
Fine fescues: Another choice as grass of the future 
Combining environmental friendliness with great playability 
B y M A R K L E S L I E 

You're a superintendent in 
the Northern latitudes 
looking for a turfgrass 

that is environmentally sound, 
thrives on low maintenance and 
poor growing conditions, and 
gives great contrast to your 
bentgrass greens and tees? Look 
no further than the fineleaf fes-
cues, some say. 

'The fescues are the grasses of 
the future in the Northern area," 

said golf course architect Mike 
Hurdzan of Columbus, Ohio, cit-
ing a variety of reasons to use the 
five types of fine fescues — hard, 
chewings, creeping red, slender 
creeping and sheep. (Tall fescues 
are a different cultivar and suited 
more for the transition and South-
ern zones.) 

"They're very important 
grasses," said Leah Brilman, re-
search director for Seed Research 
of Oregon. "A lot of courses have 
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them because you want to man-
age them low-maintenance. 
Chewings will take a little more 
management. But hards, sheeps 
and blue fescues (closely related 
to sheep) will die if intensely main-
tained." 

"Fine fescues serve more of a 
specialty role," said Tom Peters 
of the seed sales department for 
Barenbrug USA in Tangent, Ore. 
"They do superbly in very shaded 
or very low-maintenance areas — 
low sun, low moisture, poor soil 
conditions. You can go out and 
buy a Chevrolet to run you back 
and forth. But when you have dug 
a hole, you'd better go out and 
buy a backhoe. 

"Fine fescues provide that 
special service." 

"Awesome," is Hurdzan's 
operative adjective for fine 
fescues. 

"First, it's environmentally 
sound. It needs less water, less 
fertilizer, less mowing. It isn't 
thatch-forming. From the 
environmental side ... in the 
Northern latitudes, there's no 
question fescues are the best 
adapted turf to low maintenance. 

Joe Kosoglov, left, superintendent of Wolf Run Golf Club in Zionsville, Ind., discusses 
fine fescue roughs along Eagle Creek which flows along the 7th hole. 

"Second, the playing quality is 
awesome. You get a tight lie and 
a good player can put tremendous 
action on the ball. For a poorer 
player, on the other hand, it's a 
little tougher to play from because 
the lie is tight. If there is a grass 
that gives a player an advantage 
to play a Magnum ball, it's fescue. 
It moves the center of gravity of 

the ball up just a little into the 
clubface. 

"Golfers love fescue because 
the ball runs such a long distance." 

So, why are fescues not used 
more often in the North? 

"Many people," Hurdzan said, 
"lack the courage to be innovative. 
There's a certain reluctance to 

Continued on page 24 

Check particulars of test 
site before selecting grass 
B y M A R K L E S L I E 

Experts say the newly released 
1992 progress report on the 
National Fineleaf Fescue Test is 
important, but superintendents 
should be careful how they 
interpret the findings. 

"They have to look at individual 
[test] locations and compare them 
to where they are," said Leah 
Brilman, research director for 
Seed Research of Oregon. "I don't 
care about overall mean average. 
I care about what's best for you at 
the maintenance level you're 
going to have." 

"What happens once the seed 
leaves Oregon is determined by 
climate, soil, daylight hours, a 
million factors," said Tom Peters 
of Barenbrug USA. "So we can't 
say in a blanket fashion that this 
or that variety will work in your 
area. The people who care for the 
sites are the experts, not us. They 
know what will work in their area." 

The National Turfgrass 
Evaluation Program findings on 
fine fescues and various other 
turfgrasses are available from 
National Director Kevin Morris 
at the Agricultural Research 
Service, Beltsville Agricultural 
Research Center, Beltsville, Md. 
20705. They include data from 
nationwide test sites on such 
aspects as disease resistance, 
drought and cold tolerance, green-
up, and month-by-month 
evaluation. 

Brilman suggested looking at 
the raw data for all factors. "I think 

What happens once the 
seed leaves Oregon is 

determined by climate, 
soil, daylight hours, a 

million factors.' 
— Tom P e t e r s 
Barenbrug USA 

people should go out on the sites 
a couple times a year. The person 
rating that trial might have 
different priorities than you do. I 
consider density and freedom 
from disease two of the more 
important characteristics. 
Another person might rate higher 
on color," she said. 

