
Reducing Thatch Brings 
Back Healthy Turf 

By WARREN BIDWELL 

When ou r popula t ion began moving 
wes tward in the ear ly 1800's, the pioneers 
who chose the p ra i r i e lands f o r t he i r new 
homes found a difficult t a s k c o n f r o n t i n g 
them. The r ich land w a s covered wi th 
tha tched and m a t t e d g ra s s l ands sod, which 
had defied f o r cen tur ies the e f fo r t s of t ree 
seedlings to become es tabl ished. The 
pioneers w e r e men of the soil who realized 
t h a t the sod m u s t be incorpora ted w i t h the 
soil if they were to see thei r d r e a m s of 
a b u n d a n t c rops come t rue . The th ick blan-
ke t of o rgan ic w a s t e covering the soil was 
a rich s to rehouse of soil o rgan ic m a t t e r 
when p u t to w o r k th rough the ac t ion of 
micro-organ isms . 

The p ioneers did not know the scientif ic 
explanat ion of t h e soil's p roduc t iv i ty . We 
know today the impor tance of t h e micro-
o rgan i sms in chang ing r a w vege tab le 
w a s t e in to soil o rgan ic m a t t e r . E v e n the 
aer ia l por t ions of p l an t s under n o r m a l con-
dit ions a r e covered with a var ied m i x t u r e 
of beneficial o rgan i sms . When p l a n t s die — 
a re cu t — a s in the case of m o d e r n turf 
production, th is var ied popula t ion of o rgan-
isms is r eady to begin the biochemical pro-
cesses t h a t c h a n g e vegetable w a s t e into 
the finished p r o d u c t — soil h u m u s . 

Cer ta in condi t ions m u s t be m e t if the 
o rgan i sms a r e t o begin work . W e have 
scientific proof t h a t the re is v e r y l i t t le 
decomposi t ion of g r a s s cl ippings o r roots 
dur ing the w i n t e r months . Vigorous act iv-
i ty of the mic ro -o rgan i sms develops du r ing 
the g rowing season, beginning a b o u t the 
t ime of the s p r i n g vege ta t ive period. If 
the g rowing season should be unusua l ly 
dry, very l i t t le decomposit ion of t h e ac-
cumula ted c l ippings and roots will be ac-

complished. Equal ly i m p o r t a n t is the need 
fo r oxygen in the soil to p romote an ade-
qua te supply of aerobic o rgan ims — t h a t 
is, b a c t e r i a t h a t m u s t have oxygen in order 
to func t ion . The g r e a t bulk of decomposi-
t ion of organic w a s t e in soil is carr ied on 
by the aerobic o rgan isms . W e know t h a t 
f avo rab le t e m p e r a t u r e and mois ture a r e 
necessa ry fo r n a t u r e to c a r r y out the com-
pl ica ted processes of b r e a k i n g down t h e 
accumula t ion of g r a s s cl ippings and roots . 
J u s t a s i m p o r t a n t fo r b r e a k i n g down the 
t h a t c h and m a t found on m a n y turf a r e a s 
is the need fo r aer i f icat ion to ensure the 
cont inued presence of aerobic bac te r ia in 
our tu r f soils. 

Shu t s Out Mois ture 
M a n y tur f men have experienced the 

t ime when they have gone ou t to old num-
ber six f a i r w a y a f t e r a prolonged ra in 
expec t ing to find the m o i s t u r e all the w a y 
down to China. Upon t a k i n g out the i r 
f avo r i t e wa te rme lon kn i f e and cu t t ing the 
f a m i l i a r t r i a n g u l a r plug, d i sappoin tment 
h a s usua l ly been thei r r eward , fo r it w a s 
found t h a t only one -qua r t e r or maybe one-
half inch of this t ha t ched tu r f was mois t . 
W h y ? Organic m a t e r i a l of this type is 
known to possess a wa te r -ho ld ing capac i ty 
up to t w e n t y t imes t h a t of a mineral soil 
on a pe rcen t age by we igh t basis. Equa l ly 
t r u e is t he fac t , t h a t t he abil i ty of th is 
o rgan ic ma te r i a l to absorb w a t e r rapidly 
is a b o u t the reverse in r a t i o as compared 
wi th t h e s ame minera l soil. So, we ob-
serve t h a t if the nex t w e t t i n g period is five 
t o ten days later , the smal l amoun t of 
m o i s t u r e t h a t pene t r a t ed t h e tha tch h a s 
been of absolutely no use to the p lants . 
The w a t e r held nea r t h e su r face by the 
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organic w a s t e s imply evapora t e s ins tead 
of soak ing into the soil to be used by the 
g r a s s roots . 

W h y do w e a s tur f men f r e t ourse lves 
abou t t h a t c h e d t u r f ? General ly speaking , 
i t looks good a t mos t t imes of t h e year , it 
p lays well and cer ta in ly i t fee ls a s luxuri-
ous, when w e w a l k on it, a s t h e f a m o u s 
Wa ldo r f -As to r i a rugs . 

