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  Darrel Franson and his wife, Anita, purchased their 
farm in Lawrence County, Missouri some 21 years ago and began 
their beef cow/calf operation.  It was something he had always 
wanted to do having grown up in Minnesota on a typical diversi-
fied farm with dairy, hogs, and “mom’s 200 laying hens.”  “I had 
a lot to learn”, admitted Darrel.  “Nothing was the same.”  He 
had new issues to deal with. Among them were intense summer 
heat, different weed & insect pests, new soil, and unfamiliar forage 
plants such as Kentucky 31 tall fescue.  
 “Toxic fescue was our greatest nemesis”, relates Franson. 
“Having spent nearly a half century of my life in country where 
the grass (brome, orchardgrass, timothy, and bluegrass) was not 
poisonous, I struggled to get my head around the idea of living 
with toxic grass. We took the commonly recommended steps to 
“get along with it”, but none of the remedies worked for us.  We 
continued to lose cows to fescue foot.  Calf gains lingered at or 
less than two pounds daily.  Conception rates were poor and a few 
cows could be expected to abort every year.  When a new cultivar 
of tall fescue (Jesup MaxQ), inoculated with a non-toxic endo-
phyte that would lend hardiness to the plant without producing 
the dreaded toxin came along in 2001, we began to convert the 
farm”. Franson continued to renovate to novel endophyte-infected  
fescue in 10-20 acre pieces each year until 2009 when he killed the 
last of the toxic Kentucky 31 tall fescue on his farm.  
  “After looking at my records, I am convinced that hav-
ing toxin-free forage has added more to our bottom line than any 
other practice we have employed with the possible exception of 
managed grazing”, proclaims Darrel.  “No more do I have to watch 
a beautiful, fourth generation A.I., two and a  half year-old heifer 
nursing a dandy calf, limp to the water fountain as her toe grows 
up to soon resemble an elf ’s shoe.  Our calves average well over 
2.5 lbs. average daily gain from birth to weaning.  Abortions are 
almost non-existent”.  Franson is convinced replacing the toxic 
KY-31 with novel endophyte fescue has bumped his bottom line 
up more than $150/cow/year, thus paying back his $200 per acre 
renovation cost in less than two years. 

Solving the Fescue Toxicosis Problem: One Man's Research and Experience
“I struggled to get my head around the idea of living with toxic grass.” - Darrel Franson

By Linda Perkin

         
 Like most successful farm managers, Darrel keeps excellent 
records and lives by the old axiom that “you cannot manage what 
you do not measure”.  He shares the table below comparing  data 
from his first five years in operation with the most recent five years 
which reflect the results of implementing innovative management 
practices including converting pastures to MaxQ, initiating man-
aged grazing and using an extensive artificial insemination breeding 
program and other practices on the farm.  Franson credits an 85 
lb/hd increase in calf weaning weight, a 10% increase in weaning 
percentage and the elimination of “fescue foot” lameness directly to 
the conversion of his pastures from toxic fescue to non-toxic novel 
endophyte infected tall fescue. 

(Linda Perkin works as copywriter and Public Relations Coordinator for                      
Pennington Seed - MO Division.)

      

Darrel Franson insists any system of grazing management
 doesn't have to be complicated to be beneficial and that taking 
even a few steps in the right direction will produce noticeable, 
beneficial results. 

* Includes only cows sold or lost for health or reproductive issues.  Excludes cows sold because of low weaning weights or reducing 
stocking rate due to drought (2011). ** Average cow body weight during this period was 1475-1525 lbs.  *** Average cow body 
weight during this period was (and is today) 1250-1300 lbs.

