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Number 1: ROYAL BIRKDALE 

Invitation 
Tom O'Brien was instantly impressed with Royal 

Birkdale when he walked the course for the first time 

13 years ago. At the age of 48, he accepted the Head 

Greenkeeper's post in what could have been his last 

opportunity to handle an Open Championship, as well 

as his first. JOHN NELSON met the man who is again 

preparing his course for a world-class test of golf 

Tom O'Brien, B.E.M., is the name. On his shoulders rests 
the reputation of Royal Birkdale for providing a world-

class test of golf at The 120th Open in July. It could not be 
in better hands. 

Tom's the head greenkeeper and this will be his second 
Open preparation. He had his baptism in 1983 and although 
it was an experience not without its traumas, his course was 
universally acclaimed. Now, once again, he's in the hot seat, 
under the spotlight. What kind of man is he? How has he 
gone about preparing the course? Was it a benefit having 
done it before? How can other head greenkeepers gain from 
such experience? 

Golf and greenkeeping have been his whole life. Indeed, 
he grew up as part of the Scottish tradition whereby golf 
was the natural thing to do. Everyone played and virtually 
every village had its own course. He comes from Muirhead, 
Glasgow originally and on leaving school immediately start-
ed a career as a greenkeeper. He joined his local club -
Mount Ellen - as the junior member of its green staff. 

Mount Ellen is a downland course and Tom joined a team 
of four. He stayed 17 years and there he learnt his craft - as 
well as marrying a local girl and raising two sons. In those 
days - as always I guess - it was the head greenkeeper who 
determined whether or not you made the grade. Tom was 
lucky. The Mount Ellen head insisted on the highest stan-
dards, taught Tom all he knew, and made sure he got a 
thorough training. It was all practical training and know-
how, of course. Tom didn't have the opportunity for study-
ing college theory, but this didn't turn him against academic 
learning or against those who were college trained. He 
accepts the academic view - except when it goes against 
common-sense! He was taught always to listen to other 
views - and then make up his own mind. 

Anyway it paid off. He was able to join the ranks of head 
greenkeeper and get his own course. It was not initially 
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in Scotland, but France, where he became 'superinten-
dent' at a USAF Base course near Paris. He liked it there, but 
eventually felt the urge to return to Scotland. He successfully 
applied for the head greenkeeper post at Gullane, with its 
three courses. This was his first exposure to links courses 
and he was, and remains, full of praise for the Gullane links. 

He also got to know Muirfield and its head greenkeeper. 
Muirfield was a current venue for The Open and the Gullane 
links were used for qualifying. It was at Gullane that he first 
began to have ambitions to handle an Open Championship. 
He realised, however, that this would mean leaving Gullane 
and although he speculated about Muirfield he decided it 
would be foolish to wait for the vacancy of head greenkeep-
er to occur since there was no guarantee of his getting it. He 
would have to look elsewhere. 

Then as now, there were just seven Open Championship 
venues, four in Scotland and three in England, so the choice 
was limited. He accepted the need for patience and resigned 
himself to possibly a long wait. 

The first to become vacant was Royal Birkdale in 1978. 
Tom discussed it with his wife, applied - and the rest, as 
they say, is history. He was 48, and felt this could well be his 
last opportunity - as well as his first! 

Arriving early, he walked the course and was instantly 
impressed. Notwithstanding the splendour of Gullane, he'd 
never seen a more inviting course and it instantly appealed. 
'You can tell immediately' he said, 'if a course is for you', and 
Royal Birkdale was. He felt at home with its sense of feel, of 
visual appeal and scale, and it all felt right. 

Tom hadn't rated his chances over highly. He lacked aca-
demic qualifications, but had 33 years experience of green-
keeping, caring for top class links courses as well as down-
land and parkland courses and, of course, he was a success-
ful head greenkeeper. 

He got the job and he's never looked back. He's enjoyed 
every minute and the family immediately took to Southport 
where they've settled. When the day comes to retire, he'll 
stay there. 

He was all set to realise every greenkeeper's ambition - to 
handle an Open Championship. This was to be in 1983, so 
he had ample opportunity to get to know his course and its 
idiosyncrasies - and to worry about it, of course. In the event 
- apart from one hiccup - it all turned out alright. But he 
found it a humbling experience. 'The realisation comes' he 
said, 'that you've been entrusted with ensuring that your 
course stand up to scrutiny - that it provides the best test for 
the world's best golfers'. 

