Return of the Triplex

An old reliable machine for mowing putting greens has made a big comeback.

riplex putting green mowers are

back, and they are better than

ever. The quest to reduce main-
tenance expenses has superintendents
returning to this workhorse of efficiency
that was developed in the 1960s.
Startling? Maybe. Worth investigating?
Definitely.

The history of the triplex mower and
its role in golf maintenance is interesting
and is highly correlated with economic
trends in the game. This article will
review the development of the triplex,
how it has fit within the industry, and
why it has made a strong comeback.
Further, the article is intended to help
superintendents, course officials, and
owners think through how the triplex
putting green mower might be an
answer to lowering the operating
budget without sacrificing playing
quality.

If something has made a comeback, it
is important to know where it went and
why it left. The development of the
triplex mower grew out of the demand
for a more efficient way to mow putting
greens using less labor. With three
cutting units on a triplex, one or two
triplex mowers were able to take the
place of three to six walking mowers.
This produced an instant labor
reduction to mow putting greens.

The first triplex greens mower was
developed by Jacobsen® in 1968 and
was named the Greens King. The
success of the triplex was immense
and even earned recognition from Golf
Digest in its “Top 60 Innovations of
Golf's Modern Era” (Golf Digest,
September 2010).

Triplex use escalated during the
1970s and reached the pinnacle of
course maintenance when it was used
to mow the putting greens at the 1977
U.S. Open at Southern Hills Country
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Playing conditions on a putting green mowed with a triplex mower are exceptional
as a result of technological advancements in recent years.

The 1968 Greens King. The original triplex putting green mower was developed in
1968 by Jacobsen® and named the “Greens King.” The instant success earned
recognition from Golf Digest in 2010 as one of their “Top 60 Innovations of Golf’s
Modern Era.” (Photo courtesy of Jacobsen®)

Green Section Record Vol. 51 (22)
November 1, 2013

| TGIF Record Number 231559

Page 1


http://www.usga.org/course_care/green_section_record/Policies-For-Use-and-Reuse/
http://www.usga.org/course_care/green_section_record/Policies-For-Use-and-Reuse/
http://www.usga.org/course_care/green_section_record/Green-Section-Record/
http://www.lib.msu.edu/cgi-bin/flink.pl?recno=231559

Hand mowing of putting greens requires a large outflow of labor for daily mowing operations. It is never easy to find and
attract workers for this important assignment.

Club in Tulsa, Okla. USGA officials
were concerned at the time, fearing
that the necessary championship
green speeds of approximately 8 feet
6 inches could not be achieved with
these machines. Much to everyone’s
surprise, superintendent Sonny Faust
managed to attain green speeds in
excess of 9 feet for the U.S. Open.
Special bedknife grinding operations
done at that time made it possible to
set the reels low enough to achieve
those speeds, which started a trend
with bedknives that continues today.
For additional reading about this story,
see the 1979 Green Section Record
article Putting Greens - The Height of
Cut.

Despite the early popularity of triplex
mowers, two catalysts emerged that
drew golf facilities back to walk mow-
ing. The first catalyst was a discernible
gap in putting green quality between
triplex mowers and walk mowers.
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Quality of cut was superior with walk
mowers and triplex mowers could not
be set to mow as low. Hydraulic leaks
on triplex mowers were also a concern.
If a hydraulic hose on a triplex burst
and leaked onto a putting green, turf
loss was inevitable in those areas.
Finally, “triplex ring,” otherwise known
as distressed turf around the cleanup
lap along the perimeter of the putting
green, was problematic with a triplex.
However, it was an economic
catalyst that likely served as the driving
force that pushed triplex mowers into
the background. Golf boomed in every
measurable way between the 1980s
and early 2000s. And what a boom it
was! According to the National Golf
Foundation, the number of golfers
increased by 244 percent (11.7 million
to 27.4 million) between 1970 and
1990, but the number of golf courses
increased by only 26 percent (Golf
Course Industry, 2012, and Yasuda,
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2012). Whenever demand exceeds
supply, expect prices to be bid up and
revenues to increase.

As a result, golf course operating
budgets increased far faster than the
rate of inflation as facilities sought to
improve all aspects of the course,
including the playing quality of the
putting greens. The emphasis shifted
away from efficiency to maximum
putting green quality. The trend back to
walk mowers started at the high-end
private facilities and trickled down to
those with lower and mid-level budgets.
This was especially true for those with
cool-season grasses exposed to high-
temperature stress during the summer
and/or high volumes of play. There was
also a desire to improve the quality of
overseeded bermudagrass putting
greens in the winter months with both
a lower height of cut and a higher
quality of cut. The walking putting
green mowers not only elevated the
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