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GERANIUMS AS THEY FIT INTO OUR PROGRAM1

Arthur Bezdek, Marion, Iowa

First, I intend to give a step-by-step description of the handling of one
group of unrooted cuttings received by us. Then I will talk about other aspects
of the crop.

1. We do not grow stock plants. All of our cuttings are grown in "
California and shipped to us. I have memories of 25 years ago
when we grew our own stock in the old way. In recent years, I
have done a lot of thinking about returning to growing stock
by one of the many new methods now available. The big problem
is, what would we chop out of the rotation to make room for
the stock plants? There is just no room.' Actually, the people
in California are doing a better job from a disease standpoint
and we have very little trouble.

2. We are fortunate in having nearly direct air freight service
from California at a cost of only 7/10 of a cent per cutting.
Cuttings are shipped to us at noon one day and we have them
potted and on the bench by 5 p.m. the next day.

3. We receive geraniums on Wednesdays during the season, which
lasts from early September to December 15th or so. Some weeks,
we get them for both Wednesday and Thursday. Each group of
8,000 cuttings comprises 1 day's work. The cuttings arrive on
Tuesday evening about 8 p.m., so we can start on them the first
thing in the morning. We have five neighborhood ladies cut and
trim the cuttings. This process takes about 7 hours. At the
same time, the men get ready and start potting. This part of
the process uses three and one-half men plus one and one-half

1Talk presented at the Minnesota Commercial Flower Growers' Short Course
on the St. Paul Campus, September 28, I965.
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carryout men -- the one-half man is, of course, one man who pots
part time and carries out part time. Potters, at times, are
women. This operation starts and finishes on that one day --
Wednesday. It is a good thing for us to organize and schedule
the job in this manner for two reasons. First -- everyone knows
that Wednesday will be devoted to this job so no other work is
planned for that day, if possible. Second -- speed in getting
the geraniums out of the boxes and on the benches is one of the
secrets of success with California stock. Every hour the cut
tings remain in the box decreases your rooting percentage. Very
little damage occurs the first day, but when cuttings are left
over for the second day it is really bad news.

We put all cuttings directly into 2 1/4-inch square peat
pots in a soil mix of four soil, one sand, one peat. By doing a
bit of time and motion study, the people doing the work become
very efficient and can really put out a lot of work in a short
time. Believe it or not, most of the time-saving steps used
were worked out by the people involved and much credit is due
them for this. Direct potting also tends to keep the occasional
bad cutting isolated in the pot it was supposed to root in.
Troubles don't spread as they would in a sand bench.

4. Once the cuttings are potted and placed on the bench, they are
watered in and handled as you would any geranium cutting. The
usual 10 days or so serve to see them rooted. We normally get
90 to 95 percent rooting.

5. At the end of the 10-day rooting period, the plants are spaced
and graded out for quality. This one process probably does more

to keep our quality image than any other thing we do. We grade
in three categories, No. 1, No. 2, and discards. The No. l's /-
are spaced in one area and the No. 2's are concentrated on
another bench by themselves. We do not run a real big percent
age of No. 2's, but we have enough so that separating them
results in enough saved plants to nearly pay for the grading.
If these smaller plants were left among the larger plants, they
would of course be smothered and lost. It takes a week or so

longer for the No. 2's to reach salable size, but they come
through to be real fine plants. Usually they are merely smaller
branches found on the larger cuttings or larger cuttings that
just rooted more slowly than normal for some reason or other.
By this process, we come up with bushy, short, heavy plants that
are a far cry from the usual run of 2 1/4-inch plants you see I
on the market. Some growers will say that spacing and sorting
is too expensive laborwise to be practical, but I feel that I v
cannot afford not to do it. We get good prices for our annual
production of l4o,000 2 1/4-inch plants and feel that we owe
our customers a uniformly high quality product for the price.
The grading process usually takes 3 "man days" per 8,000 cut
tings. We have a clever little pronged board device that is
used to handle 15 or so plants in one scoop. One of our men
invented the device and it saves lots of time and backaches.
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6. It takes approximately 2 weeks from grading time before plants
are ready to be shipped.

