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Too many anxious golfers can quickly ruin the greens
when they do not appreciate that walking on
wet soil can lead to serious problems.

If Golfers Only Knew,
They Would Play the
Course Backwards

Paul Vermeulen =
USGA L
Green Section = m

ometimes, Mother Nature

makes a turfman wonder if

there is any justice in this
world. Two years ago, the winter
winds from Canada were so cold
superintendents with older greens
lost a significant amount of Poa
annua due to direct low tempera-
ture kill. This winter, El Nino is
keeping us so warm that courses
are once again having problems.
This year, however, the damage is
somewhat self-inflicted, as it is
being caused by too many anxious
golfers who do not appreciate that
playing on dormant greens can
cause serious injury.

Discussing winter play with
golfers suffering from a long bout
with cabin fever can become emo-
tional if the facts about turf
damage are not clearly communi-
cated. The reason is that golfers
reeeeenlly want to play when the
mercury rises during the winter
months and superintendents
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reeeeeally need to protect the
greens from traffic damage that
could have lingering effects
through the following spring and
summer. Also, some golfers find it
upsetting when their home course
simply cannot afford to employ
full-time personnel during the
winter to accommodate them
when odds are the weather will
only permit play on just a few
eight- to nine-hour days between
Christmas and St. Patrick’s Day.

For the sake of discussion, let
us assume that there are personnel
at the course to collect green fees
from winter golfers. In such a sit-
uation, there are two important
points that should be considered
before letting the golfers play on
the greens. First, the extent of
turf damage that could be done
depends heavily on the number of
rounds that could be played dur-
ing the entire winter season. If
the discussion were about three or
four golfers playing on a handful
of sunny days during the winter
season, then the potential for
damage would be minimal. If the

During the winter months, superintendents
reeeeeally need to protect the greens from traffic
damage that could have lingering effects through

the following spring and summer.

discussion were about a few hun-
dred rounds from late December
through early March, then the
golfers would literally wear out
the turf in its dormant state.

If the greens are severely
damaged by excessive wear during
the winter, a superintendent would
be forced to fertilize as soon as the
turf begins to grow in the early
spring. For golfers, the cost of a
few bags of fertilizer might seem
like a small price to pay for the
privilege of playing all winter.
Unfortunately, the price to be paid
includes much more than fertilizer
and has nothing to do with
currency. According to research
conducted by Dr. Ralph Engel,
early spring fertilization on dam-
aged greens promotes excessive
Poa annua seedhead production.

Ah, but what if the course was
fortunate enough to have creeping
bentgrass greens? Not to worry;
creeping bentgrass subjected to
abnormal wear during the winter
months quickly gives way to Poa
annua because it cannot compete
against the seeds lying dormant in
the soil that germinate before the
greens have a chance to heal.

Second, the type of soil used
to build greens and how well it
drains has a great influence on the
extent of damage done by winter



golfers. When golfers walk on wet greens during
the winter, they leave faint footprints in the surface
that disrupt ball roll. True, newer greens built in
accordance with USGA® specifications are less
prone to winter damage than older greens built
with an amended soil because they drain faster and
are, therefore, usually firmer. However, having
USGA?® greens is not a green light for unrestricted
access in the winter because less damage does not
equal insignificant damage. Would anyone feel bet-
ter about a deep scratch on the side of their new car
if you said, “Look on the bright side, at least they
didn’t put a big dent in your new car?” I doubt it.

To remove footprints left by winter play, greens
must be acrified and top-dressed in the spring. For
golfers the inconvenience of aerification and top-
dressing might seem like no inconvenience at all,
since superintendents say they have to aerify and top-
dress in the spring anyway. In reality, it is not so easy.
Superintendents normally wait until after the turf has
started growing vigorously in midspring before they
aerify and top-dress so that the holes will heal quick-
ly. This means that greens damaged by winter play
would be bumpy from opening day through late
April or early May if the regular maintenance sched-
ule is followed.

(continued on page 28)
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Comprehensive Pond & Lake
Management Services
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Look who’s been using Central Sod.
to improve their courses . . .

Ruffled Feathers  Blackberry Oaks ~ Fox Bend

Cog Hill Naperbrook GC Seven Bridges
Wynstone Cantigny Carillon GC
Stonebridge Naperville CC Highland Park
White Eagle Illinois Center Sunset Valley
Tamarack Broken Arrow Lake Point GC

Riverside Golf
Heritage Bluffs
Orchard Valley
Skokie CC

Mill Creek
Hidden Valley
Oak Brook GC
Rockford CC

Downers Grove
Meadow Lake
Waveland GC
Harborside Links

on your course.
Complete consultation, delivery
& installation available.

LENTRAL

SOD FARMS, INC.
1-800-310-0402
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If Golfers Only Knew . . .
(continued from page 35)

Ah, but why not just aerify
carlier? For one thing, the holes
would not heal as quickly and the
greens would still be bumpy. For
another thing, the superintendent
would have to fertilize early to
help the holes heal and that
would, you guessed it, encourages
Poa annua seedheads.

Agronomically speaking,
there is one statement that sums
it up: Winter play is bad for the
turf, bad for soil and, therefore,
bad for the golfers in the long
run even though they may not
appreciate it in February. If the
price of winter play is Poa annua
invasion, bumpy putting condi-
tions and early aerification,
where is there safe middle
ground? It is easy. Stay off the
greens and play the course back-
wards using the tees as
temporary putting greens. This
solution gives golfers a chance to
stretch their legs during the win-
ter and gives superintendents the
opportunity to properly prepare
the greens for the regular golf-
ing season.

When is it best to bring up
the topic of playing the course
backwards?  Possibly the best
time is during the week of the
U.S. Open Championship.
When the best players in the
world are rolling long putts over
the glass-like greens of the
Olympic Club, which golfer
would object to saving the greens
for the best time of year? B
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BOJO TURF SUPPLY INC.

AQUATROLS Corp.
Bio Trek

Bio Turf Gro
Emerald Isle Ltd.

Lebanon
PSA
Regal Chemical

Rhone Poulenc
Seed Research
Tingley
Turfline

Wetting Agents - Primer, Infiltrx, Aqueduct
Biological Fungicide
Liquid Probiotic Fertilizers

Biostimulants, Soil Amendments,
Biologicals, Nutrients

Country Club, Country Club II, & NX Pro
Soil Amendments

ConSyst, Systec, RegalStar,
RegalKade, Plant Protectants

26019, Aliette, Mocap, Plant Protectants
Turfgrass seeds

Rain Suits, Boots

True Surface Vibratory Rollers

Excellent Service at Reasonable Prices
24356 HARVEST HiLLS RoAD * FRANKFORT, IL 60423
800-732-9401 « 815-469-6841 » Fax: 815-469-8248




