TURF MAINTENANCE

ON A

ROLL

What'’s good for greens has got to be good for fairways, right? Merion
GC’s Matt Shaffer experiments with fairway rolling to reduce turf
stress and improve overall health.

instein said the definition of
insanity is doing the same
thing over and over and ex-
pecting different results.
The world needs people who make
it a habit to think out of the box.

Thank God we have them.

Over the years, I have seen a variety
of cultural practices come and go and
even a few revived that were used half
a century ago. One of those cultural
practices is turf rolling. Turf rolling
was most often utilized in the spring or
during construction. I can remember
always seeing a small roller and a large
roller at every golf course I visited. I
would also see three gang rollers used
to roll larger areas of turf throughout
the 20th century.

In the parts of the country where
there was heavy frost we would often
see some heaving of the soil and this
created uneven putting surfaces almost
every spring. Rollers were used to
smooth out the putting surface prior to
the first mowing in the spring.

Rollers had taken on many forms,
and most rollers were about 3 feet wide
and filled with water to have greater
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impact. Even after rolling I remember
using a Toro Series IV walking greens
mower — with a masonry block in the
basket — that was used prior to the of-
ficial first mowing of all of the greens.
This prevented scalping and gave a very
smooth surface when topdressing since
topdressing frequency was much less.

Rollers took on many forms and
I have seen vibratory rollers, small
construction rollers and everything in
between.

As greater demands for high-level
conditioning arose, there was a ten-
dency to take practices like rolling and
expand them to other areas of the golf
course like tees and approaches. Some
of these practices have evolved into use
on fairways as well and fairway rolling
has followed suit in that evolution.

CONCEPT. Over the years, I have had the
pleasure to know Matt Shaffer, director
of golf courses at Merion Golf Club in
Havertown, Pa., very well. Matt is one
of those cutting-edge guys who does
not always wait for the newest pieces of
equipment and latest trends to develop.
Matt is at the forefront and works with

quite a few equipment manufacturers,
universities and plant-protectant com-
panies to develop his conceptual plans
into realities at Merion GC.

Through following former and cur-
rent research on disease development,
Matt realized there were a variety of
benefits to greens rolling. One of those
benefits was the reduction of disease
pressure even in an area like Phila-
delphia that is known for turf damage
through disease.

As the demand for excellence at
Merion increased there were several
cultural programs that expanded be-
yond the greens and out onto the ap-
proaches leading to the greens. One of
those cultural practices was the rolling
of turf. Matt noticed a reduction in
disease pressure on the approaches,
which started to make him think that
there was potential for doing the same
on fairways. All of this fit nicely into an
integrated pest management program
that utilized rolling to aid in reducing
fungicide applications to Merion’s
many acres of fairways.

DEVELOPMENT. The amount of equip-

As demands rose for high level conditioning,
practices have evolved to include fairway rolling.
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TURF MAINTENANCE

Sal Rizzo: “We built a small model and worked on the steering for what seemed to be ferever. We were positive that when
turning on the green there should be no damage. It took four months alone just to perfect the steering.”

ment and labor required to roll fairways
would surely be cost prohibitive. Only
greens rollers were commercially avail-
able a year ago. So a concept had to be
taken to the right people to develop a
prototype of a roller that could be wide
enough to make the process feasible. It
also had to be mobile enough to move
from fairway to fairway with little or
no reason for an operator to get off the
machine.

Matt says he contacted every manufac-
turer he could think of to build this ma-
chine and nobody wanted to take on the
project of designing this machine. Matt
and Sal Rizzo from Salsco had done busi-
ness for many years. When Matt asked Sal
if he had any interest Sal agreed to take
a look at the project. They set a time to
meet and discuss the project.

Present at that first meeting were Paul
Brandon, sales manager for Finch (the
local John Deere dealer) and Dick Owen,

a Salsco golf equipment salesperson.
Combined there was well over 100 years
of experience in golf and turf equipment
and maintenance at this gathering. They
made a wish list of the things they wanted
the machine to do. Nobody knew what
it should look like — only the things they
expected from it.

As Sal drove home the next day and
thought about this new machine he be-
gan to get excited about the project. As
he drove the machine started to come
together in his mind.

Sal told me: “I have no choice once I
start the process... the whole machine
must be done in my mind. I install every
nut and bolt, every link and bracket, in-
vestigate all the stress points, the whole
unit. Then I drive it and use it in my mind
to work out any weak points.

“Once I'm happy with the unit in my
mind, I begin to lay the concept out
to the R&D people at Salsco,” he adds.

After they picked apart the base design
they called in the AutoCAD guys. At this
point the yellow pads come out and the
base unit begins to take form.

