
FROM ACROSS THE COUNTRY

tilizer as suggested by researchers
investigating bentgrass decline in
the southeastern United States.

Mowing heights. If we can
accept that grass leaves are where
the energy is produced that
enhances hardiness, it follows then
to have as much leaf surface area
available in the late season as pos-
sible. Excessive close mowing, at
or below the acceptable range for a
particular species, will compromise
energy production and reduce win-
ter hardiness. It is advisable to
raise the mowing height on putting
greens if golfers will tolerate
reduced ball roll distances.

There is no research data that
indicates that a final "close" mow-
ing will reduce snow mold inci-
dence. Still, close mowing may
benefit when the turf is excessive-
ly tall and folds over onto itself
matting up in a fashion similar to
tree leaves left on the turf.

Thatch. Excessive thatch accu-
mulation will reduce winter sur-
vival as a result of plant crowns
and other perennial structures
being elevated from the soil/thatch
interface and less buffered from
extreme temperatures. In addi-
tion, thatch levels above one inch
can promote desiccation and turf-
grass disease incidence. Late sea-
son core cultivation that incorpo-
rates the soil from the cores into
the thatch layer can assist with
solving this problem and actually
improve drainage by breaking
through layers.

Disease Management. Two
research projects from Japan sug-
gested that low temperature
pathogens could "sense" weak
plants that might be more suscep-
tible to infection. Subsequently, as
indicated several times to this
point, maximizing plant health
through proper acclimation with
water management, fertility and
mowing height, could result in
reduced snow mold. Nevertheless,
species such as perennial ryegrass,
creeping bentgrass, and annual

bluegrass are highly susceptible
and will require preventative man-
agement to ensure survival.

Topdressing. Many turfgrass
managers have practiced heavy,
late season topdressing that serves
to insulate the turf and protect the
crown from desiccation in open
winters. However, golf turf man-
agers in the north central United
States have experienced problems
from late season sand topdressing
that might be dragged or brushed
in. Dr. Don Taylor at the UW-River
Falls has begun a study investigat-
ing this management practice.
Results from the first year were
inconclusive. Still, it may not be
wise to topdress with highly angu-
lar sand and brush it in. This prac-
tice may abrade the leaf surface
and accelerate desiccation.

Traffic. Of all the management
factors that are under the control
of the turfgrass professional, mini-
mizing traffic during periods when
the soil is frozen or just when turf
in not actively growing can be the
most difficult. Players want to use
the turf and that conflicts with
what is known regarding maintain-
ing healthy plants. While there is
limited data on early season play,
estimates suggest that active play
during the "shoulders" of the
growing season can require many
weeks of active growth for recov-
ery. Therefore, if possible, mini-
mize traffic when the plants are
dormant or the soil is frozen.

Turf Covers. The use of SYnthet-
ic protective turfgrass covers, for
enhancing winter survival, has
provided variable results over the
years. Recent studies from Laval
University in Quebec have indicat-
ed that snow is the best insulator
and should be kept on as long as
possible. The next best thing is
any cover that used an air layer to
insulate the turf from extreme
temperature and moisture. Keep
in mind that covers accelerate
green up in the spring and can
result in reduced winter hardiness

if temperatures drop suddenly.

Let's Talk!
With the variety of technology

available to the turfgrass manager,
winter injury reminds us how
"biology rules" and we remain gov-
erned by the laws of nature.
However, many strategies are
available to enhance hardiness
through adequate drainage, proper
nutrition (especially timing), and
minimizing traffic during dorman-
cy or on frozen soil. Still the grass
may suffer winterkill.

It is essential for the turfgrass
manager to develop and utilize
this opportunity to communicate,
when users are paying attention to
the potential for dead turf. This is
a chance to discuss aspects of the
management program that is
adjusted to meet the unrealistic
expectations of late season play,
that neglected drainage project or
possibly an extra fertilizer applica-
tion to enhance hardiness. It is
human nature to avoid some
issues until a crisis. When win-
terkill is widespread, it tends to
get people's attention. Be pre-
pared to seize the moment and
talk to the users.*
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GOLF IN THE FLATLANDS

At the Crossroads
By Pat Norton

Whether you're a superintendent, a sales rep, or any-
body else in this industry ... sooner or later you'll come
to the crossroads. It doesn't matter your age, or your
background, or your qualifications. The fact is that you'll
come to the crossroads, and definitely more than once
as your career progresses. Sometimes the intersection
will be clearly marked . . . you'll have a clear sense of
direction . . . and will breeze right on through.

