
SOME CONSIDERATIONS ON
THATCH AND WATERING

The development of thatch is a normal consequence in in-
tensively cultured turfgrass. Due to the nature of golf green
culture, thatch development can be particularly rapid.
Superintendents have devised several methods of control-
ling excessive thatch accumulations such as frequent, light
vertical mowing; aerifcation; top dressing; light applications
of lime; and reduced nitrogen application. Despite control ef-
forts, seldom, if ever, is there a green with no thatch, nor,
in our opinion, would that be a desirable situation. A small
amount of thatch protects the soil surface and provides
resiliency and increased tolerance for the turf. Realizing that
we will normally be working with some thatch on the greens,
whether excessive or not, it is important to know some of the
effects thatch may have on the water relations of a golf green.

Studies have shown that thatch contains very large pores
as compared to soil, even after compaction. Due to these
large pores, the water holding capacity of thatch is low. This
can cause problems in cases where the majority of the root
system is in the thatch layer and the grass plants are not able
to extract significant amounts of water from the soil below
the thatch. In such cases, irrigation must be inordinately fre-
quent and the thatch is excessive. Reduction of thatch or
improvement of soil to encourage root development below
the thatch layer is extremely important in order to sustain
growth between irrigations. If, on the other hand, roots are
down into the soil in sufficient quantity to extract water there,
the lack of water holding capacity in the thatch should not
present a critical problem. The amount of water available to
plants would then be determined by the water holding capa-
city of the soil and the depth of the roots into the soil.

The effect of thatch on water infiltration may be different
than its effect on water holding capacity. In the past it has I

generally been felt that thatch reduces the amount of water
getting into the soil. Studies done at several Minnesota golf
courses as well as laboratory studies atthe University of Min-
nesota suggest two important aspects concerning thatch and
water infiltration rate: 1) for a short period of time, dry thatch
can reduce severely the rate of water infiltration, and 2) once
the thatch is wet with water flowing through it, the thatch will .
not reduce the rate of water infiltration. In laboratory profiles
of sand without thatch and with a thatch layer at the surface
that had been allowed to dry, initial water infiltration rate was
much different for the thatch-covered profiles and the pro-
files without thatch. After a short period of time during which
the water was constantly kept ponded on the surface of the
profile, the infiltration rates changed until there was no dif-
ference between the thatch-covered profiles and those
without thatch. The period of time during which thatch
restricted water infiltration was always less than ten minutes.
It appeared that this reduction was due to the hydrophobic
quality of the thatch.

Infiltration rates, after establishing a constant rate, were
measured at six golf greens, one athletic filled and two turf-
grass roof gardens with the surface thatch layer present. The
surface thatch was then removed and the infiltration rate
measured again. Removal of thatch did not significantly in-
crease the steady-state infiltration rate at any of the sites.
Evidence indicates that thatch, even thin layers of thatch, can
have significant effects on the water relations of greens, par-
ticularly if the thatch dries out. Though the thatch-water
relations are complex and much remains to be learned, the
following suggestions seem appropriate.

1)From the aspect of water relations, thatch is excessive
whenever the majority of the plant roots are not growing
through the thatch and down into the soil to an acceptable
depth.
2)A syringe irrigation cycle to wet the thatch prior to an ex-
pected thunderstorm or irrigation when the thatch is ex-
cessively dry will probably increase the amount of water that
gets into the soil.
3)lt is important to set the irrigation schedule to apply water
long enough to set the thatGh. Once the thatch is thoroughly
wet it will not restrict the rate water enters the soil.
4)lf the rate of water infiltration is excessively low even after
the thatch is wet, alleviating soil compaction by aeration will
probably improve water relations more than thatch reduction.

Don Taylor, Assistant Professor
Department of Soli Science, University of MN
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Gentlemen:
I.would Iik~ to t~ke this opportunity to thank you for my thirty-
five year pin which I just received. In my thirty-five year career,
I have seen many things, believed in many things and, in the
en~, ho~ to have accomplished some of them. I have always
believed In the growth of the golf course superintendent and
!he ~olf Course Superintendents Association. Its high stand-
Ing ISdue to the efforts of men dedicated to early ideals and
ethical practices.
~would like to thank The Golf Course Reporter, Golfdom and
ItS successor G?lf Course Management Magazine, John
MacGregor, Aga~ Brown, Herb and Joe Graffis and, through
the years, Dr. Bill Daniel, Dr. Mike Britton, Bob Johnson,
Frank Mastraleo, Bill Stupple, Frank Dinelli, Dr. O. J. Noer,
Charlie Wilson, Ray Gerber and The Bull Sheet, the Midwest
Association of Golf Course Superintendents, the Michiana
Golf Course Superintendents Association, the University of
Massachusetts and all the greats like Professor Lawrence
Dickinson and Geoffrey Cornish. All these great men are part
?f my thirty-five year pin. When times were difficult, they made
It possible to solve many of my problems. I am unable to men-
tion all of the people I should who are part of the G.C.S.A.A.
and my thirty-five year pin, of which I am so proud, but they
all carry shades of my past which are precious to me. Thanks
to all of them for the life and career I've shared with them.
I accept this pin with humility and gratitude and will treasure
it forever.

William E. Krafft, Supt. Emeritus
Valparaiso Country Club

Dear Ray,
It's not the fourth of July, without Fire Crackers.

"FIRE CRACKERS"
Where are They? Those who say,

"What do you do all Winter?"
Seems They decline to add to this Rhyme,

When the Juice in the Grass starts to simmer.
They still lead the parade, in their charade,

With comments ever mighty.
Like in their play, they genuinely say

"Can't they do all those things Nightly?"
If there were no waves upon the Sea,

And it was ever calm.
You can bet We would be bored indeed

With no need to read a Psalm. '
Superintendently,

Kenneth R. Zanzlg
Green Garden C.C.


