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PROGRESSIVE ATHLETIC FIELD MANAGEMENT

Infields for

Not too hard, not
too soft — here’s
how to get your
infield just right

BY PAUL ZWASKA

Editor’s note: This article is the third and
final of a series on infield care.

any people com-
plain that their in-
field skin surfaces
are too hard, too
soft, too tight or
too loose.

Some of these
problems may be due to improper main-
tenance or recent weather. For instance,
if the infield skin is spiked or nail-dragged
too deeply, players may complain it’s too
soft or too loose.

Daily nail-dragging should only pene-
trate the soil deep enough to smooth
cleat marks and minor ripples in the play-
ing surface. Typically, that means only
penetrating the top 1/2 in. - 3/4 in. of the
skin portion of the infield

An extended period of heat and
drought can cause an infield to become
very hard. Unfortunately, many of the
park and recreation directors that main-
tain baseball fields can’t do much about
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Testing your infield soil mix reveals the percentage of sand, clay and silt it contains. Too much of
any of these ingredients will either cause your skin infield to play too loose or get too hard.

this because their fields aren't irrigated
whatsoever.

Test that soil

Often the biggest problem is the soil it-
self. Poor performing infield soils ac-
count for many problems but you can-
not improve something if you don't

know what it is you're trying to im-
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prove. You first need to find out the
makeup of the existing infield soil by
getting it tested. Many soil testing com-
panies around the country perform accu-
rate tests. Also, many county extension
offices offer soil testing.

The two types of tests you can have
performed are:

continued on page 62
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P a soil texture analysis test, which will
give you the percentages of sand, silt, and
clay in the infield soil,

P or a particle size analysis, which will
give you the above, plus a distribution of
the different sizes of sand in the sand frac-
tion and the sand shape and sphericity.

These tests can cost between $30 and
$80. For that price, you'll get a valuable
document containing a basic list of the in-
gredients for your current infield skin soil.

If you like the soil you have on your in-
field skin, use the test results as a recipe for
ordering new soil any time you need to add
some to the infield. Bear in mind that soil
suppliers will not be able to match the
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Rototilling calcined or vitrified clay products into an infield soil with too much clay or hardness
will help fractionate it and make it more manageable.

exact percentages for you, but some should
be able to get close. Once you find a
trusted supplier, stick with them if you're
looking for consistent materials.

Amending infield base soils

If you're unhappy with the makeup of
your infield skin base-soil, use the soil test
is your baseline.

For almost all regions and conditions
the guidelines for sand, silt and clay in an
infield mix are 50% to 75% sand, 15% to
35% silt, and 15% to 35% clay. If you don’t
have the budget to totally replace your in-
field skin base-soil, the next option is to
amend it with other soils or manufactured
soil amendments to achieve the desired soil
consistency.

Some soil labs can prescribe the
amounts of soil you'll need to add to
achieve your goal percentages. First, a sam-
ple of your present infield skin base mix is
tested to provide the initial sand, silt and
clay percentages. Next, a decision is made
as to how the mix must be improved.
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For example, a field is tested and found
to be high in sand content (a likely sce-
nario following players’ complaints of poor
traction and footing). There's not enough
money to replace the entire infield skin
mix, so the field manager decides to
amend it with other soils to tighten up the
existing mix.

With a loose, sandy infield mix, blend
in a loamy or clay loam soil to provide bet-
ter traction. This can be done in two ways:

» The field manager can add small
amounts of these other soils (five to 10
yards at a time) to see how well it binds up
the soil (a long process because one to two
months are needed to see how the field
firms up),

» or you can have the loamy or clay
loam soil tested by the soil lab.

The lab will determine if the soil is a
suitable candidate to achieve the desired
soil separate percentages, and, if it is, will
calculate the amount needed to add to the
existing mix. You must know the square
footage of the infield skin as well as the
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depth it will be amended to to make the
calculations.

Usually, you don't need to amend any
deeper than four inches. If large amounts
of soil are needed for the proper results,
you may find some soil may need to be re-
moved to prevent the infield skin grade
from becoming dramatically altered. Be
sure that any new soil added to an infield
skin has been properly screened and is
very clean.

In another example, the infield skin is
too high in clay and too hard. The first op-

Be sure that any new
"s0il added to an infield
sKin has been properly

screened and is clean.

tion for a field manager is to use a commer-
cially-produced soil amendment, such as
calcined or vitrified clay products, to till
into the heavy soils to fractionate it and
make it more manageable. Amounts
needed would depend on how much clay
is in the base soil.

Take it slow and only add three to four
tons at a time. Till it into the top three to
four inches of the base soil, and allow the
infield one to two months to settle in order
to see the true effects of the amending
process. (You can always add more if
needed. It’s a bigger problem if you go
overboard with too much and then need to
reclaim some firmness.)

