
Sandy McDivot gives you an insight into 
the McDivot turf maintenance philosophy 

ENOUGH IS . 
enough 

I seem to recollect a couple of years 
ago receiving a call from Old 
Archibald, my counterpart at 
Sleepwell on the Weald GC, the club 
that time forgot. "Sandy" he said 
with more than a hint of desperation 
in his voice, "I've got some horrible 
disease all over my greens, it's all 
green and furry, you must come over 
and help me". 'Do not panic Archie," 
I said, I'm on my way". As I drove 
over, it did occur to me that the 
unseasonably wet and mild weather 
could have been the catalyst to all 
sorts of mysterious new pathogens, 
many of which poor Archie would not 
be overly familiar with. But as I had 
over the years got to know his greens 
almost as well as my own, I felt con-
fident that I could come up with 
something approaching the correct 
diagnosis. 

I met him on his 18th green as he 
was bent over looking at this horri-
ble affliction. "What on earth is it?" 
he asked me, with the look of a man 

I wonder how many of you have ever 
actually appreciated the true delights of 
Old Archibald's traditional bent/fescue 
dominated sward. Have you ever played 
on a green with the texture of tarmac, 
the look of rusty brillo and the wear 
resistance of kevlar? 

in the final throws of a nervous break-
down. I too peered at his turf and did 
indeed notice something that I had 
never seen on his immaculate sur-
faces before. 'Archie" I said, "what 
you have, is grass"! 

Now, you nave probably deduced 
from the above, that Old Archibald's 
approach to turf management leans 
towards the traditional. You may also 
conclude that he is a species of green-
keeping dinosaur that cannot attain 
the status of extinction rapidly 
enough. 

Well yes in certain respects you are 
probably correct. After all, ask him 
what a risk assessment is and he 
would probably describe it as an 
extremely useful decision making 
tool to be utilised when faced with 
the dilemma of staying for another 
pint, weighed up against the possible 
long term physical damage inflicted 
to his ear drums during the wife's wel-
come home speech. 

But despite this, I wonder how 
many of you have ever actually appre-
ciated the true delights of Old 
Archibald's traditional bent/fescue 
dominated sward. Have you ever 
played on a green with the texture of 
tarmac, the look of rusty brillo and 
the wear resistance of kevlar? Have 
you ever experienced the shear exhil-
aration of observing one of your 
members delicately tap a putt only to 
see it actually accelerate past the hole 
and into an adjacent pond? 

Anyway, to get back to his greens, 
after some discussion, both Archie 
and myself decided that this severe 
outbreak of extraneous leaf material 
was the result of the aforementioned 
weather conditions together with a 
misguided application of organic 
nitrogenous fertiliser he put down in 
1985. "I won't be doing that again in 
a hurry" he said, before explaining 
that it was the result of some espe-
cially fiendish sales techniques 
deployed by an unscrupulously 
attractive female rep. 

He then went on to elucidate on 
how this unfortunate moment of 
weakness was in direct conflict with 
his usual feeding programme which 
consisted of walldng around the 
course on a windy day while waving 
a piece of partially decomposed sea-
weed in the air. 

But before we dismiss poor Archie 
and his turf management techniques 
to the annals of antiquity, should we 
not examine the potential benefits 
that could be accrued with the utili-
sation of his type of feeding regime. 

For starters, can you imagine the 
situation of never having to go home 
on an October Friday afternoon with 
the fear that if the mood takes it, 

michrodochium navale will come in 
over the weekend and remove both 
your greens and your career in one 
fell swoop? Can you also imagine the 
scenario of learning that your irriga-
tion system has in the middle of July 
experienced a catastrophic failure 
without the slightest worry for the 
long or short-term health of your 
greens? 

Do you in reality fear that without 
a miraculous repair to the system, 
your greens would reach their expiry 
date the following afternoon? 

Had you placed a figure of £1000 
in the budget column marked fungi-
cide with the absolute certainty that 
this will give you a grand to spend on 
more important commodities such as 
top dressing? Are you able, on a day 
when the grass is covered in a heavy 
white frost, to allow play on all of 
your greens without the least fear that 
leaf damage will occur. 

Have you regular need for such 
expensive and time-consuming oper-
ations as verticutting, scarifying, 
rolling, hollow tining, overseeding or 
even switching. Well if you have, per-
haps you should consider the option 
of using a modified version or Old 
Archibald's methods. 

But apart from some of the more 
obvious benefits, there are the other 
less obvious advantages to this sys-
tem. For example, you do not have 
to concern yourself with the dispos-
al of grass clippings; there won't be 
any. Then fear not the appalling look 
of a poorly adjusted mower on your 
greens. When you aren't cutting any 
grass, mowing faults are all but invis-
ible. And remember, Archibald's 
approach is the "green" approach. 

Of course it is not all sunshine and 
roses. Take this type of nutritional 
policy on board and you will end up 
with the following problems. 

1. For starters the general greens 
texture can take on an alarming 
degree of firmness. This does then 
necessitate the need for your golfers 
to learn the art of the pitch and run 
shot on occasion. It also brings with 
it the requirement that they think 



before they aimlessly muller their 
drives in the rough vicinity of the fair-
way Failure to do so could result in 
them leaving a bunker betwixt ball 
and green, which on Archibald's sur-
faces would mean they are all but 
stuffed. 

