
With over 800ha of combinable
crops to establish each autumn
on heavy clay land, estate man-
ager Andrew Mahon knows
weather and soil conditions are
unlikely to always be in his
favour. 

“This ground is so unforgiv-
ing here,” he says. “Too dry and
it sets like concrete, too wet and
it becomes impossible. But get
it right and it will grow some
useful crops.”

Bromborough Estates is
based at Podington on the east-
ern edge of Northamptonshire
where the soil type runs into
the Bedfordshire clays. Andrew
Mahon has been estate man-
ager for just two years.

“About half the land is down
to winter wheat with oilseed
rape, winter beans and winter
barley used as break crops,” he
explains. “For our first wheats
we normally average about the
10t/ha mark and this is gradu-
ally increasing year-on-year.

“I realised from the start it
was imperative we had a drill
that can operate effectively
both in good and marginal soil
conditions. Such equipment
will then extend the window we
have to help ensure our winter
planting is completed on time.”

NEW APPROACH

Prior to his arrival, the plough
was used extensively along with
power harrows and a conven-
tional drill but, conscious of
costs and timings, Mr Mahon
has adopted an alternative
approach.

“On this land it just makes so
much sense to use a cultivator
drill,” he says. “Used after an
initial pass with a stubble culti-
vator and a spray off, the aim

has been to reduce the number
of passes required to just two.” 

However, with black-grass
present across most areas of the
farm, the plough will still be
used, followed – if required –
by a secondary cultivation
before drilling.

For both systems it was clear
the seed drill employed would
have a major role to play and,
after much deliberation, a 4m
Kuhn Speedliner 4000 was pur-
chased. Delivered in time for the
2009 drilling season, the trailed
drill was put to work behind a
210hp John Deere tractor.

The drill’s first outing
involved working in dry, rock-
hard conditions, but the Speed-
liner worked its way across the

prepared land – albeit at a slower
than normal drilling speed.

“One of its most useful fea-
tures is the high clearance that
the transport/packer wheels
allow,” reports Mr Mahon.
“This avoids trash building up
and their large circumference
also reduces rolling resistance.”

EFFICIENT DESIGN

In operation, a set of angled,
scalloped discs cultivate and
produce the seedbed before it is
pressed by the bank of eight
tyres – there are flat-plated
tines to compact the small
grooves left in the soil by the
spaces between the press
wheels. Seed is metered from a
2,000 litre hopper and con-

veyed pneumatically to the disc
coulters via a distribution head.

Drilling depth is set and
maintained using a simple tog-
gle and ram stop system and,
once sown, the seed drill is
pressed, with each coulter hav-
ing its own individual press
wheel. Finger tines provide the
final finish.

“It’s amazingly simple to
operate,” enthuses Mr Mahon.
“Seed rate is set in the cab and
is retained in respect of speed
change. The cab control also
allows a sequenced lift and
lower programme to be imple-
mented so that, when crossing
the headland mark, the cultiva-
tion discs are the first to lift, fol-
lowed by the disc coulters.”

The tractor has GPS auto
guidance so wheel marks are
normally not employed although
pre-emergent markers are usu-
ally activated to provide guidance
for early herbicide applications.

“In terms of output, we nor-
mally drill at about 16kph
which means we can average
about 50ha/day,” he explains.
“It’s at a cost which is signifi-
cantly lower than using the
plough and power harrow.”

Mr Mahon estimates that, in
round figures, using the stubble
cultivation and Speedliner sys-
tem has helped to save over
£20,000 on establishment costs
across the farm – and he is con-
vinced that yields have also
improved as a result. 
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Andrew Mahon: “I realised from the start it was imperative we had a drill which could operate effectively both in good and
marginal soil conditions,” he says   

A new seed drill has been under review in challenging conditions at Bromborough Estates
in Northamptonshire

Drilling versatility key on
heavy clay site
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