At some point, though, we all come to a major cross-
roads in our careers. The road ahead will not be clearly
marked ... there may not even be a good road to follow
at all! It will be a major intersection ... and will require
a major decision to get through successfully and be on
your way. And there may be compelling, uncontrollable
factors that push you towards that crossroads ... possi-
bly against your will.

In my case ... at this golf course ... 1998 has been
a year in which our entire ownership group has been

propelling us toward the point of no return ... which
is forcing me to make a major, crossroads type of
career decision!

This year has seen our group finish and begin opera-
tion of a new clubhouse and restaurant ... and seen it
all deteriorate to the point where . . . many or most of
our partners agree that the time is now right to sell our
beloved golf course!

If your golf course ownership group is poised to build
a new clubhouse ... and think that they've got the entire
perspective ... and are certain of their intentions ... tell
them to please stand back ... ask their management for
their opinions ... and listen to the voice ... any voice of
reason and moderation.

In our case, we have a middle of the road, bentgrass
fairway, public golf course . . . we are not the fanciest,
not the most upscale . . . and have quite a few golfers
who consider themselves to be common men, just as I
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GOLF IN THE FLATLANDS

our clientele wanted and would support. And although
everybody still loves the golf course/golf shop/events,
etc., they've made it quite clear through their lack of sup-
port for the new bar and restaurant that we're definitely
on the wrong track.

People used to flock into the old mobile
clubhouse/trailers for sandwiches, drinks, and cama-
raderie ... in '95, '96, and '97 ... a full crowd every
Saturday and Sunday! This year people actually
approached the dining room/bar ... and saw the empty,
formal linen covered tables . . . and decided to have a
quick one ... or maybe divert off through the front doors
and recongregate at some other watering hole!

The irony of this all is that our golf professional, John
Keegan, and I know most of these golfers ... and short-
ly after opening the new clubhouse . . . these
golfers/members would tell us in one way or another
that they didn't like what we were offering! Our corpo-
rate treasurer, who is 74 years old and has made tons of
$$$$ in the bar/restaurant business, was hearing the
same thing! And this was all incoming information as
early as July ... so we've wasted an entire golf season.
. . letting things slide downhill . . . and not making the

consider myself to be a common superintendent.
Our strength has always been with the common, aver-

age golfer ... who loved our common golf course ... and
its common green fee. They loved our common mobile
trailers . . . and our common price for a bottle of beer
and a sandwich! They loved our commonly priced annu-
al membership, our uncommonly good service, and that
great communal feeling between golfers and the man-
agement/ownership. We gave/give them a great deal ...
and they loved it!!They gave us ... all of their patron-
age ... which enabled us to prosper nicely!

Sowhy did we overbuild on the clubhouse, saddle our-
selves with too much additional debt, and scare off our
golfers? Probably for the same ridiculous reasons as any
other golf club . . . this clubhouse 'white elephant' thing
is so common, it's almost funny! As a result of building
this fancy clubhouse . . . with its fancy linen decor, and
unspoken rules and regulations ... we have, to a degree,
scared off and certainly alienated many of our golfers!

As with any consumer oriented business . . . cus-
tomers must be cultivated, understood, listened to, and
never taken for granted! Wemade the mistake of assum-
ing that this type of clubhouse/club operation was what

Steve Stricker, Mark O'Meara
& Tiger Woods
know the game

Brian McCloud, Ray Knapp
& Pat Staebler
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GOLF IN THE FLATLANDS

correct management decisions. The entire thing still
doesn't make any sense!

