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When and How Spiking Improves 
Your Putting Greens 

By KENNETH W E L T O N 

THE PRACTICE of sp ik ing pu t t ing 
g r eens is no t a new one. I t h a s been 
prac t iced off and on by g r e e n k e e p e r s 

in th is c o u n t r y for m a n y y e a r s . It h a s 
usual ly been done a s a pure ly mechan i ca l 
m e a n s of so f t en ing pu t t ing g r e e n su r faces 
which h a v e become h a r d a n d c rus ted . 
The theo ry is t h a t the p u n c t u r i n g of m a n y 
holes in t he su r f ace of t h e soil t ends to 
f r a c t u r e t he solid mass , and t h a t t he com-
binat ion of f r a c t u r e s and s p o k e holes al-
lows t he soil some sl ight m o v e m e n t unde r 
p re s su re which gives t h e g r e e n a so f t e r 
or m o r e res i l i en t feel . 

Spik ing h a s also been used to b reak u p 
c rus t s of soil which have f o r m e d on t h e 
su r f ace due to fau l ty t o p d r e s s i n g and 
o the r causes , which if no t b r o k e n would 
s m o t h e r t he g ras s . T h e s a m e is t r u e of 
the l e a the ry c rus t f o r m e d on t h e s u r f a c e 
by the g r o w t h of a lgae . M a n y green-
keepe r s h a v e spiked a t c e r t a i n s e a s o n s to 
aid in t h e m o r e rapid a b s o r p t i o n of mois-
t u r e by t h e soil. U n d e r c e r t a i n condi t ions 
th is p r ac t i ce h a s been ve ry benef ic ia l and 
has a ided in t h e sav ing of m a n y a r ea s on 
g reens wh ich o the rwi se m i g h t h a v e died 
f r o m lack of mois tu re . 

Some g r e e n k e e p e r s h a v e sp iked the i r 
g r eens wi th t h e idea of r e l i e v i n g a sour 
condi t ion of t h e soil. In m a n y ca se s t h e 
r ea son ing as to how th is would be accom-
plished was r a t h e r vague a n d o f t e n en-
t i re ly wrong , b u t the sp ik ing usua l ly gave 
beneficial r e s u l t s and h e n c e a p p e a r e d to 
s u b s t a n t i a t e w h a t e v e r t h e o r y m i g h t h a v e 
been held as to the t rouble wi th t he g reen 
and as to how the sp ik ing would cor rec t 
it . Spik ing a lone does no t r e l i e v e acidi ty, 
which t e r m is some t imes used a s synony-
mous to sourness , bu t s ince t h e t e r m 
" sou r" is o f t e n applied to soil t h a t is in 
poor condi t ion for a va r i e ty of r easons , 
spiking o f t e n does give r e s u l t s which be-
come no t i ceab l e in the i m p r o v e m e n t of 
the tu r f . A f ew spiking e n t h u s i a s t s h a v e 
c la imed b r o w n p a t c h cont ro l w i t h spiking. 
In some c a s e s an i m p r o v e m e n t in t he 
soil condi t ion due to the sp ik ing h a s pro-

vided more hea l t hy turf and h e n c e t he 
sp ik ing can be said to h a v e had a c e r t a i n 
i n d i r e c t contro l over t h e d isease . How-
ever , un less t h e sp ik ing is con t inued in 
such a m a n n e r t h a t a def in i te p e r m a n e n t 
soil i m p r o v e m e n t is ga ined , a n y d i s ea se 
cont ro l by sp ik ing is j u s t about as specif ic 
a n d l a s t ing as con t ro l f r o m a c h a n g e in 
t h e wea the r , or an appl ica t ion of l ime, 
fe r t i l i zer , or t o p d r e s s i n g might be. 