vanced-technology seed products, novel endophyte tall fescue 
seed come with higher costs. For this reason, John Carpenter, 
Director of Independent Sales for Pennington Seed’s parent 
company - Central Garden & Pet, says that farmers need to de-
mand and obtain guarantees on these products, especially for 
endophyte viability. “We know what it takes to deliver a high 
quality product with a high percentage of live endophyte,” says 
Carpenter. “Pennington’s Jesup MaxQ and Texoma MaxQ II 
novel endophyte-infected tall fescue varieties are produced un-
der tight control and testing during all phases of seed produc-
tion, harvesting, conditioning and storage,” adds Carpenter. 
“We utilize special packaging, storage and shipping techniques 
to prevent seed desiccation and endophyte loss,” states Car-
penter. The veteran forage seed expert adds, “When a farmer 
invests in Jesup MaxQ or Texoma Max II, he or she can be 
assured of getting the highest quality and most extensively re-
searched and proven varieties of novel endophyte-infected tall 
fescue available in the market place.”

  The development of non-toxic, novel (friend-
ly) endophyte-infected tall fescue varieties has been a 
significant advancement in the battle against the age-
old problem of fescue toxicity. In fact, renowned retired 
University of Auburn forage agronomist Don Ball calls 
novel endophyte tall fescue the “crowning achievement” 
in the battle to minimize livestock production losses due 
to the endophyte toxins in tall fescue.
 The first of the novel endophyte fescue varieties 
to be released was Pennington’s Jesup MaxQ in 2000. 
Since that time, a number of novel endophyte-infect-
ed tall fescue varieties have been released in the market 
place. However, producers need to understand that not 
all of the so-called “novel endophyte” fescue varieties on 
the market today are the same. Jesup MaxQ and Pen-
nington’s new Texoma MaxQ II varieties contain endo-
phytes that produce no animal toxins. Not all “novel” 
varieties can make that claim.  MaxQ and MaxQ II 
have been extensively researched and tested at universi-
ties in numerous states and proven to be persistent and 
safe for all classes of grazing animals including pregnant 
horses. No other “novel” tall fescue varieties can make 
this claim. There are also differences in agronomic traits 
among novel fescue varieties including adaptation, heat 
and drought tolerance, forage yield and palatability. 
      But perhaps the greatest and most important 
difference in novel endophyte tall fescue varieties falls 
in the area of quality assurance. Like all patented ad-

Quality Assurance Essential for Novel Endophyte 
Tall Fescue Seed

“Farmers need to demand and obtain guarantees…..”

When establishing Durana white clover in bermudagrass pas-
tures, delay planting until the bermudagrass is dormant. For 
best results, graze or clip the pasture down to a grass height 
of 3” or less. Use a no-till drill equipped with a small seed 
hopper box to seed the clover. Set the drill to cut through the 
bermuda thatch and place the seed no deeper than 1/8-1/4” 
beneath the soil surface.

Pennington Pointer

The philosophy of “if a little is good, then more should be even better” may apply in some situations, but not when 
it comes to establishing forages in pastures and food plots according to Chris Agee, Pennington’s Forage and Wildlife 
Products Manager. Agee says the recommended seeding rate for a specific forage or forage mixture is based on years of 
research and practical application and is designed to achieve the best number of seedlings per square foot.  The forage 
expert warns that an excessive number of seedling plants can lead to weak plant vigor, higher seedling mortality, in-
creased incidence of seedling disease and a crowded and stunted root system.

Pennington Pointer

Years
% 

Pregnant
% 

Weaned
Avg. 205-day 

Wean Wt.
% Cow 

Cull
Cow Days 

Forage/Year
Dry Matter 

Forage/Acre
Lbs. Beef 
Sold/Acre

1993-97 88% 81% 512 lb. ** 21% * 172 4472 lbs. 234 lbs.
2008-12 95% 91% 604 lb. *** 11% * 289 7514 lbs. 388 lbs.

http://www.pennington.com/pc-cool_season_12-pd-MaxQ_138
http://www.pennington.com/pc-cool_season_12-pd-_490


