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DEATH OF 

WALTER HARBAN 
GREAT LOSS TO 

GREENKEEPING 

By 
JOHN 
MONTEITH, JR. W A L T E R 

S H A R B A N A r/ 
ON March 12th death closed the score book of another great friend of golf 

—Dr. Walter S. Harban. His was a record of good sportsmanship and 
devotion to the "spirit of the game" that would at least equal any of golf's 
best score cards. Dr. Harban's con-
cept of the "best interests of the * 
game" was no narrow interpretation 
limited by tournament rules and ab-
stract mutterings of "sportsmanship." 
Dr. Harban recognized that the rank 
and file of golfers deserved some con-
sideration in clubs as well as the 
small number of best players. At the 
same time he realized that the great-
est enjoyment and best interests of 
the game included not only consid-
eration of rules and regulations, but 
also involved course maintenance, 
since in no major outdoor game is 
the condition of the playing area as 
important to the full enjoyment of 
the game as it is with golf. 

An Ear ly Golf 

Enthusiast 

Dr. Ha r b an moved to Wash i n g t on in the 

'70s and soon became one of the city's 

leading dentists. At one t ime he was the 

personal dentist of President Theodore 

Roosevelt. He retired f rom the dental pro-

fession in 1909 and became active in bank-

ing and the hotel business i n Wash ing ton . 

Throughout his l ife Dr . Ha r b an was 

active in many outdoor sports par t icu lar ly 

golf, rowing, hun t ing and fishing. He took 

an active part in the organ izat ion of the 

Columbia CC and in the construction of 

its present course. He l a ter became in-

terested in the organizat ion of the Burn-

ing Tree GC and served on its green com-

mittee. From 1915 to 1919 he was a mem-

ber of the executive committee of the 

U S G A , and Vice President f rom 1917 to 

1919. He served on the Green Section 

committee from the t ime the Green Sec-

tion was established unt i l his death. 

Dr . Ha rban was fond of fishing and 

hunt ing . He was a close friend of Presi-

dent Cleveland and frequently accompan-

ied him on fishing tr ips. In recent years 

he was unable to p lay golf but cont inued 

his duck hun t i n g as health permit ted. 

Applied Science 

To Turf Upkeep 

Dr. Harban made his greatest contri-

bution to gol f through his awaken ing of 

interest in the possibilities of a pp l y i ng 

science to the maintenance of t u r f on go l f 

courses. Directly or indirectly the de-

velopment of the vegetative p l an t i ng of 

bents on golf courses, the establ ishment of 

the Green Section of the Uni ted States 

Gol f Association, the control of t u r f 

diseases and other t u r f ma in tenance 

problems can be traced largely to his in-

terest and influence. 

When Dr . Ha r b an retired f rom the den-

tal profession he devoted much t ime to the 

maintenance work of the Co lumbia CC, 

He encountered several problems which 
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This pho to records an Impor t an t 
event in g reenkeep lng h is tory . The 
t ime : 1918. T h e place: Po tomac 
P a r k , D. C , T h e even t : wo r kmen 
prepar ing creeping bent stolons for 
app l i ca t ion for the first t ime to a 

p u t t i n g green. 

baffled him so much that in 1910 he sought 
aid from scientists of the U, S. Dept, of 
Agriculture. This is believed to be the 
first case where the help of agricultural 
science was sought for golf course con-
struction or maintenance. 

Some time later Dr. Harhan again vis-
ited the Dept. of Agriculture and there 
met Drs. C. V, Piper and R. A. Oakley 
who were at that time interested in turf 
for golf courses. He immediately took 
these gentlemen out to the Columbia CC 
and thus began a long friendship with far-
reaching effects on turf maintenance. 

The leadership of Dr. Harban with the 
support of other prominent golfers with 
vision and broad concepts of the game 
finally resulted in the formation of the 
Green Section of the USGA. The primary 
purpose of the new organization was to 
make directly accessible to golf clubs all 
pertinent scientific information that was 
available in the U. S. Dept, of Agriculture. 

Introduced Stolon Method 
tif Kent Planting 

In addition to playing a most important 
part in the establishment of the Green 
Section Dr. Harhan was primarily respon-
sible for another far reaching develop-
ment in tur f maintenance. This was the 
application of the stolon method of plant-
ing bent grasses. 

