


with water'ponding' or run-off. In extreme cases, 

full cultivations may initially be necessary to put 

right the impact of min-till, in which case weed/ 

volunteer seeds will be buried even more deeply, 

making control impossible and providing ideal 

conditions for slugs. 

The Claydon Straw Harrow distributes 

chopped straw evenly and creates a fine, level 

2-3cm tilth, providing the high-humidity

conditions necessary for weeds and volunteers

to germinate rapidly. Straw harrowing also halts

the soil's natural capillary action, preventing

water from being drawn up to the surface and the

surface from drying out with the action of wind

and sun to form a hard, impermeable layer.

Using it when weeds and volunteers are less 

than 2cm tall will kill 70% of them, so repeating this 

several times will dramatically reduce their numbers 

and slug populations, often to the point where we 

need fewer chemicals and there is no need to apply 

slug pellets. This fast, low-cost operation is highly 

effective, James confirms. 

After crops have been harvested by the farm's 

John Deere W540 combine and the contractor's 

MF 2170 has packaged all the straw into 500kg 

bales, every acre is covered with the Straw 

Harrow, often multiple times to maximise the 

benefits. It flies over the fields, distributing any 

loose straw that the baler might have missed, 

killing slugs and their eggs, at the same time 

creating a fine 1-2cm tilth which encourages 

weed seeds and volunteers to germinate rapidly. 

"For spring crops, we just use the Straw Harrow 

in the autumn, spray off any residues and either 

do another pass with the Straw Harrow or shallow 

disc, no more than 2in deep, before drilling at the 

end of March or early April. The manure from the 

pig unit does wonders for the condition of the soils 

and crops but spreading it does cause compaction, 

so in those areas we tend to subsoil to 9in. 

"We run the 3m Claydon Hybrid behind a 235hp 

John Deere 6195, which provides plenty of power 

even on our heavy land. The front tines run 15cm 

deep for establishing OSR and the seed is drilled at 

1 cm using the standard Claydon A-Share. For cereals 

the leading tine runs at 10cm and seed goes in at 

2-2.Scm. That works well and instead of leaving

tramlines we use the John Deere's GPS guidance 

when applying pre-emergence products at 24m, so

all other operations follow the same wheelings.

"After six years of using Claydon Opti-Till the 

soil structure has improved so much that it is 

unrecognisable compared with how it was before. 

Even where we have just used the Straw Harrow 

after harvest the soil is alive with worms and their 

casts are all over the surface, so there must be an 

unbelievable number in the soil profile. 

"The other major benefit is that it encourages 

plants to develop unbelievable rooting structures 

which we simply never saw with a conventional 

establishment system, so even very dry conditions 

are not a problem as roots penetrate deep into the 

soil. In 2020, we had no rain from April until June, 

yet the crops looked exceptional throughout. 

"The improved structure and weather resilience 

of the soil has made following operations such as 

spraying and fertiliser application much easier and 

more predictable, even after heavy rain. During 

the very wet 2019/2020 season that was a huge 

positive, as muck was spread early, autumn sown 

crops were drilled before the really heavy rain fell 

and subsequently developed their full potential'.' 

A novel approach 
For the last few years, the Hebbelthwaites have 

drilled cereals at 250kg/ha - double the seed 

rate used just a few years ago, which has proven 

very effective in crowding out weeds, both those 

growing in and between the rows. This has been 

enhanced by the purchase of a 3m Claydon 

TerraBlade inter-row hoe, this low-cost, reliable 

piece of equipment being acquired in 2020 from 

dealer Sharmans' Melton Mowbray branch. 

The Terra Blade is an extremely effective, 

low-cost, mechanical method of controlling weeds 

growing between the rows in band-sown crops. By 

keeping the unseeded rows clear of weeds during 

the early stages of crop growth, competition for 

nutrients, light, air, and water is reduced, enabling 

the young plants to grow strong and healthy, 

and helping to maximise crop yields. It eliminates 

weeds reliably, safely without using chemicals and 

clears up any that were missed by ag-chems, or 

where such products cannot be used, as in organic 

systems. This drastically lowers the potential for 

carry-over of weed seeds and the risk of more . 

resistant types developing. 

Claydon's Terra Blade range now includes five 

models from 3-8m wide, designed for use on a 

Cat II front linkage - allowing for effective manual 

steering of the hoe blades between seeded rows. 

"Although herbicides remain an essential part 

of modern agriculture, their cost is continually 

increasing, and they seem to be becoming less 

effective," James states. "Our experience is that if 

we apply a herbicide in the spring it will take out 

50-60% of target weeds, but not touch the rest, so

that is why the Terra Blade is such an effective tool

to have on the farm. 

"The only addition that we have made to the 

standard specification of our Claydon Hybrid has 

been to add two additional depth wheels, which 

have made the drill even more stable and further 

improved consistent seed placement. Our latest 

purchase is the Claydon Twin-Tine kit, which we will 

use for drilling spring crops. Overall, we have been 

delighted with the Claydon Opti-Till System� Fii 
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