 The summer has been brutally hot and dry. The Durana white clover that 
was so thick and lush back in the spring is now shriveled and looks “burned to a crisp”. 
Most likely, it is back to the seed store this fall to purchase more seed. “Not so fast!” 
says Pennington forage agronomist Chris Agee. “Durana is a perennial plant that has 
an amazing ability to go into survival mode in times of summer stress by shutting 
down and entering a state of dormancy,” explains Agee. “Time and time again, we 
have been astonished at the resiliency of Durana. I have observed pastures and food 
plots thinking the Durana was lost only to see it make an amazing recovery after cooler 
temperatures and adequate rainfall returned,” relates the seasoned forage expert. 
 While extreme heat and drought stress coupled with over-use and poor fertil-
ity can cause the demise of a Durana clover stand, Agee says don’t be too quick to plow 
it all up and start anew. He recommends that some time be allowed to see if the clover 
re-foliates after more favorable weather conditions return. But, says Agee, “Durana’s 
survivability during heat and drought stress and its recovery afterwards is greatly en-
hanced where soil fertility and pH is adequately maintained and when competition 
from perennial and annual grasses and broadleaf weeds is kept in check.”   

 In a brain teaser game, the question is often asked, “Which weighs more, a pound of rocks or a pound of feathers?” The 
answer, of course, is that they both weigh exactly a pound. However, common sense tells us that it takes far more feathers to make a 
pound than it does rocks. The same concept holds true with forage seed. While a pound of white clover weighs the same as a pound 
of wheat, there are huge differences in the number of seed contained in a pound of each.
 Consumers need to have a clear understanding of this when reviewing and 
analyzing seed tags of various forage and food plot seed mixtures. For instance, 
Pennington’s Rackmaster Elite food plot seed mixture contains 70% small grains 
and only 10% clover by weight. (approximately 17.4 lbs. small grain seed and 2.5 
lbs. clover seed per 25 lb. bag). At first glance, this would seem predominantly an 
annual small grain seed mixture rather than a high quality perennial mixture as 
advertised. But when accounting for seed count per pound differences between clo-
vers and small grains, one finds there are about 260,000 small grain seed contained 
in the RM Elite bag compared to over 1 million perennial clover seed in the same 
bag. Thus in actuality, the mix contains 65% perennial clover versus just 16% small 
grains by numbers of seed. 
 A Forage Seed Weights and Seed Counts Guide for many forages com-
monly used for pastures, hayfields and wildlife food plots is available on the Pen-
nington website (www.pennington.com).  To access it, click on the Forage tab in the 
“Knowledge Center” and look under “Tips & Guides”.

 When making an inquiry or purchase of annual forages for their farm or wildlife food plot, some consumers mistakenly inter-
change the words rye and annual ryegrass thinking they are the same plant. In truth, there are major differences in the two.
 Rye is a cereal grain that can be used dual purpose as a grazing forage or as a grain crop. It is used extensively by livestock 
farmers for winter grazing and also by wildlife enthusiasts as a food plot planting. As a forage, rye is much more cold tolerant than 
annual ryegrass resulting in more forage growth during the colder winter months. Compared to annual ryegrass, rye is less competi-
tive with other forages and matures several weeks earlier. While it is an excellent grazing forage, rye is somewhat less palatable and 

lower yielding than annual ryegrass. Rye seed are much larger and heavier than annual 
ryegrass seed, requiring a deeper seeding depth (1/2” – 1” deep) than ryegrass (1/4”-1/2” 
deep) for establishment. Seeding rate for rye is 60-90 lbs/A in mixes or 90-120 lbs/A 
when planted alone.

  Annual ryegrass has multiple uses. It is a highly popular choice among homeowners 
for overseeding warm season perennial grass lawns in the fall. On farms, ryegrass is used 
primarily as forage for grazing or hay. Ryegrass is also used in some wildlife food plot 
mixes. It is highly nutritious and palatable.  Leaves are dark green and shiny. Ryegrass 
forms an extensive root system and tillers 
profusely. It is a very aggressive and compet-
itive plant that can dominate other seedling 
plants when planted in seed mixtures. The 
bulk of its forage growth occurs during late 
winter through late spring. Seeding rates for 

forage production are generally 10-15 lbs/A in mixes and 20-30 lbs/A when seeded 
alone.
 Because of their differences in cold tolerance, maturity and growth period, rye 
and ryegrass are often planted as a mixture (80% rye and 20% ryegrass by weight is 
common).  This allows greater forage growth during the fall and winter months and 
extends the length of the grazing season later into spring.  