Why would we all do such a thing, you may ask? In
this case, it's ... four senior owners who call the serious
shots ... and support each other ... right or wrong ...
almost always. It's sort of like two lieutenants/captains in
the military getting their orders after the four generals
had concocted a faulty battle plan and then expect their
subordinates to implement it.

This season I really did find myself cruising the golf
course quoting Alfred Lord Tennyson's Charge of the
Light Brigade "into the valley of death charged the
six hundred ours is not to question why, ours is but
to do and die!"

It's also about politics and egos ... strong opinions by
one owner and his wife who were given management
approval by the board and obstinately insisted that
they all of a sudden knew what our golfers wanted and
needed ... and even strongly felt that we shouldn't be
relying on the golfing crowd to float our financial boat.

We needed, they said, to encourage and cultivate a
fine dining philosophy here at our very public, very com-
mon, very rural golf course. It has been a formula and a

North Star
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St. Paul, MN 55117
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0/ the Environment

philosophy for mediocrity this entire season, has led to
great frustration . . . and in fact, is precipitating the
entire idea of selling the golf course!

Maybe we superintendent types are too used to being
captains instead of generals . . . and are trained not to
question too vigorously those that are higher up in the
golf hierarchy. I fully understand and know that I am
guilty of this shortcoming. I just wonder if I'd ever have
what it takes to be my own general ... which I'm sure is
a common enough thought for any superintendent.

Selling the golf course would definitely have both its
positives and its negatives. Negatively, nobody in their
forties with involved children really looks forward to the
possibility, however remote, of uprooting and relocating
... even if it would probably be back to Wisconsin. Life
here is pretty good . . . and getting better each year.

Positively, selling this place ... or at least shaking up
the ownership group . . . would be liberating in a way
and force some of us to really look at all of the possibili-
ties out there. I have been advised ... and have contin-
ually been advising myself ... that this superintendent
thing is a young man's game. For every Oscar Miles or
Monroe Miller out there ... who are elder statesmen in
this profession ... there are about a hundred of us com-
mon types who will eventually run into a wall and want

LESCO ... a team of
professionals serving
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-Seed -Equipment
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LESCO and Grow With Us are trademarks of LESCO, Inc.
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or need to do something else in our professional lives.
By the way, I heard Oscar Miles recently at the NCTE

. . .and the thought struck me as I'm listening to his fine
presentation . . . "this guy is Miller's older brother . . .
they look somewhat alike!"

It is also pretty weird to think of my involvement here
possibly coming to an end. I am not especially attached
to this golf course ... it's not nearly as good a golf course
as Cedar Creek . . . where I muddled my way through
before Scott Spier rescued the place. It's more of a sense
of identification with the golf course and the club in gen-
eral. This feeling is strong because this group took a very
raw, unsuccessful golf course and transformed it in five
seasons into a very successful, fmancially valuable enti-
ty. There is a certain amount of pride in being identified
with it all.

And so in this almost off season which has seen golfers
still out there in mid-December ... which in itself is sort
ofweird ... we all contemplate the possibilities. Chances
are only about 50/50 that some form of our group will be
here for next season . . . there is a possibility of staying
on in 1999 ... and I would have some anxiety in possibly
working for a golf management company.

These crossroads decisions are never easy . . . and
almost everybody in this business has to make them. It
is just that I can feel that this one will be a big one . . .
it's strange how you can feel it coming.

Contrary to assurances by some . . . that the selling
contract will insist on their retaining key management
people ... there are certainly no guarantees of that. Nor
would I want to be locked into anything . . . if it turned
out to be a bad situation.

But hey, I consider myself to be extremely fortu-
nate . . . all things considered. I can't imagine the feeling
of being suddenly and permanently laid offfrom an exec-
utive or any other well paid position . . . as has been
announced by more than a few companies recently.

So, hey, the crossroads is approaching ... but I'm
ready. I'm actually looking forward to it. I've seen other
guys and their spouses negotiate it all in fine fashion . . .
and guess what? They're doing just fine, I should think.