The R&A help beforehand by inviting head greenkeepers 
from all Open venues to be its guests at prior Opens, and in 
Tom's case he was to visit four other venues before his own 
ordeal. 

He now thinks he was perhaps a bit too cautious with his 
cutting of the greens in 1983 and also revealed that it was 
during this, his first Open, that he suffered his greatest 

He was all 
set to 
realise every 
greenkeep-
er's ambition 
- to handle 
an Open 
Champi-
onship. This 
was to be in 
1983, so he 
had ample 
opportunity 
to get to 
know his 
course and 
its idiosyn-
crasies 
- and to 
worry about 
it, of course 

upset. A 'phone call in the early hours told that the 6th green 
had been sabotaged. Could he come at once? He was collect-
ed by police car. 

Vandals had dug it up in six places to a depth and width of 
over a foot and slogans had been spray painted all over the 
green. A protest group claimed responsibility. Tom inspected 
the damage by torchlight and made plans for a 4am start to 
patch things up. But by daylight it was obvious that it would 
take months to restore the green to its former glory. It must 
have come close to breaking Tom's heart. He said he'd never 
felt so low. 

In the event, start of play was delayed by just 20 minutes -
to allow the repair work to be completed. The tee was 
brought forward 30-40 yards to make it possible to carry the 
cross bunkers and then play a short iron to the green. Dam-
aged areas were designated G.U.R. and two undamaged 
avenues allowed players to replace their ball to hole out. 
Part of the fringe was cut to make it part of the putting sur-
face. Five white slogans were repainted green to make them 
less legible and the BBC agreed not to give any TV exposure, 
thus minimising the publicity sought by the vandals. 

The R&A subsequently stated that it would meet any cost 
involved and give any assistance required in restoring the 
green to the very fine standard of the other 17 greens. 

Tom explained his preparation for this year's Open - espe-
cially the greens - and his thinking behind it. He was some-
what sceptical about media talk that there was a special pro-
gramme. 'Royal Birkdale', he said, 'is a members' course and 
they expect to be able to play on it every day.' 

So his programme is special every day. The course must be 
maintained in first class condition 365 days a year - includ-
ing Christmas Day! Unlike Augusta, the course is not closed 
for work to be carried out without interruption. Nor is there 
the luxury of a few days grace once The Open is over. People 
queue to be first to play the course the very next day. 

It's all very well for tournament players to say that the 
greens will be great for members when they leave. He appre-
ciates the need for greens to be at their peak from the begin-
ning of the tournament, but they don't have to maintain 
them afterwards - day in, day out - or carry the can if he 
loses them afterwards. The same applies to tees, for 
although some are created just for The Open, many are not. 
Many are members tees of limited size, and used continually 
up to, during and immediately after by members and visi-
tors. Some holes would lose their character if played from 
new tees, the 9th being a good example, for they would 
have to remove the legendary marker post landmark for the 
drive! 

Having said this, Tom readily admitted that he took his 
preparation for The Open very seriously. His approach is sys-
tematic and includes aeration, feeding, minimum watering 
and measured grass cutting. 

Commenting on the quality of Birkdale sand, he said it 
was very fine, didn't retain water and therefore must be kept 



Royal Birkdale's working calendar 
AERATION: Throughout the year Tom O'Brien aerates the greens weekly, 
stepped up at the back end of the year to 2/3 times a week. 
TOP DRESSING: He dresses the greens once a month before The Open with 
a Buxton sand of a consistent grade and particle size, specified by the STRI. 

VERTICUTS: Every two weeks until two weeks before the tournament. 
TURF GROOMING: He uses Turf Groomers all the time. The height is adjust-
ed according to grass growth. 

GRASS GROWTH: Greens are cut every day. In January, February and March 
there isn't much growth because the turf is links grass and east winds retard 
development. It's more a case of trimming than cutting - he calls it 'topping'. 
GRASS CUTS: He cuts in two directions at 90 degrees. During The Open 
week he cuts the greens three times a day - once early morning, twice at night. 
LENGTH OF CUT: Before The Open - three-sixteenths, during The Open -
one-eighth of an inch. 