The second option is to till in sand to
loosen the soil. A word of caution —
tremendous amounts of sand could be re-
quired to achieve the proper soil separate
percentages. This would require the soil

laboratory to calculate the amounts of
materials needed to properly alter the soil
to the desired consistency.

Due to the tremendous amounts of
sand needed to alter the infield mix, you
would need to remove a considerable
amount of soil to avoid drastically altering
the infield skin grade.

Amendments are a big help

In these circumstances, it's usually a lot
easier to use commercially produced soil
amendments to alter the skin base mix
than actual soil. These amendments will
usually be needed in smaller quantities to
achieve the proper fractionating effect de-
sired in high clay infield soils.

Mix it in good
No matter what you amend your infield
skin base soil with, proper mixing is cru-
cial to provide a homogenous soil for
your infield skin. Any kind of layering
can lead to the top layer sloughing off at
the interface between the two layers.
And, of course, this will happen right in
the middle of a crucial play in a game.
Rototilling the infield in two to three
different directions to the proper depths
should provide adequate mixing. Make
absolutely certain to get along all edges.
Once it's thoroughly mixed, level
and drag the infield to assure positive
surface drainage off the infield skin. Roll
in two directions perpendicular to each
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other with a one or one-and-
a-half ton vibratory roller to
adequately compact the base.
Finish off by thoroughly
soaking the field with water
to help the soil settle and
glue together.

Choosing topdressings

Now that the infield base soil
has the desired consistency, a
topdressing should be added
to make managing the surface
much easier. Besides the aes-
thetic value of a topdressing,
these materials assist the field
manager in maintaining a
loose layer on top for re-
siliency, and to act as a mulch
for holding moisture in the
base soils longer.

A field with a topdressing
layer allows ballgames to con-
tinue in light rains without
compromising traction. In-
fields with topdressings will
also dry on the surface faster,
which allows for faster field
preparation after rain.

Which topdressing material
is right for your situation? Field
managers have a variety of dif-
ferent materials to custom-craft
their infield topdressings for
their specific infield soils, cli-
mate conditions and desired in-
field skin color. Here are some
common conditions and top-
dressing suggestions:

Loose, sandy infield skins:
Use topdressing materials
that absorb and hold mois-
ture (calcined clays or di-
atomaceous earth products).
These topdressings add
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water-holding capacity to the
loose, sandy infield skins.
Moisture helps to firm sandy
soils just like on a beach — as
you get closer to the shore-
line where there’s more mois-
ture in the sand, the sand
firms up. This will provide
better traction on these soils
provided that moisture is al-
ways available, However, it
won't do much good on a
field with no irrigation and
three weeks with no rain.
Low humidity, windy dli-
mates: In these areas, it’s vital
to maintain a high amount of

moisture on the topdressing

surface to further slow the
rapid evaporative process from
reaching the base soil materials.
In addition, the extra moisture
being held by the topdressing
adds weight and glues the top-
dressing down so that strong,
prevailing winds won't blow it
off the infield and contribute to
building up any lips. It doesn't
take long for fields to dry after a
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A soil test will provide a report such as this one
showing the makeup of your infield soil.

light rain in these areas. Topdressings that
hold moisture (calcined clays or diatoma-
ceous earth products, which are too trans-
portable to be used in windy areas) work
well, but can be mixed with low moisture
absorbing materials (vitrified clays or
crushed aggregate products) in small per-
centages for color or slightly more rapid
surface drying.

An example would be a topdressing
mix of 70% calcined clay and 30% vitrified
clay. Increase the vitrified clay if you want
the topdressing to dry faster; decrease it to
dry more slowly.

High humidity, light to moderate
wind climates: Fields in parts of the
United States with this type of climate
tend to dry much more slowly after a
natural rain. These climates tend to
slow evaporation and therefore require
different topdressing management
strategies.

There are many recipes for a topdress-
ing in these weather scenarios. You can use
any of the four types of topdressings, or a
mixture. A favorite mixture involves using

a higher percentage of low moisture ab-
sorbing materials (vitrified clays or crushed
aggregate products) with a smaller percent-
age of topdressings that absorb and hold
moisture (calcined clays or diatomaceous
earth products). This provides a topdress-
ing that dries more rapidly at the surface
while shading the lower base soil from dry-
ing too rapidly. It allows for rapid re-entry
by maintenance crews to prepare fields for
upcoming games.

By varying your percentage of water-
holding vs. non-water-holding topdress-
ings, you can control exactly how much
moisture you want to hold in your top-
dressing.

With all the varieties of topdressings

available, it's wise for a field manager to
become familiar with the choices, their
attributes and colors. Next, the best ad-
vice is to experiment with all of the vari-
ous materials until you craft a topdress-
ing that gives you the greatest aesthetics
and versatility in all weather and field
conditions. Lm
—The author is manager of Beacon Ballfields
and former grounds manager for the
Baltimore Orioles at Camden Yard. For
information concerning a Paul Zwaska
seminar on baseball field maintenance,
visit the Web site www.ballfields.com.
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