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BY MARK LESLIE

To flower or not to flower: the
question is controversial if noth-
ing else for golf course develop-
ers, architectsand superintendents
as well as seed companies.

Now, two innovations have
added a new dimension — and
new questions —to wildfloweruse
on golf courses.

"Colorisking and thisisaway to
achieve color," says John R., Tho-
mas of Wildseed Inc. in Eagle Lake,
Texas, whose J-Thom 42 wild-
flower drill seeder has added a
new, cost-effective method of add-
ing dynamic color to large areas of
rough for someregions ofthe coun-
try.

And Norm Poppe of Applewood
Seed Co. in Arvada, Colo., whose
company is producing a new car-
pet loaded with wildflowers, says,
"There's a lot of good interest" in
wildflowers from golf course su-
perintendents, but mostly for spe-
cial, small areas.

Yet there are warnings.

Lesco, Inc. Vice President for
Research and Development Art
Wick says, "Wildflowers are not
for everyone. They are not for the
guy who lays his money down and
says, ' want results tomorrow.'"

Architect Jeffrey D. Brauer of
GolfScapes in Arlington, Texas,
said of using wildflowers on a
course: "The key phrase is 'in par-
ticular places.! We as architects
like the visual high-contrast stuff
but you go and play with the typi-
cal player and he likes the more
traditional things. They like to hit
the golf ball and have it land in
normal turf and they don't care for
the wild stuff. They don't mind it if
they can hitin it, that's what it boils
down to."

Tony Halterlein, curator of hor-
ticulture for American Horticulture
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Innovations make more color
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Wildflowers provide a pleasant surrounding as a golfer tees off at Forest
Highland Golf Course in Arizona.

Society in Virginia, said wildflower
use is "a new area in the last six or
seven years. We don't even have
any specialist in that area on the
staff here."

Wick of the Ohio-based Lesco
said interest in wildflowers among

golf course superintendents
peaked two to three years ago.
But Marie Pompei of the New
Jersey-headquartered Lofts Seed
Inc. said, "Yes, interest peaked out
West and in the Midwest awhile
ago, but in the East they're hot."

Most people in the seed indus-
try produce answers for particular
problems, and the variety of those
answers suggests golf course su-
perintendents should closely scru-
tinize their options.

Drill seeding possible

Sharlotta Krupala, horticulture
and forestry superviser for the
Arlington, Texas, Parks and Rec-
reation Department, is sold on the
J-Thom 42 and how it has helped
beautify her city.

Three years ago she started us-
ing the tractor-drawn machine,
which implants wildflower seeds
into the soil, along the median strip
on the highway loop around the
city. "Then we started in some of
our parks that are very open, very
natural," she said. "And we've just
expanded it. This is the first year
on the golf course."

Krupala last fall sowed 11 varie-
ties of seed on five areas covering
five acres ofroughs on the Chester
W. Ditto Golf Course at a cost of
$1,000.

Although a couple of severe
storms hurt some ofthe wildflower
growth this winter, she is happy
with herthree-year experimentand
promises to plant on other areas of
the Ditto course as well as Arling-
ton's second municipal course.

Krupala stressed that wildflow-
ers must be seeded while the
turfgrasses are dormant, so that
they can germinate and grow dur-
ing the winter and get a head start
on the grass come spring.

"Then, while the flowers are
blooming in the spring, the grass
is just starting to green up," she
said. "And for the most part your
flowers are going to thrive and
grow before your grass really gets
aggressive and thick. So by the
time your flowers are starting to
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dry out, your grassis coming nand
you have anice green carpet of
grass." You just mow the wildflow-
ers.

Wildseed's Thomas, who in-
vented the J-Thom 42, said more
non-native wildflowers are being
used now than native varieties
because "non-natives are less ex-
pensive, give a great deal of color,
and can be trimmed and mowed
after they bloom" and the annuals
among the native varieties must
go to seed to get a crop the next
year "and they look pretty scruffy
when they go to seed."

His machine is unique, Thomas
said, because it will plant wildflow-
ersthrough the existing turf. "Now
they (superintendents) have the
best of two worlds," he said, "seed
into existing turf, get a colorful
show of flowers and, after the
bloom cycle ends, cut the wild-
flowers and you're back to turf."

Others say the Truax, Tye and
Befco drill seeders can also be
modified with different calibration
boxes to plant wildflowers.

Thomas said that if a superin-
tendent wants color for a longer
time, they can use more varieties.
The J-Thom 42 can plant up to nine
varieties that will bloom over a
period of three to four months.

"Most golf courses are planting
from October to December so the
flowers will bloom from starting in
early spring, say from early March
to June," he said. "In the North you
would plant in the spring and get
color later in the summer and fall."

The J-Thom 42 can be bought
for $8,500 or Wildseed can con-
tract to do the planting.

Thomas gave as an example of
the cost: If you decided on using
corn poppy (850 to seed an acre)
and corn flower ($25), and then
contracted with Thomas to seed,
would run about $350 per acre.
Add more varieties and the cost
goes up, such as $100 per acre for
the African daisy.

Dave Oatis, a USGA Green Sec-
tion agronomist in the Mid-Atlan-
tic Region, said he had never seen
such a large planting and would
have to reserve judgment on the
procedure.

"The wildflowers, if they're tall
enough to grow quicker than the
grass (when the warm weather
arrives), they're going to make a
splash of color the first year," Otis
said. "But then you are going to
have to do it again the next year...
Hopefully you'll get good enough
germination with the wildflowers
that they will be more apparent
than the grass...

"It's hard to say, there are so
many variables," he adds.

Pompei said the South, where
the J-Thom 42 has been used, does
not have the problems of the East
where "everything grows so lush
it's hard to keep the weeds down
and keep the area in wildflowers."