WATERING: Yes, he uses water, but only if absolutely necessary. 

damp but not swamped. This, he emphasised, is where local 
knowledge was so important - as it was with the weather -
and why he would stick with his hard-won knowledge about 
his own course and not be overawed by those who, whilst 
undisputably expert in their own fields, lacked detailed local 
knowledge. 

The variable and unpredictable local weather proved that 
a rigid programme wouldn't work. To plan to carry out the 
same jobs every Monday morning would result in complete 
frustration. Thus he'd learnt to adapt to what each day 
brought with it. 

Asked if the snow in February, which stayed around, had 
affected his schedule, he opined that it had been a blessing 
in disguise. It allowed the ground to rest and there had been 
no ill-effects, the often magnifying action of sun on snow 
causing no burn-up. 

Happy with his preparation up to the start of the golf sea-
son, he'd been very gratified when the R&A at their first 
Open preview for the media, held in March, declared them-
selves very satisfied with the course. 

But then he'd had to cope with a prolonged drought. 
Throughout May there'd been the least rainfall for 100 
years. The Weather Centre reported a record low of 8.4mm 
for the month and there was no sign of rain to come! 

Nonetheless conscious that he would be judged by his 
greens, he drew a contrast between Birkdale and Augusta, 
where the one topic of player conversation would be the 
greens and their speed compared with previous years, by 
saying that his test of golf started with each tee and the win-
ner would be the one who played the best golf from tee to 
green as well as putting the best. 

His greens, he promised, would have enough pace to pose 
a real challenge although they would not be as fast as 
Augusta. Nor did they have Augusta's severe undulations -
in fact they appear on TV as seemingly bland and flat. But 
they do have their own subtleties - ask any member! 

It's his policy to make all the greens the same speed, but 
he must work with the natural conditions and these vary for 
different greens. 'The 6th is probably the fastest' he said, 'but 
take, for example, the 2nd and 8th and compare them.' The 
2nd is sheltered from the sun and protected from wind by 
trees, whereas the 8th is exposed and unprotected. He con-
fessed he didn't use a stimpmeter or pentrometer but had 
his own ways to measure speed and firmness. 

He smiled with gentle irony as he told of the extra staff 
drafted in for The Open. 'If they're necessary now, they're 
surely necessary all the time, aren't they?' he asked. 

A golfer himself, he thought it helped him as a greenkeep-
er. He plays much less now and his handicap has risen from 
nine to nearer 18. He doesn't play at Royal Birkdale 
although he started off that way, finding he didn't enjoy his 
golf as he was always seeing little things that demanded 
attention. Now he plays at Southport Old Links and by play-
ing away from home any perceived problems are not his, 
and he enjoys his golf. 

He is looking forward to his second Open Championship, 
not least because he meets greenkeepers from other Open 
venues and BIGGA members who come to help him keep the 
course in good order during the event. For their part I am 
sure they also will be looking forward to meeting Tom. I 
doubt if any other greenkeeper is held in higher esteem than 
Tom O'Brien, Head Greenkeeper, Royal Birkdale Golf Club. 
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How to 
create 
your own 
policy on 
handling 
chemical 
waste 

JON ALLBUTT on the disposal of chemical 
containers and tank washings 

As NPTC examiners we listen as the Foundation Module 
Test candidates recite the litany of options available for 

disposing of old chemicals, used containers and tank wash-
ings. It sounds impressive enough until you look closely at 
those options and try to see how they might work on a golf 
course. 

Take for example the disposing of used containers. The 
problems of finding a suitable site for burying are so great 
as to make this option unworkable on a golf course, similar-
ly the option of burning certain types of container is also a 
non-starter. Most containers find their way into a skip or on 
a rubbish tip... try explaining that to the Inspector when he 
or she visits and starts asking those awkward questions! So 
what is the best way of dealing with the problem? 

All containers must be rinsed and the rinsings put into the 
spray tank. The empty containers must then be rendered 
unusable again, with puncturing in several places being the 
best way of ensuring that they are not re-used for carrying 
petrol, or worse! The containers should then be kept in a 
safe place until there are enough to justify a trip to the 
council tip, enquiring of your local authority first to be sure 
you take them to the right place. An alternative strategy is 
to use the disposal services offered by the manufacturer or 
distributor - both Chipman and Envirogreen (Maxwell Hart) 
offer such a service. 

