Walter G. Coale, Inc
2849-53
Churchwille Rd
301-734-7722

Rising Sun, MD

Ag Ind

Equipment Co, Inc
1207 Telegraph Rd
301-398-6132
301-658-5568
215-869-3542

Washington, NJ

mSons
201-689-1464

Woodstown, NJ
Owen Supply Co
Broad Street &
East Avenue
609 769-0308