Cultivation Benefits Soil 
T h e rea l benef i t s de r ived f r o m sp ik ing 

in rel ief of s o u r n e s s a n d disease , or im-
p r o v e m e n t in g rowth of g r a s s a r e mos t ly 
of a n a t u r e s imi la r to t h e benef ic ia l re-
s u l t s ob t a ined by t h e f a r m e r by cul t iva t -
ing h i s soil. E v e n t h e mos t a m a t e u r of 
g a r d e n e r s h a v e an ins t inc t ive f ee l ing t h a t 
t h e soil should b e loosened , t u r n e d over , 
exposed to t he sun l igh t , a n d a e r a t e d in 
o r d e r to pu t it i n t o good condi t ion fo r t h e 
g r o w t h of p lan ts , a n d t h e long l is t of 
p roven benef i t s of soil cu l t iva t ion need 
n o t be n u m e r a t e d h e r e . W h e n one con-
s i d e r s t h a t m a n y p u t t i n g g reens h a v e b e e n 
in tu r f f o r 10 t o 20 yea r s , d u r i n g wh ich 
t i m e t h e soil h a s no t been cu l t iva t ed i t 
does n o t s eem s t r a n g e t h a t m a n y people 
in c h a r g e of tu r f h a v e a t t e m p t e d f r o m 
t i m e to t ime to give t h e soil, by sp ik ing 
or discing, t he cu l t iva t ion they fee l it 
n e e d s ; and t h a t o f t e n t he i r e f fo r t s h a v e 
b e e n r e w a r d e d . 

W h e n a p u t t i n g g r e e n needs t i le dra in-
a g e o r should be r ebu i l t to i m p r o v e sur-
f a c e d ra inage , t h e sods should be r e m o v e d 
f r o m t h e g reen so t h a t whi le t h e t i le a r e 
be ing ins ta l l ed and whi le g rad ing is be ing 
done , a d v a n t a g e m a y be t a k e n of t h e op-
p o r t u n i t y to cu l t iva t e t h e topsoil a n d t h a t 
w h a t e v e r add i t ions such as sand, o r g a n i c 
m a t t e r , and fe r t i l i z ing e l e m e n t s a r e neces-
s a r y m a y be m a d e b e f o r e re lay ing t h e sod. 
T h e r e a re a l so s o m e g r e e n s t h a t h a v e 
s u c h poor soil condi t ion tha t , r e g a r d l e s s 
of w h e t h e r t hey shou ld be r e g r a d e d or 
t i le -dra ined, t he p r e p a r a t i o n s and c h a n g e s 
in t h e soil m a y bes t be m a d e by r e m o v i n g 
t h e sod. But t h e r e a r e m a n y p u t t i n g 



greens tha t a re not so bad in any of the 
above points as to requi re the immediate 
l i f t ing of t he sod provided adequate spik-
ing and o ther necessary t r e a t m e n t s are 
made. 

Golf clubs dislike having to put a put-
t ing g reen out of play dur ing the playing 
season even if a good t empora ry green 
is provided. It is not a lways possible to 
do cer ta in work when the course is not 
in play on account of wea the r conditions, 
so tha t any means of working an improve-
ment on pu t t ing greens wi thou t the neces-
sity of t ea r ing up the g r e e n s is of con-
siderable advan tage to the club. Spiking 
can not cu re fundamen ta l difficulties due 
to the wrong s train or var ie ty of grass , 
disease, poor drainage, and in some cases 
poor soil conditions, but it m a y have value 
in the above cases by its t empora ry effect 
and t h e r e a r e a n u m b e r of problems for 
which spiking may prove of great per-
m a n e n t value. 

Topdress with Spiking 
The effect of spiking in sof ten ing put-

t ing s u r f a c e s so tha t g r e e n s will hold 
approach shots bet ter will be more effec-
tive and more pe rmanen t in na tu re if ade-
quate topdress ing is done in connection 
with the spiking. W h a t e v e r the effect is 
of punc tu r ing numerous holes in the turf 
the soil will soorr se t t le and close the 
holes. However , the ef fec t of the holes 
in ae r a t i ng the soil and in the absorption 
of mois ture will become las t ing if some 
good sandy loam topdress ing high in or-
ganic m a t t e r is worked down into the 
holes. By working such mate r i a l into the 
holes any number of small or large chan-
nels of porous mater ia l may be projected 
into a hard-packed soil so t h a t the sur face 
soil is gradual ly improved unde r the surf-
ace a s well as on the s u r f a c e by the 
success ive spiking and topdress ing treat-
ments . In this connect ion several in-
s tances come to mind where greens were 
in such a packed condit ion tha t it was 
thought necessa ry to r emove the sod to 
improve the soil but where spiking and 
working-in of a good p repa red soil was 
pract iced as a t empora ry relief until th is 
ma jo r opera t ion could be ca r r i ed out. In 
the cases in mind the o t h e r fundamenta l 
condit ions in the greens were good enough 
tha t a f t e r a number of t r e a t m e n t s of com-
bined spiking and topdress ing the hard 
condition on the greens was so relieved 
tha t it was not necessa ry to t ea r them up. 