      

Seed counts per pound vary tremendously 
among seed types and forage specie. Con-
sumers need to have a clear understanding 
of this when reviewing and analyzing seed 
tags of various forage and food  plot seed 
mixtures. 

Annual Ryegrass and mature seedhead

Rye & Ryegrass Not the Same

Rye forage and mature seedheads

fescue. If the volunteer ryegrass population is moderate to heavy, 
the newly established tall fescue planting may need to be flash-
grazed or mowed periodically in late winter and/or during early 
spring to keep the ryegrass growth in check.
 Suggestions for food plot plantings – On new food 
plots, the use of seed mixtures such as Pennington’s Rackmaster 
and  product lines that contain no annual ryegrass is 
highly recommended. On food plots with a history of ryegrass 
presence, plant broadleaf forages such as clover, chicory or bras-
sicas (radish, turnips, rape, etc). Once these forages emerge, a “se-
lective” herbicide that only kills grassy weeds can be applied - if 
needed - to control seedling ryegrass. Note: The herbicide ap-
plication should be made when the ryegrass is no more than 2-3” 
tall. If no herbicide is used, periodic mowing of the plot in late 
fall and late winter and throughout the spring will be required to 
remove excess ryegrass growth thus reducing grass competition 
with the desired forages.

 Don't Give up on Durana Just Yet

      

The aggressive nature of annual ryegrass can dominate 
fledgling tall fescue, clover, forb and brassica seedlings
leading to stand failure of the desired forage crop.

When Ryegrass Becomes a Weed 

  From roadsides to pastures and lawns to wildlife 
food plots, annual ryegrass is used extensively across the 
country. For its intended use, annual ryegrass offers nu-
merous agronomic and nutritional benefits. It is easily es-
tablished, has excellent seedling vigor, is highly competitive 
and thrives on marginal soils with limited fertility. It also 
produces tremendous forage yields. 
 But the same attributes that make ryegrass an ex-
cellent multi-use annual forage, can also make it an unin-
tended and difficult weed pest. Nowhere is this seen more 
than in trying to establish new tall fescue pastures or at-
tempting to establish small-seeded forages such as clovers, 
forbs and brassicas in wildlife food plots that have a history 
of annual ryegrass production. Volunteer annual ryegrass 
can dominate fledgling tall fescue, clover, forb and brassica 
seedlings. It is not unusual to see complete stand failures of 
these desired forages due to annual ryegrass dominance.
 So, what can be done when ryegrass becomes a 
weed? While no one strategy can guarantee a total elimi-
nation of annual ryegrass problems, there are some sug-
gestions that can be offered to curb the effects of ryegrass 
competition.
 Suggestions for new tall fescue plantings – Plan-
ning ahead is essential. Do not overseed annual ryegrass in 
pastures or fields the year prior to a planned new tall fescue 
planting. Also, do not feed hay containing ryegrass in these 
fields during the winter and spring months prior to seed-
ing fescue in the fall. When planting tall fescue into fields 
with a history of annual ryegrass production, delay seeding 
in the fall to allow the first flush of volunteer ryegrass to 
emerge. Use a non-residual herbicide such as glyphosate or 
paraquat to kill this flush of ryegrass prior to seeding tall 

Durana Clover
August 31

Durana Clover
November 6

A Pound of Seed is a Pound of Seed….Maybe Not 
seed count per pound must be considered when analyzing mixtures.