Noting the vast improvement 
in ratings of many cultivars from 
the 1991 results to 1992, Morris 
said four fewer test locations 
reported this year and Brilman 
added that climatic conditions 
played a major role. 

"The 1992 results were higher," 
she said, "because on the East 
Coast they had a very mild 
summer last year, while in 1991 
they had a hard summer. All the 
grasses looked pretty good last 
year while in 1991 they looked 
crummy. This year, I think they'll 
go down again." 

Morris cited "significant 
progress in some cultivars" and 
predicted more in the next set of 
test grasses, which will be planted 
this fall. 

Five types of 
fine fescue all 
have strengths 

There are two major 
types of fescue grasses — 
fine and tall — and five 
varieties of fine fescues. 

The fine fescues are: 
• strong creeping fes-

cue, which spreads and fills 
in well; 

• slender creeping fes-
cue, which creeps but not 
nearly as much as strong 
creeping; 

• chewings fescue, 
which has more bunch-
type growth; 

• hard fescue, also with 
a bunch-type growth habit; 

• sheeps fescue, which 
is bluish-green. 

Hard and sheep fescues 
are more tolerant to heat, 
so they perform better in 
the transition zone. 

Fine fescues are finer 
textured than tall fescue. 
They also tend to live long 
in heavy shade and have a 
more natural look. 

Tall fescues are quite 
different. Less attractive, 
they nevertheless work 
best in transition areas and 
the South, performing well 
in the shade. Their main 
attribute is tolerance of 
heat and summer stress. 

On the down side, tall 
fescue tends to have more 
top growth and thus needs 
to be mowed. 
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change." 
Other factors are that "only in 

recent years have we had extremely 
good varieties, and fescues aren't 
going to give you that bright green 
color we associate with North 
American golf," Hurdzan added. "So 
there is that reluctance of a lot of 
superintendents because they don't 
know how their golfers are going to 
respond to turf that's not bright 
green." 

Garrett Gill, a golf course 
architect based in River Falls, 

Wis., said fescues mix well with 
bluegrass, adding, "They seem to 
[green up] relatively well before 
even the blues. So they help 
stabilize the soil in the roughs." 

'The idea is that in the winter 
the roughs are going to be nice 
and green and the Bermuda will 
be dormant, so you get a distinct 
color band. In the summer, the 
fairways are a nice dark green, 
and the fescues look tawny — a 
nice way to say brown," he said. 

Brilman agreed with the 
advantages and added some of her 
own. 

"Sheep fescues are nice for the 
roughs because they provide color 

definition. They are very blue and 
the fairway grasses are green, so 
you can define the edges of your 
fairways with them," she said. 

"Some of them, such as 
chewings and slender creepers, 
can be used in milder climates. 
They'll take a short height of cut. 
In England, the Pacific Northwest 
and New England you can use 
them in combination with 
bentgrass on the fairways. 
Slender creepers look beautiful 
in the Pacific Northwest, but in 
Maryland they're dead." 

Waterville (Maine) Country 
Club superintendent Kyle Evans 
reported good results mixing 

fescues with ryegrass in some 
areas and with bentgrass in 
others. 

"It grows great in the shade, in 
the rough. It's tough to get 
bluegrass to grow up here, so I've 
been mixing fescues and ryes with 
real good success," he said. 

In the bentgrass-fescue mix, 
Evans said he has "no diseases to 
speak of," is "very happy with the 
color" and is pleased with its wear-
tolerance in high-traffic areas and 
playability around the greens. 

Barenbrug's Peters said: "It 
seems golf courses are more and 
more thinking, Instead of the 
generic fairway, tee and green, 

Fine Fescue is 
the Golf Course 
Grass of the 
Past, Present, 
and Future. 
Fine fescues are a big part of the 
history of golf, since the Scottish 
Links of olden times were carved 
from fescue covered dunes. 

Now, what has become fash-
ion, is simply retracing the roots 
of golf. Whether adding excite-
ment to bunkering, grassing 
around wetlands and wooded 
areas, or creating low mainte-
nance roughs, fine fescue is the 
choice of savvy architects, 
designers and superintendents. 