In the early days of the "World War Dr. 
Harban one morning read headlines telling 
of the blockade of German shipping. He 
immediately recognized the significance of 
that announcement to golf in this country. 
He realized that the European bent 
grasses were the only practical grasses for 
putting greens throughout our northern 
states. The blocking of shipments of Ger-
man mixed bent seed and the ultimate re-
duction of the New Zealand source due to 

war he knew would effectively eliminate 
commercial bent seed supplies. He realised 
that worthless substitutes would be inevit-
able. 

As soon as he finished his paper Dr. 
Harhan called for his car and drove to 
the Dept. of Agriculture, There he dis-
cussed with Drs. Piper, Oakley and Keller-
man all known sources of bent seed and 
possibilities of their expansion. Other 
grasses that might possibly serve well in 
the emergency were also discussed. When 
it became evident that no new sources of 
bent seed nor satisfactory seed substitutes 
were likely to be available in a reasonable 
time, Dr. Harban made an important sug-
gestion. He proposed that a test be made 
to determine whether some vigorous 
strains of creeping bent might be planted 
by the stolon method, similar to the man-
ner of planting Bermuda grass. 

He knew of certain outstanding patches 
of this grass on the Columbia putting 
greens. Samples of these he offered to 
deliver to the Arlington experimental farm 
if the scientists there would plant them 
and try to develop satisfactory methods 
for reproducing them in turf. This was 
done and it was found to be a much easier 
process than had been anticipated. By 
1918 sufficient stock had been developed at 
Arlington to plant five greens in the new 
municipal course in Potomac Park, in 
Washington. The 9th green at the Colum-
bia CC was the first green on a private 
course to be planted with this method. 

Emergency Method 
Proves Best 

Thus was started as an emergency pro-
cess the vegetative method of planting 
creeping bents. Little did those four real-
ize that when the emergency of war was 
over the process would continue in use, 



and before the death of all four o f them, 

that method would provide efficient and 

enjoyable t u r f to many thousands of golf-

ers on l i teral ly thousands of pu t t ing 

greens, 

As the writer last heard Dr . Harban 

recount tba t conference and its develop-

ment and watched the characteristic 

twinkle in his keen eyes as he heard of 

cont inuing interest and satisfaction in that 

method of propagat ion, i t was quite ap-

parent that he treasured that suggestion 

as one of his great prizes—greatest to him 

because other golfers enjoyed it. His 

mantel fu l l o f trophies seemed insignifi-

cant when compared with that accomplish-

ment " fo r the good of the game. " 

Harban Pioneered for 

Brown-Patch Research 

Stil l another advancement in tu r f main-

tenance centered around Dr . Harban . In 

1920 the National Open was played on the 

Columbia coursc. Dr. Ha rban had left 

noth ing undone to produce the best possi-

ble pa t t i ng greens for the event. Jus t 

before the tournament started the tu r f was 

acclaimed the best i t was possible to pro-

duce. Then the weatherman turned loose 

a short period of the hot hum id weather 

for which Washington is well known. 

Brown-patch won on every green and finals 

were played on wrhat were essentially sand 

greens. Here were greens where nothing 

had been bpared to make them the best 

and where the most effective methods of 

maintenance known to date were em-

ployed. Yet the result was a complete 

failure in the face of a most important 

tournament . The spectacular collapse of 

those greens natura l ly focused attention 

on the why and wherefore of the in ju ry , 

and Dr . Harban led the cry for a thorough 

investigation of the cause of this damage 

and for the development of some remedy. 

Then followed the investigation work on 

tu r f diseases by the U. S. Dept. of Agri-

culture and the Green Section, leading to 

the development of remedies which are 

now used from coast to coast and in 

foreign lands as well. 

Green keeping 

His Major Interest 

Dr . Harban was a gentleman in the true 

sense. His golf was more than a game 

for his own enjoyment, for i t included 

years of service to his fellow club mem-

bers as well as to hundreds of thousands 

of players to h im unknown. His was a 

democratic golf, remind ing one of some 

of the tradit ions of the game. Only a few 

months before his death he met a green-

keeper on the street who had never had 

the opportunity for even elementary school-

ing. D r Harban begged h im to "come out 

to the house and talk over some of the 

good old days." Here was a man , per-

sonal friend of presidents and men high 

in the affairs of church, business and 

state, who was able to retain interest in 

his fel lowman in all walks of life. 

So taps has sounded for the last of the 

great Washington foursome who, only two 

decades ago, campaigned on a nat ional 

scale for better t u r f wi th the aid of 

science. In the order o f the ir pass ing: 

Dr . Charles V. Piper, Dr . Russell A . 

Oakley, Dr . Kar l F. Kellerman and Dr . 

Wal ter S. Harban . 