http://www.pennington.com/pc-cool_season_12-pd-_78
http://www.pennington.com/pc-_16-pd-_153
http://www.pennington.com/KnowledgeCenterDetails.aspx?id=48
http://www.pennington.com/pc-cool_season_12-pd-_142
http://www.pennington.com/pc-cool_season_12-pd-_140
http://www.pennington.com/pc-_16
http://www.pennington.com/pc-_17


 The summer has been brutally hot and dry. The Durana white clover that 
was so thick and lush back in the spring is now shriveled and looks “burned to a crisp”. 
Most likely, it is back to the seed store this fall to purchase more seed. “Not so fast!” 
says Pennington forage agronomist Chris Agee. “Durana is a perennial plant that has 
an amazing ability to go into survival mode in times of summer stress by shutting 
down and entering a state of dormancy,” explains Agee. “Time and time again, we 
have been astonished at the resiliency of Durana. I have observed pastures and food 
plots thinking the Durana was lost only to see it make an amazing recovery after cooler 
temperatures and adequate rainfall returned,” relates the seasoned forage expert. 
 While extreme heat and drought stress coupled with over-use and poor fertil-
ity can cause the demise of a Durana clover stand, Agee says don’t be too quick to plow 
it all up and start anew. He recommends that some time be allowed to see if the clover 
re-foliates after more favorable weather conditions return. But, says Agee, “Durana’s 
survivability during heat and drought stress and its recovery afterwards is greatly en-
hanced where soil fertility and pH is adequately maintained and when competition 
from perennial and annual grasses and broadleaf weeds is kept in check.”   

 In a brain teaser game, the question is often asked, “Which weighs more, a pound of rocks or a pound of feathers?” The 
answer, of course, is that they both weigh exactly a pound. However, common sense tells us that it takes far more feathers to make a 
pound than it does rocks. The same concept holds true with forage seed. While a pound of white clover weighs the same as a pound 
of wheat, there are huge differences in the number of seed contained in a pound of each.
 Consumers need to have a clear understanding of this when reviewing and 
analyzing seed tags of various forage and food plot seed mixtures. For instance, 
Pennington’s Rackmaster Elite food plot seed mixture contains 70% small grains 
and only 10% clover by weight. (approximately 17.4 lbs. small grain seed and 2.5 
lbs. clover seed per 25 lb. bag). At first glance, this would seem predominantly an 
annual small grain seed mixture rather than a high quality perennial mixture as 
advertised. But when accounting for seed count per pound differences between clo-
vers and small grains, one finds there are about 260,000 small grain seed contained 
in the RM Elite bag compared to over 1 million perennial clover seed in the same 
bag. Thus in actuality, the mix contains 65% perennial clover versus just 16% small 
grains by numbers of seed. 
 A Forage Seed Weights and Seed Counts Guide for many forages com-
monly used for pastures, hayfields and wildlife food plots is available on the Pen-
nington website (www.pennington.com).  To access it, click on the Forage tab in the 
“Knowledge Center” and look under “Tips & Guides”.

 When making an inquiry or purchase of annual forages for their farm or wildlife food plot, some consumers mistakenly inter-
change the words rye and annual ryegrass thinking they are the same plant. In truth, there are major differences in the two.
 Rye is a cereal grain that can be used dual purpose as a grazing forage or as a grain crop. It is used extensively by livestock 
farmers for winter grazing and also by wildlife enthusiasts as a food plot planting. As a forage, rye is much more cold tolerant than 
annual ryegrass resulting in more forage growth during the colder winter months. Compared to annual ryegrass, rye is less competi-
tive with other forages and matures several weeks earlier. While it is an excellent grazing forage, rye is somewhat less palatable and 

lower yielding than annual ryegrass. Rye seed are much larger and heavier than annual 
ryegrass seed, requiring a deeper seeding depth (1/2” – 1” deep) than ryegrass (1/4”-1/2” 
deep) for establishment. Seeding rate for rye is 60-90 lbs/A in mixes or 90-120 lbs/A 
when planted alone.