“We built a small model and worked on
the steering for what seemed to be forev-
er,” he says. “We were positive that when
turning on the green there should be no
damage. It took four months alone just
to perfect the steering. Sal estimated that
the first machine had at least $350,000
in design and production time. We used
components and technology from other
machines we build and the unit began to
take shape.”

When they introduced the Tranz-For-
mer at Merion GC to the same group who
attended the initial meeting the feedback
was extremely positive. This machine
performed better than expected. “When
we brought the prototype to Matt you
would have thought it was his first child,”
Sal says. “He loved everything about it.”
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TURF MAINTENANCE

IMPLEMENTATION. Through prior experi-
mentation the team at Merion GC had
ascertained that a significant reduction in
an aggressive dollar spot infestation had
occurred when rolling approaches.

Early versions of a fairway roller were
created with a five-plex, but eventually the
Salsco prototypes were put into action on
a regular schedule. With the new fairway
rollers it was decided to operate the new
machines on a regular schedule. Fairways
are rolled at the rate of 4.5 acres per hour
and the turf team has the system down pat.

Fairways at Merion GC are mown on
Monday, Tuesday, Thursday and Friday
each week. Fairways are rolled on Wednes-
day, Saturday and Sunday. Additional cul-
tural practices impacting fairway conditions
are the use of topdressing sand at the rate of
15 tons of sand in two applications per year.

RESULTS. As they say “the proof is in the

pudding.” All of the development of this
new machinery would have been for naught
had there been no measurable results.
During the summer of 2011, Shaffer told
me that “I have not applied any fairway
fungicides in 280 days and that alone will
allow us to develop an effective calculation
for a realistic time for
return on our investment
in the machinery.” In
2012 fairway fungicide
applications were utilized
on a 21-28 day schedule
but at a much lesser cost
than previous years. Any
visible dollar spot was less aggressive and
smaller in size with the rolling.

Side benefits have included a noticeable
thatch reduction. The sand topdressing
may be adding to that effect, but it is all
good. Matt says when he looks at the actual
height of cut for the fairway turf, through

Shaffer

a prism, it is .010 inches less than before
fairway rolling. This has resulted in greater
member satisfaction with a tighter lie while
not sacrificing the health of the plant with
a lower bench height of cut. Utilizing the
newer cultural practices on fairways it is
hoped that fairway aeration can be mini-
mized in the future.

THE SCIENCE. Some of the genesis of the
fairway rolling concept not only came from
the trial-and-error concept and practical
trial and error, but also from the science
and research behind the concept.

Dr. Thom A. Nikolai, turfgrass academic
specialist at Michigan State University, has
been performing lightweight roller research
since 1993. His observations about the nu-
merous benefits that regular rolling provides
were the impetus for the resurgence of the
mechanical practice. Those benefits include
decreases in dollar spot, brown patch, and
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localized dry spot while increasing green
speed. Many of his findings have been sum-
marized in a recent article published in the
summer issue of the Michigan Turfgrass
Foundation publication of NewsNotes.

Masters student Paul Giordano reported
that increasing the frequency of rolling
significantly decreases the incidence of dol-
lar spot. Beyond the research at MSU that
proves rolling decreases dollar spot, Rutgers
University research has also shown that
anthracnose can be decreased with regular
use of lightweight rolling. These are surely
the two largest challenges for maintaining
disease-free turf in the cool-season regions
of the US.

While reduction of morning dew and
a healthier sward of fairway grasses may
be a key component of disease reduction,
Giordano’s research indicates that changes
in the microbial population caused by roll-

ing are most likely the key. Michigan State

PENN STATE

is performing rolling research on fairways
and athletic fields. We can expect to see
more research results from Michigan State

in the upcoming years.

SUMMARY. Could it be that we are seeing an-
other case of history repeating or reinvent-
ing itself? Practices like rolling of fairways,
that were once utilized, are coming back
into modern lurt‘grlms maintenance. Science
and rationale are behind the new direction
to improve fairway conditions.

While it took an investment of $350,000
to roll out the first machines Sal Rizzo indi-
cated that he is selling his units in the range
of $35,000, which makes them affordable
for a variety of golf courses.

Each facility must do its own homework
as to what cost savings might be evident.
[t is hard to place an exact value on overall
improved fairway conditions, but if you

could calculate items like reduced fungicide

applications and less hand watering it is
easy to see how long this may be a prudent
investment.

Time will tell if this becomes a trend.
Salsco is taking orders and units used at a
major earlier this year have created buzz
and became the impetus for Brigham Young
University to order one for their sports turf.

Shaffer continues to be on top of his game
and always striving for improvement on his
golf courses. With fellows like Shaffer taking
aneed and developing the concept it opens
the doors for creative people like Sal Rizzo
to invest his time and money into new tech-

nology that will only improve over time. GCI
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