
Bill Hawthorn looks at 
the history of golf course 
irrigation in the UK 

There is a widely held belief that 
automatic irrigation of golf 

courses is a relatively modern inter-
vention. At the 19th hole you will 
hear tales of golf courses that have 
supposedly been 'ruined' by pop-up 
sprinkler irrigation and in particular 
you will hear reference to some of 
the famous links courses, with tales 
of how their fairways have been 
totally wrecked. It might therefore 
surprise some of you to learn that 
two of the oldest golf courses in 
Britain have practised fairway irriga-
tion for over 90 years. At St 
Andrews the pipeline system 
through the Links essentially com-
prises a five inch cast iron main 
which was laid down in the last cen-
tury, including hydrant outlet points 
along the fairways. The Royal St 
Georges Golf Club at Sandwich had 
a cast iron main installed at the 
beginning of this century and that 
also had hydrant outlet points for 
the fairways. It is interesting to note 
also that the pipeline laid at St 
Andrews all those years ago forms 
part of a modern automated irriga-
tion system in use today. 

Irrigation of golf courses was a 
labour intensive affair until the 

1960s. In more leisurely times, 
when the amount of play on courses 
was quite low and labour was 
cheap, it made sense for water to be 
applied by a hand-held hose or from 
a strategically placed rotating sprin-
kler. These rotating sprinklers came 
into being in the 1920s. They were 
normally heavy iron affairs requir-
ing two men to drag them about 

and having giant arms which 
rotated by a reaction from the water 
jet. In 1933 in the USA the impact 
drive mechanism for rotating a 
sprinkler was invented, leading 
immediately to a dramatic reduction 
in the size of the sprinkler unit. The 
design developed at that time con-
tinues to remain in production 
throughout the world in a funda-

mentally unchanged form. 
In the United States during th 

late 1950s it became apparent th; 
if one of these compact sprinklei 
could be taken and placed into 
housing in the ground, the 
designed to 'pop-up' when the watf 
came on, one could more conve 
niently set a sprinkler system t 
water a golf course. Hence the poj 
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up sprinkler for heavy turf applica-
tions was born. Engineers worked 
on other ways of rotating sprinklers, 
mainly by using a turbine driven by 
water through the gears. In this way 
the gear-driven pop-up sprinkler 
was born. American engineers soon 
began to utilise these sprinklers in 
order to more easily irrigate the 
thousands of golf courses in the 
Sunbelt states of the USA and quite 
soon on golf courses located in hot 
climates in other parts of the world. 

In 1964 the writer was charged 
with the task of introducing auto-
matic pop-up sprinkler irrigation to 
British golf courses. It was in the 
winter of 1964/65 that three 
courses had an automatic system 
introduced to water their greens, 
the very first being the Handsworth 
Golf Club in Birmingham. The tech-
nology was basic, although the fun-
damental principals were the same 
as they are today. That system had 
five plastic gear-driven sprinklers 
around each green, fed with water 
by a 24 volt AC pilot solenoid oper-
ated valve connected by a network 
of cables back to a sequence timer at 
the pumphouse. The water was 
drawn into the system from a lake, 

utilising an item which is still in 
common use today: a Grundfos mul-
tistage pump. 

Although the impetus to develop 
the first pop-up sprinkler equipment 
and control systems lay in the USA, 
mainly due to their climatic condi-
tions dictating the development of a 
sophisticated irrigation manufactur-
ing base, from the very beginning 
British engineers started to intro-
duce their own ideas. The American 
approach to controlling sprinklers 
was by using a hydraulic control 
tube arrangement with miles of 
spaghetti-like plastic tubes con-
nected to a controller of the rotary 
valve system variety. We British 
took the American valves and modi-
fied them for electrical operation. In 
a similar manner, the first reliable 
irrigation controller was an Ameri-
can hydraulic unit converted into 
electrical operation. 

Those who are unaware of the 
complexities of keeping a golf 
course in top condition are often 
amazed to discover that irrigation 
takes place in the UK at all. 
Although it rains frequently it is also 
a cruel fact that rain does not 
always fall at exactly the ««• 36 

NORTH STAFFS IRRIGATION 
An Independent Company 

At North Staffs Irrigation we 
can offer a range of equipment 
suitable for your irrigation 
project. A full design and 
installation service is provided 
ensuring an effective and 
efficient system tailored to your individual 
needs. We offer: 

* Fully automatic Irrigation 
Systems (including greens, tees, 
approaches, etc.) 