  Annual ryegrass has multiple uses. It is a highly popular choice among homeowners 
for overseeding warm season perennial grass lawns in the fall. On farms, ryegrass is used 
primarily as forage for grazing or hay. Ryegrass is also used in some wildlife food plot 
mixes. It is highly nutritious and palatable.  Leaves are dark green and shiny. Ryegrass 
forms an extensive root system and tillers 
profusely. It is a very aggressive and compet-
itive plant that can dominate other seedling 
plants when planted in seed mixtures. The 
bulk of its forage growth occurs during late 
winter through late spring. Seeding rates for 

forage production are generally 10-15 lbs/A in mixes and 20-30 lbs/A when seeded 
alone.
 Because of their differences in cold tolerance, maturity and growth period, rye 
and ryegrass are often planted as a mixture (80% rye and 20% ryegrass by weight is 
common).  This allows greater forage growth during the fall and winter months and 
extends the length of the grazing season later into spring.  

      

Seed counts per pound vary tremendously 
among seed types and forage specie. Con-
sumers need to have a clear understanding 
of this when reviewing and analyzing seed 
tags of various forage and food  plot seed 
mixtures. 

Annual Ryegrass and mature seedhead

Rye & Ryegrass Not the Same

Rye forage and mature seedheads

fescue. If the volunteer ryegrass population is moderate to heavy, 
the newly established tall fescue planting may need to be flash-
grazed or mowed periodically in late winter and/or during early 
spring to keep the ryegrass growth in check.
 Suggestions for food plot plantings – On new food 
plots, the use of seed mixtures such as Pennington’s Rackmaster 
and  product lines that contain no annual ryegrass is 
highly recommended. On food plots with a history of ryegrass 
presence, plant broadleaf forages such as clover, chicory or bras-
sicas (radish, turnips, rape, etc). Once these forages emerge, a “se-
lective” herbicide that only kills grassy weeds can be applied - if 
needed - to control seedling ryegrass. Note: The herbicide ap-
plication should be made when the ryegrass is no more than 2-3” 
tall. If no herbicide is used, periodic mowing of the plot in late 
fall and late winter and throughout the spring will be required to 
remove excess ryegrass growth thus reducing grass competition 
with the desired forages.

 Don't Give up on Durana Just Yet

      

The aggressive nature of annual ryegrass can dominate 
fledgling tall fescue, clover, forb and brassica seedlings
leading to stand failure of the desired forage crop.