T h e soil on many pu t t ing greens be-

comes so packed around the edges and on 
the high a r ea s of t h e greens t h a t it will 
not absorb mois ture and even though the 
g reens are apparen t ly well watered these 
a r e a s show signs of lack of moisture. The 
t rouble is tha t the soil is too packed to 
absorb the mois ture applied by hand or 
spr ink le r quickly enough to get to any 
depth . Most of the wate r applied to these 
a r e a s runs to the low areas where the 
surp lus of wa te r of ten causes more 
t rouble. Spiking of these hard elevated 
a r e a s is of grea t help in this problem 
and if the spiking is repeatedly and well 
done these high packed areas can be put 
into such a condition tha t they will absorb 
mois ture . When spiking for this purpose 
it is also well to work an improved porous 
soil down into the spike holes in o rde r 
to keep the holes open with abso rben t 
ma te r i a l and to gradual ly effect a per-
m a n e n t improvement in the soil t ex ture . 

When deep spiking has been done and 
t h e holes filled with improved soil it ha s 
been f requent ly observed that the roots 
h a v e grown down the channels of im-
proved soil fa r below the sur rounding 
roots . This is to be expected a s roots 
find difficulty in forc ing their way through 
hard packed soils. Certain minera ls such 
as phosphorus , potash and calcium a re 
a lso beneficial in improving the root 
g rowth but these minera ls with the ex-
cept ion of potash a re insoluble and do not 
readi ly en te r hard packed soil and hence 
i t may take considerable t ime, if a t all, 
before they come in contact with the roots 
whe re most needed. Spiking is of g rea t 
value in ge t t ing these minerals down to 
t h e roots, as these minerals may be mixed 
in topdressing, which in turn may be 
rubbed and wate red into the spike holes. 
Lead a r sena t e is f ree ly used on pu t t ing 
g reens for grub- and worm-control and 
for th is purpose it does not become effec-
t ive until it en t e r s the soil. The lead 
a r s e n a t e also is very insoluble so tha t on 
hard firm soil it will be much more effec-
t ive to apply it in the m a n n e r recom-
mended for cer ta in minerals ment ioned 
above. 

Las t but not least , there a re many 
greens , especially creeping bent g reens 
p lanted with stolons, tha t have developed 
a th ick su r face ma t of partially decayed 
roots and stolons. This mat is of ten found 
to be more than two inches thick and is 
responsible for much turf trouble. This 
condition may be avoided by correct main-
t enance pract ices, but once developed it is 



difficult to ove rcome . W h e n a g r e e n ge ts 
in this condi t ion it should first be checked 
fo r acidi ty. T h e soil bac te r i a will more 
quickly b reak down th is a c c u m u l a t e d or-
ganic s u r f a c e m a t if the soil is c lose to 
neu t r a l or on the a lka l ine side. T h e bac-
te r ia l ac t ion which is necessa ry to b r eak 
down the o r g a n i c m a t will a lso be g r e a t l y 
s t imula ted by ae r a t i on of the soil, so t h a t 
spiking, or discing, can be of cons ide r ab l e 
va lue not only in le t t ing oxygen in to the 
soil but in a l lowing the l ime to e n t e r in 
ca se it is found neces sa ry . 

I KEEP POA ANNUA 
Fertilizing Practice that Keeps Poa 

Annua Greens During 
Summer 

By J O H N M a c G R E G O R 
Supt., Chicago Golf Club 

n O A ANNUA h a s caused g r e e n k e e p e r s 
• more wor ry and s leepless n i g h t s t h a n 
a n y o the r p u t t i n g g reen g r a s s b e c a u s e it 
d ies out d u r i n g t h e s u m m e r m o n t h s — J u n e , 
Ju ly , and A u g u s t — t h e m o n t h s in which 
t h e r e is the heav ies t play. D u r i n g the 
s p r i n g and a u t u m n months , when p lay is 
l ight , Poa Annua g reens usua l ly a r e per-
fect . 

