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Improving Your
Fairways With
Topdressing

History of Topdressing
Topdressing is not something new to golf mainte-

nance. In 1875, Old Tom Morris began to top dress
greens with sand to make them firm and smooth. With
golf developing in America, topdressing began as a process
of composting the greens at the end of summer accompa-
nied by seeding with South German bentgrass. Piper and
Oakley, in their book Turffor Golf Courses(1917), state,
"In case sand or sandy soil can be secured cheaply and in
abundance, it is an excellent plan to use it to topdress very
clayey fairways. Not only does the sand make a better sur-
face for golf purposes, but also it helps the grass by
absorbing the rainfall much better and by preventing bak-
ing in hot dry weather."

Why Do We Topdress?
Thatch control, drainage, compaction correction

and smoothing surface irregularities are four of the pri-
mary reasons for topdressing. What others say:
"Topdressing is the practice by which a thin layer of soil is
applied to an established turf or new turfgrass planting."
- A.J. Turgeon, Turfgrass Management) fourth edition,
1996.

Dr. James B. Beard, in his publication Turf Man-
agement for Golf Courses (1982), writes, "Topdressing is
usually not practiced on fairway turfs due to the immense
volumes of material needed, the high labor demand and
the slowness of operation translated into an extremely
high cost relative to what can be accomplished." In his
most recent publication, Dr. Beard states, "Topdressing
usually has not been practiced on fairway turfs in the past.
However, situations do exist where topdressing is used
increasingly for root zone improvement, smoothing and
enhanced drainage to maximize playing time."

"No other practice but topdressing has such an
immediate and positive impact on the health of the grass.
As the topdressing particles filter down between the grass
blades, the plants get a welcome reprieve from the pound-
ing feet of golfers and the sheering action of the mowers."
- Gordon Witteveen, Michael Bavier, Practical Golf
CourseMaintenance (1998).
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Questions to Ask If You Are Considering
Fairway Topdressing

Are embedded balls a constant problem? After a
hard rain, is the course closed, or are carts restricted for an
extended period of time? Many times a golf course super-
intendent will be placed in a situation where he/she has to
make the decision whether or not to let carts on the
course for regular play or outings. Are mower tracks on
fairways a problem?

If the answer is yes to one or more of the above
questions, consider yourself a good candidate for fairway
topdressing.

Try to apply 1" - 1.5" of sand per year for three
to four years for a total of 3 - 6" of sand over that period
of time. In many circumstances, topdressing can be greatly
reduced or terminated once a desirable level has been
reached. At that time, conventional aerification may
resume pulling the sandy plugs to the surface and separat-
ing them from the thatch, allowing the sand to return to
the turf and removal of the thatch.

Factors to Address Before Topdressing
Fairways

Does your soil currently provide adequate drainage?
Have the fairways received regular aerification to remove
thatch and incorporate soil back into the thatch? Fairways
that are thatchy will not drain well due to the thatch
absorbing water and holding it near the surface. A thatchy
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(continued on page 14)

Topdressing fairways does not
make water go away; it creates a
buffer zone for the water to sit in
before it works its way down to the
heavier soil beneath. A firmer surface
is created because the water is not sit-
ting up on top and you are able to
play the surface and maintain the
grass.

Has adequate in-ground
drainage been installed? If not, drain
lines should be added to the area in
order to remove excess water from
the playing surface.

Have problems with trees been
addressed? Tree roots will compete
with turf, sacrificing the turf quality
of the fairway. Trees will need to be
pruned, root pruned or removed
prior to amending the fairway in
order for topdressing to be most
effective.

Deep-tine aerification will break
up compacted soil and create water-
ways for water to migrate into the
soil.
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fairway will not become firm until the
thatch has been removed to a satisfac-
tory level. Have the fairways been
deep-tine aerified?