When Ryegrass Becomes a Weed 

  From roadsides to pastures and lawns to wildlife 
food plots, annual ryegrass is used extensively across the 
country. For its intended use, annual ryegrass offers nu-
merous agronomic and nutritional benefits. It is easily es-
tablished, has excellent seedling vigor, is highly competitive 
and thrives on marginal soils with limited fertility. It also 
produces tremendous forage yields. 
 But the same attributes that make ryegrass an ex-
cellent multi-use annual forage, can also make it an unin-
tended and difficult weed pest. Nowhere is this seen more 
than in trying to establish new tall fescue pastures or at-
tempting to establish small-seeded forages such as clovers, 
forbs and brassicas in wildlife food plots that have a history 
of annual ryegrass production. Volunteer annual ryegrass 
can dominate fledgling tall fescue, clover, forb and brassica 
seedlings. It is not unusual to see complete stand failures of 
these desired forages due to annual ryegrass dominance.
 So, what can be done when ryegrass becomes a 
weed? While no one strategy can guarantee a total elimi-
nation of annual ryegrass problems, there are some sug-
gestions that can be offered to curb the effects of ryegrass 
competition.
 Suggestions for new tall fescue plantings – Plan-
ning ahead is essential. Do not overseed annual ryegrass in 
pastures or fields the year prior to a planned new tall fescue 
planting. Also, do not feed hay containing ryegrass in these 
fields during the winter and spring months prior to seed-
ing fescue in the fall. When planting tall fescue into fields 
with a history of annual ryegrass production, delay seeding 
in the fall to allow the first flush of volunteer ryegrass to 
emerge. Use a non-residual herbicide such as glyphosate or 
paraquat to kill this flush of ryegrass prior to seeding tall 
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A Pound of Seed is a Pound of Seed….Maybe Not 
seed count per pound must be considered when analyzing mixtures.
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http://www.pennington.com/pc-cool_season_12-pd-_140
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  Darrel Franson and his wife, Anita, purchased their 
farm in Lawrence County, Missouri some 21 years ago and began 
their beef cow/calf operation.  It was something he had always 
wanted to do having grown up in Minnesota on a typical diversi-
fied farm with dairy, hogs, and “mom’s 200 laying hens.”  “I had 
a lot to learn”, admitted Darrel.  “Nothing was the same.”  He 
had new issues to deal with. Among them were intense summer 
heat, different weed & insect pests, new soil, and unfamiliar forage 
plants such as Kentucky 31 tall fescue.  
 “Toxic fescue was our greatest nemesis”, relates Franson. 
“Having spent nearly a half century of my life in country where 
the grass (brome, orchardgrass, timothy, and bluegrass) was not 
poisonous, I struggled to get my head around the idea of living 
with toxic grass. We took the commonly recommended steps to 
“get along with it”, but none of the remedies worked for us.  We 
continued to lose cows to fescue foot.  Calf gains lingered at or 
less than two pounds daily.  Conception rates were poor and a few 
cows could be expected to abort every year.  When a new cultivar 
of tall fescue (Jesup MaxQ), inoculated with a non-toxic endo-
phyte that would lend hardiness to the plant without producing 
the dreaded toxin came along in 2001, we began to convert the 
farm”. Franson continued to renovate to novel endophyte-infected  
fescue in 10-20 acre pieces each year until 2009 when he killed the 
last of the toxic Kentucky 31 tall fescue on his farm.  
  “After looking at my records, I am convinced that hav-
ing toxin-free forage has added more to our bottom line than any 
other practice we have employed with the possible exception of 
managed grazing”, proclaims Darrel.  “No more do I have to watch 
a beautiful, fourth generation A.I., two-and-a- half-year-old heifer 
nursing a dandy calf limp to the water fountain as her toe grows 
up to soon resemble an elf ’s shoe.  Our calves average well over 
2.5 lbs. average daily gain from birth to weaning.  Abortions are 
almost non-existent”.  Franson is convinced replacing the toxic 
KY-31 with novel endophyte fescue has bumped his bottom line 
up more than $150/cow/year, thus paying back his $200 per acre 
renovation cost in less than two years. 

Solving the Fescue Toxicosis Problem: One Man's Research and Experience
“I struggled to get my head around the idea of living with toxic grass.” - Darrel Franson

By Linda Perkin

         
 Like most successful farm managers, Darrel keeps excellent 
records and lives by the old axiom that “you cannot manage what 
you do not measure”.  He shares the table below comparing  data 
from his first five years in operation with the most recent five years 
which reflect the results of implementing innovative management 
practices including converting pastures to MaxQ, initiating man-
aged grazing and using an extensive artificial insemination breeding 
program and other practices on the farm.  Franson credits an 85 
lb/hd increase in calf weaning weight, a 10% increase in weaning 
percentage and the elimination of “fescue foot” lameness directly to 
the conversion of his pastures from toxic fescue to non-toxic novel 
endophyte infected tall fescue. 

(Linda Perkin works a copywriter and Public Relations Coordinator for Pennington 
Seed - MO Division.)

      

Darrel Franson insists any system of grazing management
 doesn't have to be complicated to be beneficial and that taking 
even a few steps in the right direction will produce noticeable, 
beneficial results. 
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Sold/Acre

1993-97 88% 81% 512 lb. ** 21% * 172 4472 lbs. 234 lbs.
2008-12 95% 91% 604 lb. *** 11% * 289 7514 lbs. 388 lbs.