W h a t is the r e a s o n for th i s va r i ab i l i t y? 
Many have given t h e i r opinions on t h e sub-
jec t , but none s e e m s to be ab le to supp ly 
t he remedy. Poa Annua is a n a n n u a l as 
t h e n a m e impl ies . I t be longs to t h e blue-
g r a s s family , and b lueg ra s s deve lops bes t 
in neu t r a l or a l k a l i n e soil. I t is ve ry sel-
dom one sees g r e e n s which a r e 100 per cent 
Poa Annua, as t h e r e usual ly is a f a i r per-
cen tage of e i t he r seeded or vege ta t ive ben t 
in those greens . Now I believe t h a t t he 
a v e r a g e g r e e n k e e p e r does not c a t e r to t he 
w a n t s of Poa Annua, but leans to t h e de-
ve lopment of his ben t , hoping t h a t it will 
t a k e possess ion of t he g reen and in th i s 
way e rad ica te t he Poa Annua. 

I never have k n o w n th i s to h a p p e n , be-
cause Poa Annua is a prolific m u l t i p l i e r . 
I t d rops i ts seed a t least t h r e e t i m e s a 
year , so no m a t t e r if the old p l a n t s d ie out , 
t h e seed will g e r m i n a t e and t h e r e wil l be 
more of t he p l a n t s than t he r e w e r e be-
fore . Now why no t cater to the needs of 
Poa Annua a n d develop a rea l ly excel lent 
pu t t ing-green t u r f ? I t is agreed by all 

good golf p layers t ha t Poa Annua m a k e s 
a per fec t p u t t i n g green. 

T h e p rope r method to p u r s u e in develop-
ing t h i s tu r f is first to h a v e t he soil 
ana lyzed to d e t e r m i n e t h e acidi ty , a lka-
linity, ava i l ab le n i t rogen , phosphorus , a n d 
po tash . I a m wi l l ing to gamble t h a t in 
soils wh ich show an ac id i ty value of p H 5 
to 6.5, Poa Annua dies ou t d u r i n g the sum-
mer m o n t h s — I am now c i t i n g my own ex-
per ience. My las t exper ience wi th Poa 
Annua d y i n g out was J u n e , 1933. I had 
t he soil in the g reens ana lyzed and found 
the ac id i ty to be pH 5.6, a n d also a g r ea t 
def ic iency in phosphorus . Dur ing the hot-
t es t w e e k of t h a t yea r I app l ied 25 pounds 
of h y d r a t e d l ime per 1,000 sq f t . A week 
la ter I appl ied 15 pounds of 20 per cen t 
s u p e r p h o s p h a t e per 1,000 sq. f t . Of 
course I w a t e r e d the s e p a r a t e app l i ca t ions 
tho rough ly . By t he midd le of Augus t t h e 
g r eens were in b e a u t i f u l condi t ion . By t h e 
end of Sep tember I found t h e roots of t h e 
Poa Annua had pene t r a t ed to a depth of 
two inches . The roots con t inued to develop 
d u r i n g t he g rowing season. Before go ing 
in to t h e w i n t e r the roo t s h a d pene t r a t ed 
to a dep th of two and one-half inches. Dur-
ing May, 1934 I appl ied a comple te fer t i l -
izer a t t h e r a t e of 15 p o u n d s per 1,000 sq. 
f t . A l though the sp r ing season was ex-
t r eme ly d ry , I did not app ly wa te r to my 
g reens u n t i l the first week in J u n e . My 
reason fo r doing th i s was to encourage t he 
roots to go deeper . 

I appl ied l ight app l i ca t ions of a m m o n i u m 
s u l p h a t e only t h r e e t i m e s d u r i n g t he en-
t i r e season . When I say l ight , I m e a n 
t h r e e p o u n d s per 1,000 sq. f t . Th i s is t h e 
first t i m e in six yea r s t h a t my greens h a v e 
come t h r o u g h wi thou t t h e Poa Annua 
dying out . I should like a l so to d raw your 
a t t e n t i o n to the fac t t h a t I have not top-
dressed m y g reens a t all t h i s year . T h e 
turf h a s been so dense t h a t I don ' t know 
how I could have worked a n y compost in-
to t he g ra s s . 

T h e s o o n e r th is p r o g r a m is begun a n d 
ca r r i ed t h r o u g h , t he be t t e r . Do it n o w ! 

Jack Green w a s g e t t i n g l ean , 
Hi s pay-rol l g e t t i n g f a t t e r , 

He c u t h is c o s t s w i t h n e w m a c h i n e s 
N o w , n o t h i n g is the m a t t e r . 

Let G O L F D O M ' s maintenance machin-
ery advertisers show you how to cut up-
keep costs during 1935 and years to come. 


