
PUTTING ON THE EDGE OF DISASTER 
When old Bill Fownes wanted to check the green speed at 

Oakmont, he would walk out to the second hole and carefully 
drop a ball on the back of the putting surface. If it didn't roll 
down the slope off the front of the green and into the fairway, 
he would tell the crews to cut and roll the green again. 

At least that is according to Oakmont lore. For most of this 
century, Oakmont has set the standard against which all other 
top clubs measure their green speeds. Now comes evidence 
from architect Pete Dye that green speed in the old days may 
be wildly exaggerated. 

Dye has had motion pictures of the 1962 U.S. Open 
at Oakmont studied by mathematical experts. Analyz-
ing the time lapse of putts rolling across the greens, they have 
concluded that Oakmont's speeds back then were "about 8 on 
the Stimpmeter," which is considered relatively slow today. 

If true, Dye's discovery is important because it might curb 
the chase for faster greens, golf's costly equivalent to the arms 
race. "The USGA is trying to raise $10 million to find hardier 
turf," says Dye, "All they've got to raise is the mowers, 1/16 
of an inch." 

But golfers persist in the mistaken belief that faster is better. 
And, just as mistakenly, club members argue that their greens 
were faster back in the '50s and '60s. Most agronomists agree 
that this is not possible, and USGA Green Section National Direc-
tor Jim Snow cites four innovations that have greatly added 
speed in recent times: 

• It's only been in the last 15 years that clubs cut greens seven 
days a week; they used to be cut every other day, a big change. 

• Cutting greens at 3/16ths was considered very close and 
l/4th of an inch was common until the 1970s; the introduc-
tion of thinner bedknives (against which the rotary blades of 
mowers cut) allowed greens to be scalped below l/8th of an 
inch. 

• Clubs used to topdress greens once or twice a year; now 
they do it lightly every three weeks. 

• And until the 1970s, we didn't have verticutters and groom-
ers, new machinery that takes the excess top growth off the 
leaves of grass. 

But the real culprit is a yard-long metal rod known as the 
Stimpmeter, which was developed to quantify green speed. 
When it was introduced in the mid70s, the USGA surveyed 
more than 1,500 greens in 36 states and found that the aver-
age roll was 6 feet, 6 inches on the Stimpmeter. "It's crept up 
over the years until the average is closer to 8 today, and 9 feels 
slow to some people," says Snow. 

The result has been higher expenses for maintenance 
of weaker turf that is more susceptible to disease. Several 
years ago in the Midwest, dozens of country clubs noticed that 
their bentgrass greens were dying of bacteria known as CI5 
Decline, while the greens at neighboring daily fee and municipal 
courses were unaffected. Turf-types began calling it "Rich Man's 
Disease," because it hit only the wealthy courses like Muirfield 
Village and Butler National, where the greens were cut too low. 

"Trying to maintain consistently fast greens means always 
living on the edge of disaster," says Snow. 

Some classic, old courses have now increased their speeds 
to the point that severely undulating greens are unputtable. Then 
members argue that the greens have "settled" over time and 

need to be rebuilt. Of course, all they need to do is play the 
greens at the speed they were designed for. 

Now some courses are starting to post their green speeds on 
locker room bulletin boards. This only encourages idiotic com-
petition among clubs for the fastest greens in town and leads 
macho golfers to demand higher numbers or the superinten-
dent's job. 

Longtime turf authority A1 Radko says good putting begins 
at 7 feet, 6 inches. And for everyday play, it should not get above 
9. 

The PGA Tour aims to have its greens at around 10 feet, and 
the U.S. Open shoots for 10 to 11 V2 feet. But these are once-a-
year occasions, with the host club's maintenance program tar-
geted for tournament week. 

SPEED KILLS, we've learned. If not your superintendent, your 
greens. 

—.Jerry Tarde, Indiana GCSA 
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NEW MEMBERS-MARCH 4, 1992 

Butch Brown Birch Bay Golf Club Class A 

Colin Hogue Greenhaven Golf Course D 

Wayne Jensen Tracy Country Club A 

Bruce Luchsinger Valley Townhouse Maintenance E 

Lary Falck Midwest Specialty Sales F 

Kenneth LeVoir Braun Intertec Environmental 

Incorporated F 

Dennis Sakstrup Courtland Industries F 

RECLASSIFICATIONS-MARCH 4, 1992 

Randall Allen Tartan Park B to A 

David Bauer Keller Golf Course B to A 

Alex Ell ram U of M BII to C 

Roger Hanson Green Lea Golf Course BII to B 

Thomas Hougnon Lakeview Golf Course D to BII 

Mike Olson, Membership Chairman 

Has it! Everything you need for 
professional turf management 

•Fertilizers •Control Products •Seed 
•Irrigation «Equipment »Replacement Parts «Golf Course 

Accessories »Safety Products 
•Service Brochures • Low Voltage Lighting 

(800) 321-5325 
Your Growth Partner 

LESCO, Inc., 20005 Lake Rd., Rocky River, Ohio 44116 