* Manual Control Irrigation 
Systems 

* Phased Installations 
(allowing a basic water supply 
to be built upon to achieve full 
automatic irrigation over a 
period to suit your available 
finance) 

Recent contracts include: Bangor, Sherwood 
Forest, Fairhaven, Beau Desert, Prestatyn, Accring-
ton, etc, etc. 

Contact us on 0785 812706, Fax 0782 395734 or 
at Ivy Mill, Longton Road, Stone, 

Staffordshire ST15 8TB. 
We are founder members of the BTLLA. 
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The major advantage of an automatically controlled system is in the word control'; 

35 • right time. Golf course 
greens in particular are now con-
structed to provide exceedingly free 
draining surfaces which remain 
suitable for play in the wettest con-
ditions. Consequently, in any spell 
of dry weather, moisture levels 
soon fall to a point where turfgrass 
can enter into a stress condition. 
The major advantage of an auto-
matically controlled system may be 
found in the word 'control'. It is 
vital that a greenkeeper should be 

able to apply just the right amount 
of water at just the right time if he 
is to obtain the best results. 

Since those early days there has 
been an explosion in the number of 
supplying companies and the range 
of irrigation equipment available. 
Equally, the extent of irrigation 
considered necessary has grown in 
line with the demand for golf. With 
golf courses crammed with players 
from dawn to dusk, an efficient 
automatic watering system has 

become as vital a tool for the green-
keeper to maintain a course in good 
condition as having a good mower 
or slitter. 

It was British irrigation engineers 
who first tackled the problems of 
complexity in an installation by 
reducing the amount of electric 
cable necessary. The first ever suc-
cessful two-wire irrigation con-
troller was produced by 
Watermation in the late 1970s and 
it may now be seen that two or 

three wire digitally controlled sys-
tems are the norm. Manufacture in 
the UK of pop-up sprinklers and 
control systems began in earnest as 
a real commercial proposition in 
the early 1980s. Now, by way of a 
most welcome reversal, British 
made pop-up sprinklers are being 
exported for installation on golf 
courses in the USA. 

• T h e author, Bill Hawthorn , is manag-
ing director of W a t e r m a t i o n Sprinkler 
& Controls Limited. 
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FLANDERBLADE LTD 
A family firm with over twenty 

years experience 
(fourteen as our own company) 

We design, supply and install 
irrigation systems 

We mainly install Hunter 
gear-driven sprinklers 

Maintenance contracts available 

Video available of work 
completed 
Call Mr Laker 

Tel/Fax: (0903) 724545 
Mobile: (0831) 200072 

Flanderblade Ltd., 20 Whiteacre, 
Littlehampton, West Sussex BN17 7JA 

FULL MEMBER OF BTLIA 

As professional distributors and 
installers of irrigation equipment 
for over 21 years w e wil l put 
our experience behind you. 

So make our reputation your choice." 

^ G L E N HEAT & IRRIGATION LTD, 
PINCHBECK, SPALDING, 

LINCS. PE11 3UE 
Telephone: 

(0775) 722327 
Facsimile 

(0775) 725444 
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Prime Watermen Ltd 
WANGFORD • BECCLES • SUFFOLK NR34 8AX. TEL: (050 278) 481. FAX: (050 278) 729 

QUALITY EQUIPMENT - RELIABILITY 
PRACTICAL ENGINEERING - VALUE FOR MONEY 

These are what you can expect when you choose a Weather-matic irrigation system 
designed and installed by PRIME WATERMEN LTD. 

To benefit from these and our wealth of installations experience - contact us now on 
050 278 481 

IRRIGATION BY P R I M E - C O M M I T M E N T TO RELIABILITY AND SERVICE W e a t h e r 
LAWN AND TURF 

matic . 
IRRIGATION 

THE WINNING CHOICE IN 
SPORTS FIELD IRRIGATION 

There is no specific system that meets the demand for 
every sports field. That's w h y Rain Bird offer a choice 
of systems to meet the individual requirements of your 
sport, local conditions, budget, water and manpower . 

PREFERRED BY PROFESSIONALS WORLDWIDE 
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