W e know t h a t t h a t c h p r e v e n t s much 
needed m o i s t u r e f r o m reach ing t h e root 
zone of t h e soil and encourages shallow 
root development . T h a t it is a l m o s t im-
possible f o r fer t i l izer to p e n e t r a t e to the 
root zone w h e r e it belongs is a n o t h e r good 
reason f o r e l imina t ing tha tch . I t s t a n d s to 
reason, t h a t if t h i s ma te r i a l p r e v e n t s pene-
t r a t i on of m o i s t u r e and p l an t food, then 
the same hand i cap is being appl ied to the 
oxygen supply which is so vi ta l f o r func-

W i t h a e r i f i c a t i o n p r o g r a m i n p r o g r e s s t h a t c h h a s 
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i m p r o v e d . 

t ional processes in the soil. If you have 
ever experienced a severe a t t a c k of dollar-
spot on tha t ched tu r f , t h e n you will recall 
how diff icul t i t w a s to ge t r id of it. Even 
more not iceable a r e the deep and l a s t ing 
sca r s a n d the ex t reme s lowness wi th which 
they filled in wi th new g ra s s . Tha tch is a 
haven f o r fung i . 

D u r i n g t h e 1949 season, when hea t a n d 
high h u m i d i t y records we re being b roken 
everywhere , l a rge a r e a s of our P ines 
Course f a i r w a y s did t h e old fade-out ac t . 
I call i t smother ing , f o r ac tua l ly it is j u s t 
t ha t . A b lanke t of t h a t c h a s shown in t w o 
of the accomp an y i n g p h o t o g r a p h s is repre-
sen t a t i ve of not only some Seaview f a i r -
w a y s a t t h a t t ime, bu t of m a n y turf a r e a s 
t h a t h a v e been establ ished f o r years . Such 
a b l a n k e t wi th i t s d i sas t rous f i l ter ing 
quali t ies, s e t s up even m o r e complicat ions 
to the m a i n t e n a n c e p r o g r a m , t han I h a v e 
ment ioned here. 

Some despe ra te super in tenden ts h a v e 
fol lowed the example se t by the p ioneers 
a l r eady ment ioned; they h a v e turned unde r 
the i r t h a t c h e d f a i r w a y s w i t h the plow a n d 
s t a r t e d all over aga in w i t h new seed. Such 
d ra s t i c ac t ion is never t a k e n wi thout t h e 
consen t a n d full knowledge of the govern-
ing body. Regardless , cr i t ic ism is still 
heard . W h a t go l fe r will t a k e t ime out to 
t h i n k t h e s i tua t ion t h r o u g h ? Even if he 
did, chances a re t h a t he wouldn ' t under -
s t a n d t h a t th is condit ion h a s been bui lding 
u p f o r m a n y yea r s as a d i rec t resul t of his 
d e m a n d s f o r thicker , g r eene r and b e t t e r 
t u r f . A s a resul t of th is a t t e m p t t o please, 
we h a v e been c u t t i n g a n d deposi t ing f a r 
m o r e cl ippings t han M o t h e r N a t u r e can 
dispose of th rough the no rma l process of 
decomposi t ion. So we h a v e contr ibuted to 
the t h a t c h s i tuat ion. 

Keeps Turf In Service 
Only in the l a s t f e w y ea r s has a tool 

been avai lable t h a t gives us an a l t e rna t ive 
to t h e p low — one t h a t will allow us to keep 
tu r f a r e a s in service while ca r ry ing ou t a 
p l anned p r o g r a m of t h a t c h reduction. This 
tool' is t h e Aerifier. P r imar i l y , the Aerif ier 
w a s t o fulfi l l a specific purpose, t h a t of 
cu l t i va t i ng compac ted tu r f a reas wi thou t 
t a k i n g t h e a r e a s out of use. The chal lenge 
to c o r r e c t compacted tu r f soils by cul t iva-
t ion is be ing m e t wi th a n increasing de-
g ree of success. 

T h e appl ica t ion of t he Aerif ier to our 
t h a t c h w a s accidental . Those of us who, 
out of sheer despera t ion , have aerified 
t h a t c h e d tur f h a v e been encouraged f r o m 
the ve ry beginning. The curved spoons 
p e n e t r a t e the t h a t c h a n d b reak the o rgan ic 
fibers over a l a rge r a r e a t h a n the d i ame te r 
of t h e spoon. Also, t h e open spoons scoop 
out a por t ion of soil. The soil b r o u g h t to 
the s u r f a c e and l e f t in con tac t wi th the 
undecomposed organ ic ma te r i a l helps to 
m a i n t a i n mois tu re in the cr i t ical a r ea a n d 



aids the bac te r ia l ac t iv i ty by al lowing 
oxygen to c i rculate . 

