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Converting Poa annua
with a pythium twist

Three years ago Jim Young, Superin-
tendent of the prestigious Cherry Hills
Country Club in suburban Denver,
had a population of about 80 percent
Poa annua on his course. He has now
converted many of the fairways to rye
and bluegrass, and plans to continue
his unique program until he can
manage the entire course for rye and
bluegrass.

In addition to good timing and
careful management, Young's success
has had an element of luck. “In 1977,
prior to the U.S. Open in ‘78, we were
asked to sand the landing areas to
keep from having muddy balls during
the tournament. I decided to take that
one step farther, reasoning that if I
was going to topdress with sand I nor-
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mally would have already completed
some other preparations.”

In a move that sounds more like
greens management, Young decided to
aerate first. After the aerating he
overseeded with rye and bluegrass,
and only then did he apply the sand
topdressing.

Results were somewhat amazing, he
reports. When the tournament was
played not only the mud problem has
been solved, but a very substantial
amount of the Poa annua had yielded
to the more desirable rye and blue-
grass.

The initial experiment was such a
success that Young went to bat with
his board of directors for approval to
seriously begin a program to convert

Top, Irrigation specialist
Rick Robins (right) and club
member Charles Hawley
examine the new ryegrass
and bluegrass during Spring
greenup. Middle-right, and
bottom, Young points out the
ryegrass that is actively
growing from the coring
holes while the rest has
been hit by pythium.
Middle-left, Young feels the
2-inch spacing of tines on
the Greensaire is crucial to
his success.

the entire course.

This year he used his new process
on six fairways. The key to his particu-
lar method involves aeration and very
careful timing. In early April of this
vear, shortly after the last Spring
snowstorm, Young proceeded to core
the selected fairways. Using several
Greensaires in a kind of train he was
able to get deep penetration at key 2-
inch intervals. The next step was
sweeping up and removing the cores.

Overseeding was accomplished
with a mixture of Derby, Citation and
Pennfine ryegrass (4 1b./1,000) and
Fylking bluegrass (1 1b./1,000). Only
after the aeration and seeding did he
apply the 100 percent sand topdress-
ing. He then came back with utility
vehicles and drag mats to make sure
the sand worked in.

Because he started in early April he
was counting on a four-week interval
to get germination of the grasses
before the ground temperature got
above 70 degrees and the Poa annua
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started to grow.
Young's reason for using the three-
step method was two-fold. He wanted

to get oxygen and water to the root-

zone. This would not only help

strengthen the roots of existing

grasses, but would tend to reduce the
surface water conditions on which the
poa thrives. But secondarily he was in-
terested in establishing a seed bed in
the coring holes so the new grass could
take root at or below the root level of
the still dormant poa.

This year's program on the six fair-
ways worked as well or better than
any previous attempts, and Young
only regrets that he did not have the
time or resources to do the entire
course. (His budget was burdened this
year with an extensive irrigation proj-
ect).

At Midsummer he was reporting a
poa population of less than 20 percent
in the areas which were done two
vears ago, and less than 50 percent on
the fairways he did just this Spring.
He is fully confident that these figures
will improve steadily with time and
good management.

“In fact, we knew we had a healthy
start this year when the young rye-
grass withstood a serious pythium
blight outbreak which occurred over
the hot and humid weekend of July
13th.

Throughout the Midwest this year
Pythium blight has been a nightmare
for many superintendents, and stories
abound about significant losses during
the hot and humid weeks of the
historic heat spell. Much has been
written about the problem, and as re-
cently as June, researchers from Penn-
sylvania State University were talking
about methods of forecasting and
preventing the problem. Con-
versations within the month with
researchers at Penn State confirmed
their belief that young ryegrass is par-
ticularly susceptible to the blight.

Jim Young has reason to believe that
there may be some pieces of the
pythium puzzle missing.

When the blight had run its course
at Cherry Hill he discovered to his
amazement that the areas which he
had densely aerated, overseeded and
topdressed with sand had come

through blight rather well. In many
specific areas on the course the
brown, lifeless blight areas were dot-
ted with clumps of healthy young rye-
grass, growing from the core holes
earlier this Spring. Areas which had
been converted during a previous
year were practically untouched by
the blight.

“It has to be a combination of fac-
tors,” he responds, “The aeration,
sand and strong, deep young root
systems somehow do not yield to the
blight. In fact, I'm finding this ryegrass
turf to be a lot more disease resistant
in general.” He quickly adds that the
conversion process has enabled him to
cut back significantly on watering. In
many areas of the fairways he is down
to three eight-minute sets per day.

Contacted subsequently, Penn State
researchers conceded that the less fre-
quent waterings, aeration and deep
roots probably reduce the conditions
which must be present for the
pythium oospores to begin germ-
inating.

Young and his general manager,
George Lalanne readily agree that
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more specific research needs to be
done regarding their apparent success
story. They say they are currently
being contacted by other superinten-
dents in the area who are interested in
beginning the conversion process.
Also, Young says national professional
association types have become more
than casually interested in looking
more closely at some of the results in
the Pythium mystery.

In the meantime, however, he is
continuing his well-organized con-
version and maintenance program. It
has now been formalized into a five-
year plan to convert the entire course
to ryegrass and bluegrass, with the
enthusiastic blessing of his board of
directors.

Jim Young has no doubt that the pro-
gram will become a significant eco-
nomic benefit in the long run, and that
it would also apply to many other
courses in the United States. And he is
even more pleased that it is being ac-
complished without undue inconve-
nience to his club members — ul-
timately the people for whom the en-
tire experiment was designed. GB
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