In the East, Pompei recom-
mends eliminating the cover on
the area and preparing the site just
asyou would a new grass seeding,
minus the fertilizing or liming.
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achievable for golf courses

Even if successful on the large
scale, the J-Thom 42— orthe Truax
drill seeder — is not for those ar-
eas superintendents who have tra-
ditionally beautified with flowers.

Wildflowers, Pompei said, have
"caughtalotofinterestfrom super-
intendents who are looking to get
a lot of color for low-maintenance
areas, out-of-play ares, hard-to-
maintain slopes, maintenance ar-
eas, and in the roughs."

Dr. David Northington, director
of the National Wildflower Re-
search Center in Austin, Texas,
advised, "Be aware that wherever
you are there are natural open ar-
eas, and look at the true natives
(varieties) and pick a good group-
ing of species of grasses and flow-
ers so that you have a natural com-
munity. Then they will be so suc-
cessful and so thick, if you estab-
lish them properly, that not much
of anything will grow in that's
weedy."

A carpet with color

Applewood for the first time this
year outside the Denver area is
offering a wildflower carpet, a fi-
ber mat similar to grass sod.

Applewood's Poppe said the
most substantial expense is trans-
porting the carpet.

"The shipping price is a large
factor," he said. Without shipping,
to buy it on pallets in 250-foot in-
crements costs $1.25 per square
foot, which translates to $48,696
peracre. Thusits forecasted usein
smaller areas.

"We foresee it being used in
high-traffic, high-visibility areas
where people want to get immedi-
ate vegetation and to color fairly
rapidly so it is an area that looks
finished," Poppe said.

'"We've also seen where people
will fringe an area with sod, and
seed in the background to reduce
the overall cost; also areas with
steepslopes where seeding doesn't
work well."

Dr. Northington said of the car-
pet, "I think it has some potential.
It's a new product and needs to be
played with alittle bit, butit putsan
awful lot of plant out there awful
thickly and there's a lot of self-
elimination just because of how
thick they are."

Northington said some people
are suggesting that the carpet be
cutinto 2-inch squares and planted
a short distance apart, and "I think
that's a good idea."

"For the type of use some people
want, it's ideal," he said. "They
want it to color, they want it to
work the first year, and they don't
mind replugging or replanting af-
ter that."

Some replanting is necessary
because the mat is perennials, and
some of them won't re-establish
themselves, he said.

Be choosy
While color may be king — and
wildflowers the royal deliveryman
—1in some regions at least caution
is suggested.
Lesco's Wick said that in his
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Applewood Seed Co.'s wildflower
carpet arrives with flowers 2to 3
inches high.

experience "the interest has lev-
eled off because many of the people
who tried it either didn't do it cor-
rectly in their planning procedures
or didn't understand they were
going to have weed competition.
They expected more than what
they got and many people have
backed away from the use.
"Likewise, " he added," there
are many who have had good re-
sults and are happy with itand add
to their plantings each season. It's

lot more planning and ground
preparation than many people
think. You have to prepare a seed
bed just like you were seeding a
Jawn."

Wick said the region west of the
100th meridian (located from cen-
tral Texas along central Nebraska
and central Kansas) is more suc-
cessful because of lower rainfall
and therefore less weed competi-
tion.

Wick said courses that have tried
wildflowers in the West have had
"a reasonably high level of suc-
cess. You get into the semi-arid
areas like western Kansas, west-
ern Texas, Colorado, the moun-
tain states, California, they're able
to produce good-quality wildflower
areas."

His suggestion to people who
wanted wildflowers has been "to
buy a bunch of nursery containers
like chrysanthemum pots which
arerelatively shallow and setthem
outside, side by side, and throw
the top-dressing mix that they
might use for their greens, assum-
ing they are using a mix that con-
tains some soil... and broadcast
wildflower seeds right down over
them. Let them grow in the pots,
let them get well established, go
out with a shovel and plant them in
blotches all over the place..."

Wick said his suggestion to

Most wildflower seed companies are putting
together specialty mixes — from concentrating
on natives of particular areas to mixes of cut
flowers, mall perennials, annuals, shade, and
full sun.

¢ "If you are in a lower-rainfall
areal'd say your chancesare pretty
good to prepare a good seed bed,
water it and moderately fertilize it
to get it established. If you're east
of that (rainfall) line I'd say, Are
youwilling to kill the existing vege-
tation and the possible spot-weed
volunteer stuff that comes up after
you've seeded in that dead vegeta-
tion?

"Be prepared to reseed in year
number two if your catch in the
first year isn't to the degree of
density you want. Many supers
say that's too much of a hassle."

* Get a sample kit of what the
seed company has available and
plant simple straight rows15 feet
long of the individual varieties.
Then observe what varieties do
well and what ones don't.

From that information the com-
pany can prepare a custom blend
for the course.

Dr. Northington said most wild-
flower seed companies are putting
together specialty mixes — from
concentrating on natives of par-

ers, mall perennials, annuals,
shade, and full sun.

"There's all kinds of combina-
tions of species that are supposed
to work in certain situations," he
said.

"They will often also mix in other
varieties that have a chance of
making it anywhere, but the na-
tives will come back the second
year, the non-natives won't."

Many golf course superinten-
dents may not want to wait the six
or eight months it takes to estab-
lish plants.

Some may decide the color is
worth the wait. Some may indeed
dig deep and pay for instant beauti-
fication.

Still others may stick with grass
and grass alone.

"We can't forget it's out there to
be a golf course. And most golfers
are going to think of a golf course
in terms of memorability and play-
ability," says architect Brauer.
"Most golfers count up the num-
ber of balls they lose at the end ofa
round, too, and you can't steal their

something that takes a heck of a superintendents is: ticular areas to mixes of cut flow- balls."
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