By a count less number of t e s t s w i t h the 
wa t e rme lon k n i f e and the t r i a n g u l a r plug 
I have observed t h a t the en t i re a r e a around 
the Aer i f ier hole w a s mois t to the fu l l depth 
of pene t r a t i on a f t e r a ra in or thorough 
ar t i f ic ial w a t e r i n g . With such encourage-
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ment we se t up an aer i f icat ion p r o g r a m 
with one Aerif ier three yea r s ago. T h a t has 
begun to p a y off in a definite reduct ion of 
tha tch . One aer i f icat ion ? No. A f t e r four -
teen aer i f ica t ions dur ing th is t h r e e y e a r 
period, fol lowed by lime a t one ton per ac re 
on two d i f fe ren t occasions, a n d r a t h e r 
liberal a m o u n t s of fer t i l izer in s p r i n g and 
ear ly fall, we a r e observing such p rogress 
tha t we recent ly purchased the t r ip lex set 
of Aerif iers to cover our twen ty - seven holes 
with a m o r e eff ic ient p r o g r a m . 

P l a n t Food Gets T h r o u g h 
Subsequent examina t ions a f t e r t h e pro-

g r a m was in opera t ion showed a m p l e evi-
dence t h a t mo i s tu re and p lan t food were 
ge t t ing in to the numerous Aer i f ie r holes 
and p a s s i n g t h r o u g h the t h a t c h in to the 
a rea where bac te r ia l ac t iv i ty is g r ea t e s t . 
Thus, a not iceable reduct ion of t h a t c h was 
not surpr i s ing , f o r th ree of N a t u r e ' s mos t 
i m p o r t a n t requi rements , mois ture , avail-
able food and oxygen, we re be ing supplied 
to the bac t e r i a th rough the a id of the 
Aerifier. 

The plow which has been s t a n d i n g by, 
j u s t in case, will continue to g a t h e r r u s t 
except f o r occasional use in p r e p a r i n g our 
soil bed or nu r se ry . 

Sound Northern Practice Is 
Successful Basis in South 

By TED BOOTERBAUGH 
Supt., Lakewood Golf Club course, 

Point C lear , Ala . 
(GCSA convention paper) 

The improvement which we have been 
able to m a k e on the turf a t Lakewood 
Golf course a t Po in t Clear, Ala., has been 
accomplished by the s t r i c t appl icat ion of 
the p rac t i ces and theor ies which we all 
have learned a t these tur f conferences. 
These prac t ices and theor ies all lead to 
one m a j o r objective, which is to develop a 
deep hea l thy root sys t em on greens, tees 
and f a i rways . 

The big problem before the golf course 
super in tenden t today is how to develop a 
deep root sys tem and hold it. I believe 
we can learn a good lesson f rom n a t u r e by 
observ ing the f ro s t ac t ion on soil. This 
r epea ted f reez ing and thawing of soil in 
the sp r ing of the y e a r is the best condi-
t ioner we have in p r e p a r i n g the soil fo r 
deep root penet ra t ion . We have all seen 
good hea l thy root pene t r a t ion on no r the rn 
g reens in the spring, b u t when we s t a r t 
roll ing a n d sk inn ing our greens a t 3 /16 
in. seven days a week, and with the 
added impac t of rains, sp ray f rom spr in-
klers and the ever increas ing compact ion 
by golfers , we end u p wi th a shallow, 
sickly root sys tem du r ing the hot m o n t h s 
when we really need deep roots. 

I believe the conclusion we should d r a w 
f r o m th i s observat ion is t h a t the best t ime 
to a e r i f y is dur ing the ho t humid months . 
I a lso believe t h a t g r e e n s should be cu t 
% in. du r ing the t rouble months, and if 
your root sys tem becomes shallow, cu t 
your g reens five t imes per week ins tead 
of seven. Our m e m b e r s will to le ra te a 
slow hea l thy green a lot b e t t e r t h a n they 
will a sick f a s t one. 

H a v i n g observed the beneficial r esu l t s 
f r o m the repea ted f r e e z i n g and t h a w i n g 
act ion on turf in the nor th , I took th is 
lesson w i t h me to Lakewood, and s t a r t e d 
an a e r i f y i n g p r o g r a m second to none. I 
will be t you t h a t we have the "hol ies t" 
course in the count ry . I th ink O. J . 
Noer, Char les Hallowell and Tom Masca ro 
will v e r i f y this. 

T h e fol lowing p r o g r a m has given sa t is -
f a c t o r y resul t s a t Lakewood on sandy 
soil. 

G R E E N S : Cut a t % in. to 3/16 in. 
seven days per week. We skip c u t t i n g 
when possible. We fer t i l ize every t w o 
weeks w i t h l ight applicat ions, followed 
wi th in t h r e e days by a combinat ion s p r a y 
for disease and insect control . We change 
cups th ree t imes per week. We plug out 
weeds when they appea r . W a t e r a s needed. 
Ae r i fy a n d topdress Bermuda greens, 
once p e r month, rye g reens a s needed. 

T E E S : Cut th ree t imes per week a t 
5/16 in. Fer t i l ize once pe r month wi th 