2. Then there is the problem that 
the normally innocuous disease 
known as fairy ring will blend into 
your greens about as well as Osama 
Bin Laden at a George Bush tea par-
ty 

3. Pitch marks that have not been 
repaired or improperly repaired can 
take anything up to a year to fully 
recover, thereby necessitating the use 
of fortnightly top dressings. 

4. Then there is moss and some-
times clover, which in the absence of 
competition from grasses can run riot 
if you let it. 

5. It only takes a couple of incon-
tinent ducks to walk over your greens 
and you end up with unsightly green 
patches all over them. 

6. No dew to help guide you when 
mowing? Then you had better use 
greenkeepers intuition, as that's the 
only way you're going to see your last 
line. 

7. Also, you had better review your 
verticutting policy. Carry on doing 
that once a week and by June you'd 
have nothing left. 

By and large though, in my own 
opinion, these are problems of mere 
nuisance value when compared to all 
the benefits one can enjoy. I should 
of course point out that I am not for 
one minute suggesting that we all 
regress to the days of Old Tom 
Morris. It is just that the traditional 
approach allied to more modern day 
techniques should be considered as a 
potential option and by traditional I 
do not mean just stepping up the aer-
ation programme and easing back on 
the phosphate a bit. 

Not long ago I took the 
Sludgecombe team on a pilgrimage 
to an old links course that I remem-
bered had managed to maintain 
greens the way I like them. To me 
they were ideal. Somewhat sparse 
with the odd bit of clover in them 
perhaps, decidedly off colour cer-
tainly, but always incredibly firm, 
lightening fast and as true to putt on 
as any in the world. Yet when we 
played them, they were not as I had 
remembered. They were still good but 
somehow the poa annua had become 
dominant ana they were a bit softer 
than I recalled and they were green-
er and the grass appeared to be not 
so fine. 

They simply were not the same. So 
I contacted the greenkeeper in ques-
tion, who had only been there for a 
few years and asked of his manage-
ment policies. The answer when it 
came was as I had feared. They were 
hollow tining a couple of times a year 

and they fed them around 120 Kg of 
nitrogen and they did this and that 
to them and somehow they had lost 
what they had. I am not saying he 
had done things incorrectly oecause 
at the end of the day I don't know 
what his circumstances were. Maybe 
he had been directed by his commit-
tee to change the character of the 
greens, but they were just not as I 
remembered and I think that that is 
a great pity 

So if I have by some miracle per-
suaded you that there could be 
something in old Archibald's turf 
management philosophies, how best 
can they be put into practice? 

Well I believe it all comes down to 
getting your head around the funda-
mental principle that the least thing 
one wants is tor the grass to actually 
grow. A tough one that I know but 
let me try to convince you. To help, 
let me list the common pitfalls asso-
ciated with excessive applications of 
nitrogen and therefore grass growth. 
They are according to Dr Beard, poor 
surface quality, thatch accumulation, 
poor root growth, reduced tolerance 
to environmental stresses, decreased 
wear tolerance, higher evapotranspi-
ration rates and greater susceptibility 
to disease. 

In short if you over 
do it, your 
greens will be 
knackered. 
One then 
has to ask 
the ques-
tion, why 
do we lob 
on loads of 
fertiliser to 
create all 
this grass and 
then spend the 
rest or the time 
trying to groom, 
brush, verticut, hollow 
core and scarify it all 
away again. It just doesnt 
make sense. You could 
argue that all these opera-
tions are carried out so as to 
avoid the pitfalls, but why 
not just stop applying nitro-
gen. That way you will 
automatically avoid thatch 
build up, achieve good root 
growth, create higher tolerance 
to environmental stresses, 
improve the wear resistance, 
have less need for irrigation and 
have little disease to worry 
about. 

So what do I perceive to be the 
correct annual levels of applied 
nitrogen. Well I would say about 
20 to 30 Kg per hectare, or 
to put it another way 
about 10% of what 
the fertiliser 
compa-
nies 

recommend. In my humble opinion, 
that should be more than sufficient 
on most established greens. If you are 
getting too much moss and turf thin-
ning, add a bit more, while if you are 
not getting any, cut the nitrogen 
down. Now I know what you are all 
saying and the word begins with "B" 
and I don't mean balderdash, but it 
has been done many times before and 
on all types of greens. Of course I do 
recognise that I am in no way aware 
of your own political situation with 
your members, but it does disappoint 
me when people simply dismiss the 
true traditional greenkeeping alter-
native as not being an option. I am 
telling you, it can work if the com-
munication channels are in place and 
it is done properly 

To finish my argument, let me relay 
an account of a conversation I had 
with a fellow greenkeeper many 
moons ago who had two courses to 
look after. One of them, for one rea-
son or another, was subject to 
prohibitive laws and regulations that 
meant he 
could do 
noth-

ing to these greens without a visit to 
the planning department and a 
lengthy and degrading bout of grov-
elling. The other course was basically 
a bog standard parkland layout 
owned and run by the members. He 
explained that his greens on the first 
course were in excellent condition 
and a pleasure to putt on and that 
they basically looked after them-
selves. However, his greens on the 
parkland course were showing all 
sorts of problems to the point where 
he had to constantly hollow core, 
overseed, topdress, scarify, vertidrain 
and most importantly of all, feed 
them on a regular basis. On the first 
course he had a bent fescue sward 
while on the other, despite all his 
work he had a predominance ofpoa 
annua and a heap of problems. 

I leave the conclusions to your-
selves. 

Sandy McDivot, Head Greenkeeper, 
Sludgecombe Pay and Play. 




