Greenhouse story

One of the stories readers will find in section two of
the loweglan’s progress edition foday is abeut Center-
ville Greenhouses. Bob Lind, left, and son Rob hold up
four trays of the planis grown in the facility at the
corner of North 5th and Van Buren Streets. The com-
pany and its employees sell piants on a whelesale basis

to large firms throughout the Midwést. Greenhouses
here look much like this one — filled from top to bottom
with growing green things. This stery is but one of those
found inside the lowegian today as pregress week con-
tinues. (Ioweglan phote by Bill Weaver)
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CLOCKWISE from top left: 1) Bob Moore lnadS‘
boxed plants inte a truck for delivery; 2) Rom
Padavich and Marge Carter cut plants from stnck-
for replanting; 3) Thenh Bo Bong works heneath
the high-pressure sodium lights in the back-
ground; 4) from left, Connie Babbitt, Kathleen
Lind and Nadine Broshar plant cuttings in 214+
inch pots; 5) Padavich, left, and Steve Schneideﬂ
mix soil, peat moss and Siyrofoam by pouring the-
ineredients through a mixer. 2



Their business
gl . 7 I I

is ‘growing’ a

the time

By BILL WEAVER :

Quietly, as the life-giving sun passes from dawn to
dusk, a Centerville businessman, his son and daughter,
plus several other workers, carefully watch their work
grow, literally, from day to day, week to week, month to
month,

They work in what may be Centerville’s most quiet
industrial plant with what may be Centerville’'s most
unustal raw materials: light, water and heat. They
‘manufacture’ what is Centerville’s most un-talked-
about product — plants.

Beneath the fiberglass and glass paned roof of Cen-
terville Greenhouses at 5th and Van Buren Streets 11
people quietly trim, plant, water and fertilize hundreds
of thousands of small plants, the kKind you see sold in
flower shops and major shopping centers throughout
the Midwest. j

They gently plant, transplant and, maybe, transplant
again dozens of small houseplants, such as Englishivy,
English baby tears, emerald ripple and spider plant.

They work in what owner Bob Lind calls “‘one of the
most self-satisfying’’ jobs anyone could have — watch-
ing your work literally grow and become healthy right
before your eyes. :

Since the early 1900s, Centerville has been the site of

a major greenhouse. Started by the Watson family, then
the Stagners, now the Linds (Bob, wife Clare and their
family), the greenhouse business here has changed
from a retail outlet to a wholesale business. Plants
grown in Centerville under the five big houses no longer
‘are sold directly to the public, Today, the Centerville
business sells to major retailers, like K-Mart, Matco,
Woolworths, Eagle’s Food Stores and others in eastern
Towa and western Illinois, Missouri, Kansas and cities
like Des Moines and Kansas City.

“When our family came here in 1972, explained
Bob’s son Rob, who is a stockholder in the company,
‘‘we started in the retail and wholesale (plant) busi-
ness,”’ selling a variety of plants, including flowing spe-
cies such as Christmas poinsettias.

But the business was slow, demand not great in Cen-
terville, especially for retailing flowing plants. Often,
Rob said, customers would spend a long time looking
through the big greenhouse for a small item. Or, the
holiday season would end, leaving the Linds with many
uhwanted holiday plants. '

‘ Thus, in 1973 the family (whieh includes eight child-
ren, six of whom were then at home helping provide the
manpower needed to run the greenhouse) looked at the
future of the business “and decided to specialize in
wholesale plants.”” The big greenhouse was more suited

“to mass production, Rob said, and the family felt time
could be spent more profitably growing larger numbers
of ‘follage’ plants for wholesale to large customers.

Rob said, “In 1973 the push was on for follage plants
for terrariums.” Thus, the Linds ‘“worked up”’ a stock
of 20 to 30 varieties, began reproducing that stock and
started selling wholesale. The decision proved to be a
good one and thes pusiness has since thrived on the
wholesale trade.



Today, the greenhouse, which includes over 20,000
square feet of growing space, features ““‘at least’ a0,
sometimes up to 73, varieties of different plants — most
of which are ‘follage’ plants, versus ‘flowing’ plants.
The Linds specialize in the follage plants because, they
say, these plants have a year-round customer appeal
and more steady demand than seasonal flowering spe-
cies.

The Linds have ‘stock’ plants for about 40 varieties. A
‘stock’ plant is one of any species which is allowed to
grow into a large plant so it may be trimmed, with the
trimmings becoming new plants. As these new plants
grow they are sold in various sizes, ranging in planter
size from the smallest (214-inch) to the largest (10-inch
planters or hanging baskets). The plants sell at the
retail stores for anywhere from a few cents to about $3.

But consumer choices change. Bob Lind said consu-
mers ‘‘are always looking for something new, some-
thing different — that’s the name of the game in our

business.”
In order to find the ‘new’ varieties, the Linds travel to

foreign countries, since most of what is sold in this
country is not ‘new’ to anyone anymore. Many of the
varieties sold in Centerville today grow naturally in
places like Burma and Southeast Asia, or are new varie-
ties of a familiar plant obtained through genetic cross-
breeding (not performed here due to extensive testing
involved).

- Any horticulture business, be itin Centerville or any-
..where else, must be carefully monitored. In winter, the
‘building’s steam boiler and air vents keep the tempera-
- tures around 78-72 degrees at all times. In the summer,
the building is cooled through water evaporation.
(Alarm systems are set up to warn the Linds should any
system malfunction during night hours).
- Employees of the greenhuuse spend much of their
time pl_antl_ng — putting new cuttings in 214-inch plan-
-ters, moving plants from the 2Y4-inch to three or four-
inch planters, or on up to bigger planters. One of the
‘nice things abeut this business is if your product does
“not sell in smaller sizes; it-continues to grow and may be
‘sold in larger sizes. Earlier this month, Rob estimated
_the greenhouse cnntameﬁ aftrnut 300,000 containers with
~growing plants.
- The plants grow ina mmture of “the best Appanuose
Cmmty topsoil we can buy,” Rob said, plus a mixture of
. peat moss and Styrofoam beads (used for good drain-
age). The husmess uses about nine square yards of the
- soil mixture each week. Soil tests are conducted regu-
larly. Careful watch over *me p’lants avoids the spread of
dlSEﬁS& o
- Df course, Sﬂiﬂhgﬁﬁﬁﬂtal tnthe gruwth of plants. But
._f."durmg -winter months, the amount of sunlight
decreases, mthe Linds have installed 24 high-pressure
sodium lights, 1,000-watts each (the same kind used in
many new stree*’ lights today; they give off an orange-
red light).



By using these lights, the Linds are able to double
their stock output during the winter. Bob said the Cen-
terville greenhouse may have the largest greenhouse

installation of these lights of anywhere in the Midwest.
But use of the lights must be watched carefully, he
added, so the plants don’t grow too quickly and, thus,
get to the seeding-flowering stage (most reproduction
in this greenhouse is done by cutting from stock plants,
then planting the cuts, although Lind said some varie-
ties, especially new varieties, are grown from seeds).

The Linds estimate the average length of time one
plant stays in the greenhouse before it is sold is about
six weeks, with the shortest three weeks and the longest
two to three months. They say their stock ‘turns over’
about eight times a year. :

The Linds came to Centerville from North Dakota.
Bob is a native of Minnesota, where he worked as a
youth in a greenhouse owned by relatives. After the
service, he weorked in a Colorado greenhouse, then was
manager of a greenhouse in Fargo, N.D. before buying
the Centerville facility from the Stagner estate.

In two years they will have spent their first decade in
Centerville — operating a major industry here which
goes along quietly, but seems to he growing all the time.
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