There are no options available for disposing of unwanted 
concentrate. An authorised waste disposal contractor is the 
only route available for this job. Remember, it is a breach of 
the Pesticides Regulations to store non-approved pesticides 
and this includes old wood preservatives. 

The options for disposing of tank washings also become a 
problem when looked at in the context of the golf course. 
The options of constructing a soakaway or using a 'designat-
ed area' fall down when you approach your local office of 
the National Rivers Authority. In general you can expect 
your local official to be less than enthusiastic! There are 
units available that will filter the pesticides out of the wash-
ings, though these are more suitable to those who use much 
more pesticide than we do and are also quite expensive to 
buy. 

It is possible to have a specially constructed wash down 
and rinsing area that drains into a tank which is periodically 
pumped out and disposed of by a licensed contractor. You 
will need to take care that rain does not fill the tank by fit-
ting a cover over the drain when not in use. The best 
method is to spray out the washings on an area compatible 
with the product label approval, for example if greens have 
been sprayed with a selective weed-killer, the rinsings and 
tank washings can then be sprayed on the fairway. In cer-
tain circumstances the tank washings can be re-used for 
another spraying job providing the same product is to be 
used again. If the washings are to be re-used they must be 
kept in a sealed container properly labelled to avoid misuse. 

The new edition of the Amenity Code of Practice for the 
use of Approved Pesticides is in the process of being revised 
and reprinted. It will contain advice on how the job of using 

some pesticides is now subject to risk assessments under the 
COSHH Regulations and having a copy of this Code of Prac-
tice is an essential first step in forming a policy on the han-
dling of chemical waste. Copies will be available from the 
NTC in the autumn, with details appearing in this magazine. 

There is a lot of concern about the pollution of water and 
the NRA is responsible for enforcing the new Regulations 
under the Water Act and the Pesticides Regulations. The 
very new Environment Protection Act will also have an 
impact for users of potential pollutants of any kind. 

To avoid the risk of prosecution under one or .all of the 
Regulations now in force, make sure you have a clearly writ-
ten policy on how you will tackle the problem of disposals. 
Before you establish your policy make a draft and consult 
those listed in the Code of Practice. After their comments 
have been taken into account, introduce the policy to your 
staff and make sure they fol low it. It will be necessary to 
carry out periodic checks to make sure the policy is being 
carried our correctly - don't assume that staff will follow it 
to the letter! 

• Jon Allbutt will be presenting his highly informative lectures 
on COSHH and the Food and Environment Protection Act at 
BIGGA Management Courses in November. 

GOLF COURSE SIGNS 
Designed to your own specification. Strongly 
manufactured. Maintenance free, chip resistant, 

club motif if required. 

Choice of colours 
Ring now and just let us know what you need 

A C & M Birch Ltd 
Golf Signs 
Unit GH1, Platts Lane, 
Burscough, Lanes. L40 7TE 

Telephone: Alan Birch 0704 896177/892997 



• Working in Canada • Sharp words for 'Mr Scargill' • Environmental vandalism 
• Your informative reply to Barry Moggridge's letter (March issue) regarding 
employment in the USA prompts me to pose a similar question regarding 
employment in Canada. 

My work and qualifications are near identical to those of Barry and, like 
him, I'm travelling abroad in the autumn for a holiday. My destination is 
Toronto, where I have aspirations of obtaining work in the near future. 

After reading your reply I became concerned about the 'green card' issue 
and whether such restrictions apply to Canada. 

Please advise me and if possible give information on jobs available or 
organisations I may contact. 

PAUL McGRAlL Ashton-in-Makerfield Golf Club 
Discussing Paul's request with the Canadian High Commission, I learned that 

similar restrictions to those in the USA also apply. A Canadian Country Club 

employer seeking to recruit emigrant staff must first satisfy the Canadian 

Employment Centre that stringent efforts have been made to fill a specific post 

with a native born Canadian and that such efforts have failed. Only when this is 

proved beyond doubt will the Canadian High Commission in Britain entertain 

an application, which must then be accompanied by an "Employer Validation 

Certificate", in effect a form of employer sponsorship. Exceptions are made for 

the recruitment of specialists in world-wide short supply and include such as 

nurses, midwives and some doctors. Having a blood relative resident in Canada 

does also help, though is by no means a guarantee. With the Canadian turfgrass 

industry applying similar management techniques to those employed in the USA, 

it seems the odds are stacked against an emigrant applicant. 

