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ART OR SCIENCE? 
Has science killed the art of growing grass? 

Is s c i ence taking the art out of 

g r o w i n g qual i ty turf g r a s s ? 

I've been mull ing that question 

as m y travels have made it obvious 

that superintendents are relying more 

and more on data, research, and high-

technology while losing die feel and 

connection to the golf course. 

Being somewhat old fashioned 

— I c a m e of age in the white shoe, 

hard-collar, plaid-pants era — I 'm 

concerned that the next generation of 

superintendents doesn't know the art 

of grcenkeeping. They arc so wrapped 

up in the bells and whist les , so glued 

to their screens, that they neglect to 

look up (and d o w n ) and are unable to 

take in, touch and feel the very real 

world around them. 

Please don't think that I 'm anti-sci-

ence, some sort of technophobe w h o 

wants to return to sheep as m o w e r s 

and the wind as seed-spreader. There 

w a s science w h e n I w a s starting out 

in the business. But it wasn't nearly as 

developed or al l -encompassing, and 

as a result we w e r e forced to v i e w our 

golf courses from a true "grassroots" 

perspective. My most important tools 

3 0 years ago w e r e a soil probe, a kni fe 

and pair of Ray-Ban sunglasses. 

Yes, there are more and better tools 

available today, without question. 

However, I strongly suggest that 

superintendents and others w h o want 

to succeed need to learn h o w to man-

age by touch as wel l as by tech, and 

have a real feel for the environment 

rather than automatical ly re ferencing 

a computer ized graph or a smart-

phone app to explain where , w h e n 

and h o w to apply water or chemicals . 

Because only wi th this feel can you 

make the best use of the tools and 

technologies available. 

One of g o l f s fundamenta l tenets 

is that it's a touchy-Feely business and 

sport: Architects and builders touch 

the ground, feci the dirt ; superinten-

dents have a close relationship wi th 

the turf ; and golf professionals place 

their hands on the shoulders of stu-

dents when teaching the game. Sci-

ence has made many inroads the last 

f ew years, from equipment technol-

ogy to apparel that wicks and w a r m s , 

G P S devices and lightweight shoes. 

But as a lways throughout history' 

© 

— not just golf history but wor ld 

history — even the most dramatic 

breakthroughs in sc ience only work 

as adjuncts to our human senses. 

I asked a n u m b e r of prominent 

people in our business their thoughts 

on the art vs . sc ience debate to see 

if my v iew made sense. I received a 

range of responses. A noted super-

intendent in m y age bracket echoed 

my sentiments w h e n he asked, "Are 

these young guys looking at their golf 

courses and knowing what they are 

seeing? Are they really thinking about 

what is in the best interest of their 

golf course?" 

Another looked at the landscape of 

o u r industry today and said, "Sc ience 

versus art is actually a trick question 

because you need both. But if I had 

to pick one, I would take science over 

art because its nice to have paint on a 

r ipped c a n v a s " 

I agree that w e need both, and I 

see the logic — if not quite agreeing 

— with placing science first. But the 

fault in that logic is that you can only 

put sc ience first if you also under-

stand and have art in y o u r arsenal . 

I 'm worr ied that art has all but disap-

peared. Echoing an argument often 

used w h e n talking about how golf is 

played, I 'm fine with the new equip-

ment until it takes the golfer 's skill 

out of the game. 

When I was mov ing u p in the in-

dustry three decades ago, the pract ice 

of agronomy varied with each super-

intendent, w h o practiced his trade 

any w a y he wanted. T h e sc ience w a s 

new and not very widespread, so each 

super intendent made his course as a 

personal laboratory. Today, with the 

science blanketing the industry, we 're 

all doing the same thing pretty much 

the same way, o f ten without regard to 

w h e t h e r i ts right fo r our courses. 

Talking early one morning to a very 

successful super intendent , I asked 

what his g a m e plan was for the day 

ahead. His answer sums up my feel-

ings exactly: " I don't know," he said. 

" I need to walk around and see what 

m y golf course needs." 

Is that your first thought every 

day? It should be. 

H e r e are some thoughts f r o m oth-

ers in our business regarding art vs. 

sc ience. 

From a prominent tur fgrass 

m a n a g e m e n t Ph.D. : "Go l f turf man-

a g e m e n t has evolved over the past 

(MORAGHAN continues on page 64) 

"I've used this column for years to advocate more 
out-of-the-box thinking in agronomy. I fear that a 
science-only approach puts us back in the box, a 
box that is now a computer or a smartphone." 
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On many days, staff outnumbers play-
ers, Like some U.S. clubs, they are run 
by smart business executives w h o meet 
budgets at work, but overspend on their 
club. Chinese are known to be practical, 
so how long will that trend continue? As 
you can tell, I wish they would learn some 
of lessons more quickly. 

This is the first time a country is under-
taking new golf development based on the 
U.S. golf model, which has evolved from its 
Scottish roots over the last 1 2 0 years. Some 
worry that there is too much disconnect 
from g o l f s origins and roots in the U.S. 
model. In my opinion, golf's adaptability to 
different climates and cultures proves that 
the essence of the game remains powerful 
enough to thrive and endure as strongly in 
the next 500 years, as it has in the last 500. 
Overall, golf will thrive in China, and they 
will be good stewards of the games many 
traditions, even while adapting them to 
their unique conditions. GCI 

three decades from a discipl ine where 
success was often dependent on art and 
experience to one where new, young 
superintendents are better trained in the 
sciences and quickly embrace techno-
logical advances. As such, the discipl ine 
has moved to a much more science-
based e f fort . Of course, golf course 
supers are also reqiured n o w to be much 
more well-rounded in communicat ions , 
personnel management , and business 
skills to be successful ." 

From a soil physicist: "Sc ience and 
technology will never replace the real 
masters and artisans. Rather, we're talk-
ing art, or a natural world that just to 
happens to be labeled golf course.' It's 
unfortunate more golf course superin-
tendents don't understand their role or 
have the passion to understand the arti-
san's role in these natural settings. In my 
mind, it's a uatural paleLte of bio-mass 
that has been refined and in many cases, 

a lot like a work of art." 
A turf grass specialist: "Fur most 

modern-day superintendents, it is mostly 
science. But, when you get to the best 
condit ions and the best superintendents, 
it becomes more of an art." 

In all of those quotations, even the 
ones that give a nod to science, it is the 
ability to understand the artistic side that 
separates the best from the rest. Even 
if art is knowing how to evaluate the 
science anil choose what's best for your 
course. 

I've used this co lumn for years to 
advocate more out-of-the-box thinking in 
agronomy. I fear that a science-only ap-
proach puts us back in the box, a box that 
is n o w a computer or a sinartphone. 

Learn the science, use the science. But 
never forget that at its best, agronomy is 
first and foremost an art because every 
gol fcour .se - like every other master-
piece - is unique. GCI 
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