7- We use approximately 25,000 of these 2 1/4-inch plants ourselves
for 4-inch pots. Five thousand of the smallest grade at the end
of the shipping season are put in 3-inch pots. We use the full
size 4-inch pot, as our market calls for a quality geranium.
We have, for a number of years, sold 4-inch pots at 79 cents each
retail and 3-Inch pots at 49 cents. This coming spring, we ex
pect to go up in price on these items.

8. Once you have the crop ready for sale, you must sell it. We
accomplish this via ads in trade journals, some direct mail, and
by personal contact. I would say that most of our crop goes to
customers of previous seasons. Some buy on standing orders from
year to year, some to augment limited production of their own,
and some of course respond to the ads for the first time. It is
a real gratifying thing to us that we have so much repeat busi
ness. It serves to let us know that we have pleased our customer
and this is important. Perhaps I could next describe this crop's
place in our rotation. Our geranium production is a catch crop,
as we handle it. We all realize that to grow any small margin
crop such as this, we must grow in large volume to have it pay
at all. This is a philosophy that is very open to argument and
I know it. One could say that if it does not pay well on a per
unit basis, why grow a lot of it when higher margin crops are
available? I can only reply that I need a bridge right at this
time of year that will carry us through a period when we have an
insufficient market to expand other more profitable production.
We must keep our trained people employed the year around. Since
we are a retail grower establishment and concentrate heavily on
spring production, it means that we must plan to use our space
as well as possible for the balance of the year. Poinsettia
production fills our benches from spring up to the geranium
crop, and geraniums until spring production. I do not mean to
say that poinsettias and geraniums are all we have during this
time, but they are the crops that fill up the benches which
would not be occupied otherwise.

9- We feel we can clear out with a modest profit on 2 1/4-inch
geraniums -- perhaps 15 percent if all goes well. I can handle
simple arithmetic as well as the next fellow, but I really have
no intention of standing up here and defending the intangible
factors used to come up with that 15 percent figure. I doubt
whether this crop could show a profit if we did not have a
small fortune in laborsaving devices. Yet, these devices must
be spread over our entire operation, costwise. I get bored
listening to other people talk costs, so I will not bore you.
I wonder how many people in the audience today have had the
same experience as myself. I go to a lot of these meetings and
get good ideas. Everytime I go home with one of these sets of
cost figures some fellow presents, I find myself real hard at
work trying to use them sensibly in comparing with mine. It
becomes obvious that the fellow who wrote them has a different
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operation than I. Therefore no real comparison is possible.2
There is only one point I would like to make on costs. They
are up for all of us! This trend will continue. We who have
survived have done so by becoming more efficient. More can
and will be done to improve efficiency. The gap is still
narrowing. Some day, I hope, our industry will grow up and
realize that we cannot go on thinking that competition is best
met by low prices. We must learn that we can get more for our
product from the public if we just have the courage to ask
more. It sometimes seems that florists must have the largest
inferiority complexes in the world! We have the most attrac
tive, the most beautiful product in the world and we price it
as though we were ashamed of it!

NEW STAFF MEMBER IN HORTICULTURAL SCIENCE

David W. Davis has joined the University of Minnesota's Department of
Horticultural Science as an associate professor. His work will be in vegetable
breeding and genetics.

Sinpe I963, Davis has been associated with the Agricultural Research
Service of the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Beltsville, Md., doing tomato
breeding and genetics research on fruit quality problems. He has done research
on sugar cane agriculture for a commercial firm in Lihue, Hawaii, and the Ex
perimental Station of the Hawaiian Sugar Planters' Association in Honolulu.

Davis received his Ph.D. from Oregon State University in I963, his M.S.
from the University of Illinois, and his B.S. from the University of Hawaii.
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NEW PUBLICATION

A 56-page illustrated bulletin entitled Plastic Greenhouses has been
prepared by J. W. Courter, Department of Horticulture, University of Illinois,
C. G. Hard, Extension Specialist in Horticulture at the University of Minne
sota, has obtained a supply of this publication. Single copies may be ob
tained free of charge by contacting him.
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Editor's Note - Mr. Bezdek is correct in assuming that no two operations are
identical. However, it is frequently possible to make rough comparisons and
obtain ideas on how and where one can make his own operation more efficient.
Further, realization of production costs should lead to intelligent pricing.
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