• I feel I must respond to 'Mr Scargill's' letter in the April issue. First, I do not 
think the committee set-up at Mr Carr's Club has anything to do with attend-
ing lectures. Until this year all Northern Section lectures were held in the 
evening, but this year we tried afternoon lectures and they were poorly 
attended. Of course we greenkeepers work strange hours, but surely no work 
is pressing enough to keep a greenkeeper out on his course at 8pm on a Jan-
uary evening! 

Second, does anyone, or should anyone, get expenses for attending lec-
tures? I certainly do not and would not expect payment for what is partly a 
social outing anyway. 

Third, concerning travel from remote areas: we've had members travelling 
from as far afield as Hull and Lincoln, which is a credit to them for making 
the effort. 

As for waiting 13 years for a toilet to be installed, where does the fault lie? 
It is the responsibility of every employer BY LAW to provide washing and toi-
let facilities for staff members. If Mr Scargill's toilet flushes I assume mains 
water is available, so the solution to proper washing - a hot water geyser 
costing about £50 - is there. Where, I wonder, does Mr Scargill wash after 
spraying? What would happen if there was a spillage? It is not only the fault 
of the Club, but also the responsibility of the head greenkeeper to ensure 
these facilities are provided for his staff. Committees are sometimes blamed 
for things of which they are unaware and it is incumbent upon head green-
keepers to present in a proper and professional manner the details of their 
employers obligations. 

Mr Scargill, has your Club got a written Safety Policy document, a visible 
copy of the Factories Act, Contracts of Employment, copies of Insurance Lia-
bility, protective clothing, first aid kits, fire extinguishers, an accident book, a 
spraying log book, COSHH assessments, chemical inventory, safety signs and 
proper chemical storage? All these MUST be provided, to be seen and used, 
AT EVERY PLACE OF WORK. If yours is not the case, I suggest a written 
report to committee may help, or a telephone call to your local Health and 
Safety Officer. 

BOB LUPTON Secretary Northern Section 

• The advent of imported bark fumigated with the pesticide methyl bromide 

Utters 
is causing increased anxiety amongst both purchasers and suppliers of natu-
rally processed home produced barks. As a major handler of solely British 
bark from sustainable resource forests which is naturally processed, I feel it is 
important to draw attention to this controversial issue. 

Imports of bark are banned under Britain's plant health organisations. 
However, it appears that if it is proved to the Forestry Commission's satisfac-
tion that the product does not present a plant health risk to British forests, 
the Commission has the power to grant licences to import normally prohibit-
ed material. So, to ensure there is no such risk, the imported bark is fumigat-
ed, before being landed, with methyl bromide gas to kill any insect or fungal 
infestation. 

As I see it, this is an act of environmental vandalism. It is contaminating an 
otherwise sound natural product with a poison, a halogenated hydrocarbon -
the same family in fact as CFCs. Methyl bromide is toxic and leaves residues 
on organic materials and bark thus treated cannot be accepted as wholly nat-
ural. Certainly the Soil Association will not endorse it as such. 

In the current climate of environmental awareness untreated British bark 
must be the preferred product, but how can the buyer know which is treated 
with pesticides and which is not? 

We feel strongly that products should pass an environmental audit to prove 
them ecologically sound in terms of origin, process and use and guarantee 
that our bark is free of any chemical additives. It is hoped that those profes-
sional companies with sound environmental ethics will make similar state-
ments. Buyers should ask for written guarantees to state that the bark has not 
been treated or mixed with methyl bromide or any other harmful chemicals. 

Imported bark may make economic sense but environmentally, while it is 
chemically treated, it is simply unacceptable. 

JOHN LATTER Melcourt Industries, Gloucester 

• The article appearing in your April issue (Keith McKee on 'Nitrogen versus 
other nutrients') gives rise to a point on which I must take issue. Because fer-
tiliser rates are the subject of argument, and if printed articles, by Keith or 
others in the fertiliser industry, are not crystal-clear and accurate, how can 
the poor greenkeeper, struggling with a flood of information, be expected to 
discount mis-information? 