* Includes only cows sold or lost for health or reproductive issues.  Excludes cows sold because of low weaning weights or reducing 
stocking rate due to drought (2011). ** Average cow body weight during this period was 1475-1525 lbs.  *** Average cow body 
weight during this period was (and is today) 1250-1300 lbs.

vanced-technology seed products, novel endophyte tall fescue 
seed come with higher costs. For this reason, John Carpenter, 
Director of Independent Sales for Pennington Seed’s parent 
company - Central Garden & Pet, says that farmers need to de-
mand and obtain guarantees on these products, especially for 
endophyte viability. “We know what it takes to deliver a high 
quality product with a high percentage of live endophyte,” says 
Carpenter. “Pennington’s Jesup MaxQ and Texoma MaxQ II 
novel endophyte-infected tall fescue varieties are produced un-
der tight control and testing during all phases of seed produc-
tion, harvesting, conditioning and storage,” adds Carpenter. 
“We utilize special packaging, storage and shipping techniques 
to prevent seed desiccation and endophyte loss,” states Car-
penter. The veteran forage seed expert adds, “When a farmer 
invests in Jesup MaxQ or Texoma Max II, he or she can be 
assured of getting the highest quality and most extensively re-
searched and proven varieties of novel endophyte-infected tall 
fescue available in the market place.”

  The development of non-toxic, novel (friend-
ly) endophyte-infected tall fescue varieties has been a 
significant advancement in the battle against the age-
old problem of fescue toxicity. In fact, renowned retired 
University of Auburn forage agronomist Don Ball calls 
novel endophyte tall fescue the “crowning achievement” 
in the battle to minimize livestock production losses due 
to the endophyte toxins in tall fescue.
 The first of the novel endophyte fescue varieties 
to be released was Pennington’s Jesup MaxQ in 2000. 
Since that time, a number of novel endophyte-infect-
ed tall fescue varieties have been released in the market 
place. However, producers need to understand that not 
all of the so-called “novel endophyte” fescue varieties on 
the market today are the same. Jesup MaxQ and Pen-
nington’s new Texoma MaxQ II varieties contain endo-
phytes that produce no animal toxins. Not all “novel” 
varieties can make that claim.  MaxQ and MaxQ II 
have been extensively researched and tested at universi-
ties in numerous states and proven to be persistent and 
safe for all classes of grazing animals including pregnant 
horses. No other “novel” tall fescue varieties can make 
this claim. There are also differences in agronomic traits 
among novel fescue varieties including adaptation, heat 
and drought tolerance, forage yield and palatability. 
      But perhaps the greatest and most important 
difference in novel endophyte tall fescue varieties falls 
in the area of quality assurance. Like all patented ad-

Quality Assurance Essential for Novel Endophyte 
Tall Fescue Seed

“Farmers need to demand and obtain guarantees…..”

When establishing Durana white clover in bermudagrass pas-
tures, delay planting until the bermudagrass is dormant. For 
best results, graze or clip the pasture down to a grass height 
of 3” or less. Use a no-till drill equipped with a small seed 
hopper box to seed the clover. Set the drill to cut through the 
bermuda thatch and place the seed no deeper than 1/8-1/4” 
beneath the soil surface.

Pennington Pointer

The philosophy of “if a little is good, then more should be even better” may apply in some situations, but not when 
it comes to establishing forages in pastures and food plots according to Chris Agee, Pennington’s Forage and Wildlife 
Products Manager. Agee says the recommended seeding rate for a specific forage or forage mixture is based on years of 
research and practical application and is designed to achieve the best number of seedlings per square foot.  The forage 
expert warns that an excessive number of seedling plants can lead to weak plant vigor, higher seedling mortality, in-
creased incidence of seedling disease and a crowded and stunted root system.

Pennington Pointer

http://www.pennington.com/pc-cool_season_12-pd-MaxQ_138
http://www.pennington.com/pc-cool_season_12-pd-_490