Call now to reserve your
custom application dates

N
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The price for the equipment we
purchased is as follows. Tycrop MH-
400 topdresser, $17,000. John Deere
tractor model 5210 (42 horsepower),
$19,379. These items were purchased
in 1998.
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Benefits of Topdressing • Bannerman Turf Topper -
Fairways 3-cubic-yard capacity. 27 hp or

With thatch control, a firmer larger. PTO on tractor required.
playing surface between drain lines,
and leveling and smoothing of the
playing surface, you will be able to
mow fairways lower without scalping
undulations as long as they are not
severe. Another added side benefit
that has been observed in the Pacific
Northwest is worm control.

For years, green and tee topdress-
ing programs have generated positive
results. Fairway topdressing is an exten-
sion of those programs to larger areas.
Make sure that you have enough stor-
age area for the sand. The delivery
trucks are large, averaging 21 yards of
material each. You need to have ade-
quate space to store the sand where it
will not become contaminated.

Larry Gilhuly, director of the
USGA Northwest Region, has noted
that "for the past 16 years, golf course
superintendents in the Pacific North-
west have been reporting significantly
reduced earthworm populations when
they conducted regular sand topdress-
ing programs on their fairways.
Complete removal? No, but popula-
tions are reduced enough to eliminate
the topic as an issue. Courses where
0.5" to I" of sand has been applied
annually show noticeable reductions in
earthworm populations. Worm popu-
lations are greatest in light- and
medium-loam soils. Smaller popula-
tions of earthworms are found in
heavy, poorly drained clay soils and in
coarse, sandy soils. Sand is abrasive and
susceptible to drought influence-two
factors antagonistic to worms."

How Much Does It Cost?
The three components of fair-

way topdressing incurring costs are
equipment, materials and labor.

Equipment
I list four brands of topdressers.

• Tyerop MH -400 - 4-cubic-yard
capacity. Tractor requirements 27
hp or larger. Hydraulics 6gpm.

• Dakota Turf Tender 440 -
4.2-cubic-yard capacity. Tractor
requirements 40 hp or larger.
Hydraulics 6gpm.

• Turfeo Mete-r- Matic LA4 -
4-cubic-yard capacity. Tractor
requirements 45 hp or larger.
Hydraulics 6gpm.
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Material
In our case, material used is a

locally obtained sand priced at
$16.75 per ton, delivered.

• Sand = 1 cubic yard = 1.3 ton
• 1/16" = 0.0625" = 0.0052'
• 1 acre = 43,560 square feet;

43,560 x 0.00521 = 226.94 cubic
feet/acre / 27 = 8.4 cubic yards x
1.3 = 10.92 ton/acre to get
1/16" sand 10.92 x $16.75 =

$182.91/ acre.
• Chicago Golf Club = 35 acres;

35 x $182.91 = $6,401.85/
application

A total of eight applications
have been made since the fall of 1998
for a total of 0.5" material applied to
the fairways.

Labor
Total man-hours to top dress 35

acres of fairways = 60. 60 hours x
$10.50/hour = $630/application.
$18/acre for application.

Total Costs
• Labor/application = $18.00/acre
• Material/application =

$182.91/acre
• Fuel/application = $0.25/acre
• Equipment cost/application =

$0.42/acre

Total = $20 1.58/acre/application

Sand Selection
Be sure to choose quality sand

for topdressing. Make certain that the
sand you are using is washed free of silt
and clay contamination. Sand that is
too coarse will result in conditions that
are droughty. Sands that have excess
fines are even worse and simply do not
address the excess-moisture issue.
Choose the right sand even if the cost
results in less area being topdressed.

Also, set up multiple staging
areas if possible to reduce the time
spent traveling from the sand pile to
the fairway.

Many attachments are available
for the topdressers. These include a
two-way conveyor, a swivel kit for
the conveyor and twin-spinner
attachments. The topdresser/material
handlers can replace some of the
work trucks perform, resulting in
greater efficiency and less damage to
sensitive areas.



When topdressing, each pass is
approximately 40' wide. Be sure to
overlap slightly on the previous pass
of sand.

