
A-._ lut 

AGRICULTURAL ENGINEERING NE\\TS LETTER 
AGRICULTURAL EXTENSlON DlVlSION 

UNlVERSlTY OF MINNESOTA 

UNIVERSITY FARM, ST, PAUL, OCTOBER 15, 1932-No. 7 

MAINTAINING THE FARM DRAINS 

It is a very common assumption that, 
once a ditch or a fie ld drain is put in, it 
can be entirely forgotten and left to itsel £ 
to function properly without care. Such 
assumption is quite as erroneous as it 
wou ld be re lative to a building with a 
leaky roof or piece of mechanical equip
ment in need of oil. 

Large D itches, Passable Only by 
Bridge:s. Such ditches are a great in
convenience at be"st in cult ivated fields; 
but, if a llowed to become fou l from the 
trampling of cattle, from the accumula
tion of trash therein, or from the growth 
of brush, grass or weeds, they not only 
cease to do that for which they were 
built, but they are quickly converted from 
a necessary inconvenience into a useless 
and aggravating nuisance. 

Such ditches shoul d be cleaned out reg-

A well built outlet di tch for t ile dra ins from 
160 acres; not functioning after 14 years be
cause badly fo ul ed by many season's growth of 
uncut or unburned grass. 

ularly at least once, and, in many cases, 
twice each year, preferably after crops 
are harvested in the late fall and again 
in the spring, if need be. If willows 
have started in or along the ditch they 
should be grubbed out, root and branch. 
Rank grass, if not cut and raked out, 
shouid be burned, and even burning of 
the stubble or of short grass in the fa ll 
is desirable_ 

\ l\l'here side slopes are firm, rather fl at, 
and fa ir ly dry, turning a small flock of 
sheep into lhe ditch strip, for a short 
time, is a good way to remove objel"l:ion
able growth, altho, as a rule, livestock 
should be kept out of ditches. 

Frequently, on well finished slopes, a 
growth of alfalfa, cut at least three times 
a season, is an excellent preventive of 
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erosion of the banks or of si lting the . 
ditch bed, and is a general aid to mainte
nance. 

The Care of Open Ditches 
Auxliary Flood Ditches. By such are 

meant broad, shallow, V -shaped channels 
with slopes flat enough so that they may 
be farmed right across without bridging. 
Such ditches are a distinct asset on flat 
land infested with shallow pockets tend
ing to be permanently wet, as such wet 
spots may readi ly be eliminated by the 
use of these V-shaped channels, connect
ing the wet pockets in a chain leading to 
and outletting in the highway ditches and 
causing no hindrance to continuous cul
tivation of fie lds. Such channels may also 
be effectively used to prevent flooding 
from water flowing, in a sheet, from 
higher lands, following heavy or long 
continued rainfa ll. 

J\. well built and well maintained outlet ditch 
for tile drains from 25 acres; still functioning 
a fter 12 years because kept clean throughout 
the growing season. 

However, such ditches tend to foul 
or fil l up during the growing season 
and from erosion in the spring floods. 
Hence they should be cleared out in 
the spring when tillage operat ions be
gin, and again in the fall before freeze
up, after the fall plowing is done. 
These ditches are usual ly built with a 
road grader, a drag grader, or a terrac
ing machine. The same type of imple
ment is also best for the cleaning out 
job. A single round, forward and back, 
is a ll that will usually be needed. 

The Care of T ile Drains 
As a rule, the only parts of a ti le drain 

needing appreciable care after construc
tion are the outlet and the surface inlets 
for flood water. 

Outlets. A properly protected out
let is protected against crushing and 
against undermining from erosion, and 
is screened againsl the entrance of birds 
and animals. Field operations, storms, 
or trampling of stock frequently result 
in fouling a ti le outlet with earth or 
vegetable trash. of some kind. Growing 
vegetation near the mouth of the tile 
sometimes finds its way into or through 
the screen causing serious obstruction. A 
common cause of outlet obstruction is 
the rotting and caving in of wooden box 
outlet pipe, or the falling, in front of 
the tile, of loose rock or fragments of 
concrete from the outlet bulkhead. 

Obstructions from any source tend seri
ously lo check or even to stop the flow 
of the water; hence they should be re
moved early after their occurrence, and 
such action before freeze-up in the fall 
is essential to the I ife and efficiency of 
the drain. 

Surface Inlets. If surface inlets of 
broken tile or loose rock in field pockets 
become clogged, as they may thru a series 
of years, new ones should be installed 
adjacent to the old. The cost of such 
work is negligible but imperative, if the 
effectiveness of the drainage system is 
to be preserved. Such repairs should re
ceive prompt attention at the first evi
dence of clogging-the per istence of a 
muddy spot in a surface pocket over the 
drain. 

Open catch basins in road gutters and 
in yards, and behind dams and waste 
banks should be cleaned out after each 
hard rain or after each prolracted rainy 
period. Such clean-outs are imperative 
two or three times each year, especially 
in late spring and early fall. 

Systematic inspection of drains and 
prompt attention, when needed, to clean
ing operations and repairs costs little in 
time or money, but neglect of such atten
tion, may, and frequently does, result in 
permanent failure to function by an in
herently good farm drainage system, thus 
not only causing great inconvenience but 
also stopping the income from one of 
lhe normally most profitable clements of 
lhe farm investment. 

Those wishing further information on 
farm drains are referred to !vfinnesota 
Special Bulletin 149, available on request 
and entitled "Farm Drainage Practice." 
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