Okay, Keith would say 'Yes, everyone knows I meant P2O5'. But he and 
your excellent magazine (as a source of reliable information) should be as 
near perfect as possible. The expression of phosphorus and potassium content 
needs care in the use of the elemental symbols P and K. They can be used by 
themselves in text as abbreviations for phosphorus and potassium respective-
ly. But when used with numerals, as in '5 kg/ha P' or '6 oz/yd 2 K they relate 
(or should relate!) to the quantity of the pure element, as opposed to the 
oxides P2O5 (phosphate) and K 2 0 (potash) which are the usual forms for 
expressing fertiliser content. The factors for converting units P to units P2O5, 
etc., are: 

P x 2.29 = P 2 0 5 : P 2 0 5 x 0.44 = P 
K x 1.21 = K 2 0 : K 2 0 X 0.83 = K 

If your magazine was not so good I'd not bother. It's only because of the 
trust it generates that I want to see reliability on this point! 

JOHN SHILDRICK 
John Shildrick is Chief Executive of The National Turfgrass Council. 

1 f The full story of Harry Colt whose talents enriched five 'Open' layouts, 
U 1 v Pine Valley, Sunningdale.Wentworth, etc., etc. 

+ His partners Hugh Alison, John Morrison, Dr. Alister MacKenzie 
+ Their war-time letters & postwar problems 1939 -1951 

Golf Course Architects + An appreciation of Colt's legacies to golf and posterity 
by + A selection from contemporary records and his own essays 

FredHawtree + a |jStjng of over 300 Colt, Alison, Morrison, MacKenzie courses 

& Co. 

Foreword by 
sir Denis Thatcher, Bt^ M.B.E., T.D. 224 pages. Case bound +16 pages separate booklet. 

Cambuc Archive Due out 14th July. Price £28.50 + £1.50 (UK p/p). US$56.50 + $6.50 
Publishing imprint of Hawtree Golf Course Architects & Consultants 3/5 Oxford Street Woodstock Oxford OX7 



A The micro-precision Greens Unit with Verti-Groom attachment, 

ß The GT Champion's electronic control panel. 

C 3-way adjustable seat with flip-up armrests 

It takes years to perfect the 

greenkeeper's art. 

But you can still pick up a few useful 

pointers in a week. Particularly if you 

spend it at the wheel of a new 

Ran somes GT. 

If you'd like to try it, you only have to ask. 

Choose the GT Champion, with its second-generation 

electronics, or the G T Classic, with simple but effective 

hydraulic controls. 

See for yourself the perfectly - groomed finish achieved 

THERE'S NO SHORT CUT TO PERFECT GROOMING 



— — — 

Please send me full details of the new Ransomes GT range, and 
ask my local dealer to contact me to arrange a week's tr ial 
wi thout obl igat ion. 

Name: 

Position 

Club 

Address 

GL.7.91 

Ransomes Sims & Jefferies Limited 
Ransomes Way, Ipswich, England I P 3 9 Q G 

Tel: (0473) 270000 Telex: 98174 Fax: (0473) 270032 

RANSOMES <8> 

(WELL, ONLY ONE.) 
AD 
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r by the 9-blade Greens Units, with their Verti 

attachments to control lateral growth and thatch. 

And try for size the superb new driver's seat: 

generously upholstered, fitted with flip-up 

arm-rests, and adjustable every which way. 

For all the details of both 

machines (and a week's loan of one) 

simply ring Trevor Knight at 

Ransomes, or return the 

coupon. And see how, just for 

once, you can take a short cut to perfection. 

- Groom 



Patchy turf. 
Dying trees. 

Shrivelling shrubs. 

The problem 
lies in the soil 

Soilcare offers a complete service to cure causes 
of poor growth in turf, trees and shrubs. 

We offer soil analysis and formulate and supply 
appropriate soil conditioners. With associates, a 
full service of Terralift ing, verti-draining, soil 
conditioner application and tree root feeding 

is offered. 

The proven Terralift system probes 30in deep to 
ameliorate areas of deep soil compaction and 
poor drainage - without damaging the surface. 
Soil conditioners and root feeds can be 

incorporated by the Terralift. 

Whatever your soil-borne problem, Soilcare may 
solve it - call us now. 

The answer lies 
with Soilcare 

AD 
REF 
46 

SOILCARE 
(incorporating Colin Pryce Terralift) 

Unit 3, Bush Farm, Nedging, Ipswich Suffolk, IP7 7BL 
Tel: (0449) 741012 Fax: (0449) 741012 

AVERY 
How to win the battle against compaction: 

a Greenkeeper International special report 

One of the major battles every greenkeeper must win if he is to gain the 
respect of his employers and Club members is the battle against com-

paction. We hear so much these days about compaction and its associated 
problems that it is important for our members to understand precisely what is 
meant by compaction, how it affects our courses, and what can be done to 
alleviate it. 