The material can be incorpo-
rated into the areas during deep-tine
aerification. Heavier applications are
possible in the spring and fall when
smothering is not a factor. Dragging
the material is no different than
brushing other areas that have been
topdressed, such as tees and
approaches. A steel drag mat or brush
works well to knock the sand into the
turf. In some areas, hand -brooming
will be required for excess overlap or
heavy accumulations of sand.
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Be sure to have spare reels for
your mowers, and be prepared to
grind your reels following topdressing.
In some instances, the sand will dull
the blades of mowers if it has not been
worked into the turf thoroughly or if a
heavy application has been made.

Guidelines for Starting
Begin in a small area with five to

10 acres. Once you start, don't
stop-apply sand to the turf consis-
tently. The program lasts three-four
years or until the desired level of 3-6"
of sand has been applied to the area.
Fairway topdressing is not a panacea;
good drainage to the area is essential
prior to beginning the program.
Localized dry areas will be created
with topdressing fairways as a dry
profile is being created.

These can be alleviated through
the use of wetting agents and hand-
watering.

What Have We Learned?
Core aerification can be detri-

mental to the building of sand on
fairways unless the cores are removed.
Avoid mixing heavy soil with the sand
if a sand cap is desired. Core aerifica-
tion will dilute the effect of the
topdressing and lessen its impact while
increasing the amount of time required
to develop better playing surfaces.

Be sure to budget enough
money to make a wide-scale commit-
ment. Fairway topdressing is a costly
undertaking and the costs need to be
addressed up front, prior to embark-
ing on the project. If you are limited
in the amount of money you have,
address the worst areas and expand
from there. Once the results are visi-
ble, the program will take off.

If the earthworm population is
large enough, the worms will dilute
the sand that is near the surface unless
YOll are religious with applications.
You must apply more sand than the
worms are able to churn into the
native soil.

(continued on page 18)
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~~ Charles J. Fiore Company, Inc.

The Landscaper's Nursery Center
Chicagoland's Largest Selection

of Premium Grade Plant Materials

OVER 800 VARIETIES OF TREES, SHRUBS,
EVERGREENS, GROUNDCOVERS, AND PERENNIALS

READY FOR YOUR IMMEDIATE PICK-UP OR DELIVERY

16606 W. Hwy. 22
(847) 913-1414
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Our Present Program
At Chicago G.C., topdressing

initially occurred four times a year
with 1/16" of sand applied per appli-

cation. Due to the heavy earthworm
activity, sand that was applied has
been diluted with soil. We budget
$33,000 a year for topdressing mate-
rial to cover greens, tees, approaches
and fairways. This is not enough to
apply sand to all of the fairways at the
0.5" - I" rate recommended.

Presently, we are focusing on six
of the wetter fairways, lightly top-
dressing them through the season
with heavier applications of sand
applied in the spring and fall with
0.25" of material per application.

~~kJ

Purchase a four-wheel-drive
tractor. The unit that we have is two-
wheel-drive with turf tires. In dry
weather, the machine is fine. How-
ever, if the loaded tractor is faced with
an incline or wet turf, it will slide and
break traction.
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It is helpful to have multiple
staging areas throughout the golf
course to reduce the amount of travel
and wear associated with the top-
dressing equipment. If you are
limited to one spot, be sure that the
tracks from the equipment are spread
out evenly. If you are committing to a
large area of topdressing, more than
one machine may be necessary to
complete the task in a timely manner.
Sprinkler heads and quick couplers
will require raising. As the sand builds
up on the fairways, the irrigation
components will become low and
require re-leveling.
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any more aduanced and it would be a gouernment secret.
Lebanon Turf Product's exclusive Composite Technology'. Country Club@and IsoTek31@fertilizers offer you the best

in controlled release nitrogen. Composite Technology delivers better particle dispersion, better particle integrity and
the highest nitrogen activity of any homogeneous fertilizer made. For more information on IsoTek31 or Composite

Technology Country Club contact your local Lebanon Distributor or call1-BOO-233-062B.

COMPOSITE
TECHNOLOGY "Lebanon

TURF PRODUCTS
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