So, any way you cut it, fine 
fescue is making history ..again! 
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let's go with wildflowers, or more 
native species or something that 
suits the golf course maintenance 
and budget purposes.' 

"Also, fine fescues are lower-
growing. So, for real rough areas 
they're not going to end up waist-
deep." 

THE LOW-MAINTENANCE PLUS 
"Superintendents," said 

Brilman, "must keep nutrient 
levels down in maintaining fescue 
grasses. They are more 
susceptible to cold and damp 
diseases — moreso in the spring 
than the summer. They tend to do 
worse when fertilizer rates and 
irrigation are heavier. In more 
humid areas, people tend to over-
manage fine fescues, and that 
encourages disease and insect 
problems. 

"Fine fescues don't survive well 
in the transition zone and South, 
while tall fescues thrive in heat 
and humidity and are flexible 
regarding nitrogen and water 
use." 

The players 
in the world 
of fine fescues 

Advanta Seeds West, Inc., 33725 Co-
lumbus St. S.E., P.O. Box 1496, Albany, 
OR 97321; 503-967-8923. Circle #201 

AMPAC Seed Co., 32727 Hwy 99E, 
P.O. Box 257, Tangent, OR 97389; 503-928-
1651. Circle #202 

Barenbrug U.S.A., P.O. Box 159, 
Imbler, OR 97841; 503-963-2842. Circle 
#203 

DLF/Triflorum USA Inc., P.O. Box 
742, Albany, OR 97321; 503-752-1946. 
Circle #204 

E.F. Burlingham & Sons, P.O. Box 
217, Forest Grove, OR97116; 503-357-2141. 
Circle #205 

The Genesis Group, 60 E. South 
Temple, Suite 500, Salt Lake City, UT; 801-
321-7500. Circle #206 

International Seeds, Inc., P.O. Box 
168, 820 1st St., Halsey, OR 97348; 503-
369-2251. Circle #207 

Jacklin Seed Co., W. 5300Jacklin Ave., 
Post Falls, ID 83854; 208-773-7581. Circle 
#208 

Jonathan Green & Sons, Inc., P.O. 
Box 326, Farmingdale, NJ 07727; 201-938-
7007. Circle #209 

KWS Seeds, 22068 Case Rd., NE, Au-
rora, OR 97002. Circle #210 

LIMAGRAIN Genetics, Stationstraat 
124, Postbus 2,9679 EG Scheemda, Neth-
erlands. Circle #211 

Lofts, Inc., P.O. Box 146, Bound Brook, 
N.J. 08805; 201-356-8700. Circle #212 

Michigan State University, East Lan-
sing, MI 48824; 517-355-0214. Circle #213 

Medalist America, 33731 Hwy 99E, 
Tangent, OR 97389; 503-926-0126. Circle 
#214 

O.M. Scott & Sons Co., Marysville, 
OH 43041; 513-644-0011. Circle #215 

Oregon Fine Fescue Commission, 
866 Lancaster Drive, Salem, OR 97301; 
503-585-1157. Circle #216 

Olsen-Fennel Seed Co., P.O. Box 
15028, Salem, OR 97309; 503-371-2940. 
Circle #217 

Pennington Seed, Box 290, Madison, 
GA 30650; 404-342-1234. Circle #218 

Pickseed West, Inc., P.O. Box 888, 
Tangent, OR 97389; 503-926-8886. Circle 
#219 

Prodana Seeds A/S, P.O. Box 84, DK-
5250 Odense SV, Denmark; 66170024. 
Circle #220 

Seed Research of Oregon, Inc., 644 
S.W. 13th St., Corvallis, OR 97333; 503-
757-2663. Circle #221 

Tee-2-Green Corp., P.O. Box 250, 
Hubbard, OR 97032; 503-981-9571. Circle 
#222 

Turf Seed, Inc., P.O. Box 250, 
Hubbard, OR 97032; 503-981-9571. Circle 
#223 

Willamette Seed Co., 220 N. Jefferson, 
P.O. Box 791, Albany, OR 97321; 503-491-
3675. Circle #224 

Zajac Performance Seeds, 33 Sicomac 
Road, North Haledon, NJ 07508; 201-423-
1660. Circle #225 
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