First, let us identify the problem. Plants have basic requirements if they are 
to thrive: food, water, warmth and light are all obvious and readily spring to 
mind. In addition to this they require the right growing medium. This usually 
means soil. Soil should be open and contain a high proportion of air as 
healthy plants require oxygen within the root zones. These air gaps and pock-
ets provide the passageways through which water can easily move and be 
stored. This aids both drainage and irrigation. It is also through these gaps 
that the plant pushes its root systems. 

Compaction exists within the soil when it has been pressed together, caus-
ing these air gaps and pockets to close. As soon as compaction starts, the 
micro-environment within the soil moves in a downward spiral. Having closed 
the air gaps, oxygen can no longer keep the soil sweet. Decaying organic mat-
ter gives off methane, which will now remain locked in the soil, making it 
sour. Water can no longer drain through the soil, which adds to this problem 
as it becomes stagnant. 

Neither can the water be drawn up through the the soil by capillary action 
to supply the plants' requirements. The grass roots are now in a hostile envi-
ronment and start to retreat towards the surface. The plant can no longer 
thrive and will begin to lose its healthy green colour. The technical term for 
this is chlorotic. 

If nothing is done to correct the basic problem it becomes tempting for 
Clubs to treat the symptoms. More water is required to keep shallow rooted 
grasses alive. Since shallow roots find it difficult to obtain food, fertiliser is 
also applied, and as every greenkeeper will tell you, we now have the classic 
situation for a build-up of thatch. If allowed to continue, the thatch will cause 
the soil to dry out even more. 

The root zones will become even more shallow until they almost only exist 
within their own layer of thatch. This causes a root break, where the turf on 
the greens is often not attached to the soil layer at all. More water and more 
fertiliser is required to keep the grass alive, and so the spiral continues. 

By now the ideal environment has been created for the build up of various 
bugs and diseases which tend to survive in the sour damp micro-climate of 
thatch. The most obvious of these is fusarium, although there are several oth-
ers which can be just as devastating. At this point many a strong man has 
been known to go weak at the knees, but let us not despair. Rather let us ask 
ourselves a few questions which may 
help us to avoid getting to this point, 
or if we are already there, help us to 
reverse the cycle. 

The first question is: 'What causes 
compaction?' The answer is traffic. 
Traffic through construction, traffic 
through maintenance and traffic 
through play. While there is little that 
may done about traffic in construc-
tion, there is a great deal which can 
be done by greenkeepers and the Club 
to reduce unnecessary maintenance 
and play traffic. It seems obvious to us 
that players and maintenance vehicles 
should be kept to the proper paths 
and walk-ways. However, greenkeep-
ers often complain that golfers ignore 
barriers and signs, but I wonder how 
often they are set a bad example by 
green staff sometimes riding unneces-
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A micro climate is created within the thatch layer 
where pests and diseases thrive 

sarily over the grass on tractors and turf maintenance vehicles? 
Good communications are important, and it may be that green-
keepers need to explain just how much damage can be done if 
selfish players do not obey the course rules. 

Having said all this, it has to be acknowledged that most 

courses are being subjected to an amount of play which is far in 
excess of anything imagined even ten years ago, let alone when 
many courses were built, possibly over a hundred years ago. 

Having identified compaction and its causes, what can be 
done to alleviate the problem? The answer is a great deal. «*• 

The action of « 
Verti-Drain 

Ed SSPORTSGROUND 
CONTRACTORS 

TOTAL GOLF 
COURSE MAINTENANCE 

• Verti-Drain 
• Drainage 
• Sand Spreading 
• Irrigation 
• Sand Slitting 
• Construction 
• Overseeding 

AD 
REF 
248 

FOR HIRE 

T O R O H Y D R O J E C T 
Turf aeration 'the easy way* 

Inject new life into your greens with-
out disrupting the playing surface. 