Like them, I'm quite sure that we'll make the right
decisions and choose correctly when we do reach that
upcoming crossroads intersection. It's not as scary as
you think!*
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Seed Savers
By Monroe S. Miller

Ask nearly anyone involved in field agriculture and you
will learn two of their favorite events are planting and har-
vest. Usually those events define their favorite seasons,
too - spring and fall.

The key component of planting is, obviously,the seed.
Every one is a miracle of an enormous order. From micro-
scopic to substantial, from bland to colorful, they are the
basis of life on earth.

Seeds have always interested me; from farm kid to UW
student who worked (where else?) at the Department of
Agronomy seeds building, I have been intrigued by seeds.
Giant pumpkins and horsechestnuts may have been the
most fun to grow. One of the most interesting stories I
have investigated and developed for a GRASS ROOTS
article was ten years ago when I wrote about Professor
Beal and his creative seed viability experiments at
MichiganState University over a century ago.

Obviously, seeds are a keystone to the business of a
golf course superintendent. Seeds are how, at one time
or another, courses came into being. The seed industry

has a significant visibility in our business, at meetings
and conferences and in ads on the pages of our chap-
ter publication. Any full service turf distributor has a
seed business.

Progress in cultivar and variety characteristics has had
a huge and positive impact on golf course turf, and those
characteristics are transmitted maternally, through seeds.
In addition to that, seed technology has given us pre-ger-
minated seed, seed coated with fungicides and endo-
phytes. We cannot even guess what biotechnology will
give us in the future, even the near future.

But what happens to the old varieties? Can you still
buy them? What if an old variety was especially well suit-
ed to a niche or performed exceptionally well in limited
areas - are old varieties available on a limited basis?
Mostly,they are not.

The same question is asked, on a scale that dwarfs the
grass seed business, when it comes to flowers and fruits
and vegetables and herbs. What happens to heirloom
varieties of tomatoes and apples and sunflowers? Once

The view of Heritage Farm as you drive the entrance road.
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SSE headquarters building, located above the farmstead. This is a
front view.

The backside of SSE headquarters overlooks the farm buildings below.

new introductions are made, do old ones disappear?
Well, not far from us is an organization that is dedi-

cated to the preservation and distribution of handed-
down and heirloom varieties of herbs, flowers, grains,
fruits and vegetables. The organization is the Seed
Savers Exchange, and it is located just a bit north of
Decorah, Iowa.

Seed Savers is a non-profit organization that was
founded in 1975 by Kent and Diane Whealy, a couple
that is still operating the organization today. SSE has
grown dramatically in 25 years (almost!) and today
has over 8,000 members. The headquarters is a beau-
tiful old farm which is known as Heritage Farm. Its 170
acres are not at all different from a similar farm in
southwest Wisconsin; the area is rolling and dappled
with wooded lands. Most think of Iowa as flat; parts of
it are. But the northeast corner of the state escaped
the glaciers, too, resulting in very scenic landscape.

The farm buildings sit in valley floor, gardens are all
around and on back from the entrance road. There is a
spring-fed pond past the bam, and a stream runs along
the west limestone bluff and on through the property. I
climbed up the east bluff - I have never overcome my
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Co-founders Kent and Diane Whealy in the Hearitage Farm Gardens.

interminable nosiness - and came upon a building on the
top of the bluff that was a complex of offices and meet-
ing rooms. It was fairly new and located next to what
were obviously seed processing and storage buildings.

I went in, introduced myself to some very nice peo-
ple, looked through all their mail order offerings and
went back outside. A pasture next to the lawn of the
headquarters building had some odd looking cattle graz-
ing in it; they hadn't been dehorned and the lyre-shaped
horns were black-tipped. They had all white coats and
black noses, ears and hooves. I went back in, inquired
about them and found out they were White Park Cattle
from the British Isles. They were there before the time
of Christ but now only a few hundred remain worldwide.
The Heritage Farm has about 30 of them in their herd.
They are preserving cattle as well as seeds!

But the Seed Savers real mission is saving antique gar-
den plant seeds from extinction. The focus is mainly on
those varieties that were brought to America with your
ancestors and mine when they inunigrated. Since 1975,
over 750,000 samples of rare and endangered seeds not