D & E Turf Maintenance of Shildon 
0388-772844 • 0836-376944 

+++++++NATIONWIDE SERVICE+++++++ 

httssiHG PROBLEM 
Air channels are closed; the air is forced out and 
water can no longer move freely in the soil 

Contact: Richard Veitch 
E & S Sportsground Contractors 

39 Knox Green, Bin field, Bracknell, Berks RGI2 SNZ 
Tel: (0344) 860690 
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WHAT A MACHINE 

AD 
REF 
329 

CORE DOWN TO NEW DEPTHS WITH 

• Durable - manufactured from heavy materials 
• Low maintenance - few moving parts to go wrong 
• No grease points 
• High output - up to 1.5 acres per hour (TM 1500) 
• Deep coring - aown to 5" 
• Versatile - choice of tine heads 
• Unique mini-tine - frequent use helps control dry patch 
• Very precise hole pattern - up to 1174 per sq. metre 

HIRE OR BUY FROM OUR 
NATIONWIDE DEALER NETWORK 

NEW 1.5 METRE TRACTOR MOUNTED MODEL AVAILABLE SEPTEMBER 

MULTI*CORE EUROPE 
Halfway Bridge, Petworth, West Sussex GU28 9BP 

Tel/Fax: 07985 535 

CALL FOR A DEMO TODAY 

The Verti-Drain - a powerful tool 

In the past many different systems of cultivation have been devised and 
used. These include solid, hollow, and slit tining. Solid tining is simply driving 
a spiked shape tine into the ground and provides, in my view, no useful pur-
pose whatsoever. It forces soil sideways and can increase compaction around 
the hole rather than alleviate the problem. 

By contrast, hollow coring does have a positive role to play. It removes 
some thatch and soil and if the resultant holes are left open throughout the 
winter, frost again can break down the hole sides, helping the surrounding 
soil to open up. Should the greenkeeper wish to conduct a soil exchange pro-
gramme, because for instance his greens have been built on clay or some other 
unsuitable matter, he can simply remove the cones and replace them with a 
suitable top dressing. The depth of hollow tining is of paramount importance 
when carrying out such an operation, and a machine capable of penetrating 
the soil up to eight inches or more should be used. 

Slit tining also has its benefits. Deep slitting in the autumn connects the sur-
face of the soil to the drainage layers. This helps to take away any heavy win-
ter rain and, in the same way, fine slitting in the spring and summer ensures 
that rain and irrigation soaks through the turf rather than being shed sideways 
by the thatch. Slitting is also a useful means of root pruning rhizomes and 
stolons. 

In recent years the appearance of 
the Verti-Drain has transformed 
compaction relief by using its unique 
shatter tining action. This machine 
penetrates the ground up to 16 inch-
es deep, piercing any pan which may 
exist. The tines then heave the soil, 
cracking up the compaction before 
they are withdrawn. This heaving 
action lifts the soil in a uniform man-
ner, the lift representing the amount 
of air that has been incorporated 
into the ground. Like most machines, 
the Verti-Drain has to be used con-
scientiously, and soil conditions need 
to be taken into account. The opera-
tion should be undertaken at an 
intensity of hole spacings and to a 
depth which is consistent with the 
greenkeeper's maintenance pro-

'Whichever method of 

compaction relief is 

used, it is important for 

greenkeepers and Clubs 

alike to realise that the 

benefit is not indefinite, 

and that it will be 

necessary to continue 

with their compaction 

relief programme as 

long as their courses 

are extensively played' 
gramme. It may be that the green-
keeper would wish to start at, say, four inch centres going down to a six inch 
depth and progressively increase the depth as well as decrease the distance 
between centres. Such a programme may well be necessary if the greens have 
a root break. In such circumstances the surface of the soil needs to be opened 
up so that the grass carpet can anchor itself to the soil before a more vigorous 
treatment is attempted. 

Whichever method of compaction relief is used, it is important for green-
keepers and Clubs alike to realise that the benefit is not indefinite, and that it 
will be necessary for them to continue with their compaction relief pro-
gramme as long as their courses are extensively played. 

Finally, let us consider our objective, which is to have a healthy grass cover 
despite the excessive wear and possible drought conditions which we are 
experiencing. Open friable soil should enable the right grasses to put down 
deep rooting systems which can obtain moisture in all but the worst drought 
conditions. These deep rooting grasses should be able to sustain heavy wear 
and regenerate growth after intensive play. Using the right machinery at the 
right time can assist every greenkeeper in achieving this objective. 


