Milestones in Golf and
Turfgrass Management

Products, programs, and procedures that have changed

the game of golf and turfgrass management.

BY STAN ZONTEK

s someone who has visited golf

Acourses for the USGA Green
Section in three different

regions of the country and for more
than 40 years, | was asked to develop
this presentation on “milestones,” the
products, programs, and procedures
that have changed golf courses over
the years. This list was developed with
input from the USGA Green Section
agronomists. In the final analysis,
these are some of the most significant
changes we have seen while visiting
thousands of golf courses over the
years.

1. New Grasses. When | joined
the Green Section in 1971, selecting
grasses was easy. For putting greens,
there was Penncross. It was the
standard, the best grass available,
and the only good seeded creeping
bentgrass. The other seeded varieties
were Seaside creeping bent, a slightly
more salt-tolerant variety, along with
Highland and Astoria, lesser-used
colonial bentgrasses. It is hard to
imagine that early putting greens, prior
to the release of Penncross in the early
1950s, were established from sod,
stolons, or weak varieties of mostly
imported bentgrass seeds that required
a quarter- inch or more cutting height.

The same situation occurred in the
South with bermudagrass. Common
bermudagrass greens were of poor
quality and were replaced with Tifton
328 (Tifgreen). Ultimately, that variety
was replaced with Tifdwarf bermuda-
grass, and now the ultradwarf ber-
mudagrasses have replaced much of
what has been grown before. All of
these grasses were crop improve-
ments in their purest form.

Putting green grasses have changed
dramatically to reflect the desire for
more consistent, closer cut, faster, and
truer putting greens. Many of these

An example of a modern, well-maintained golf course.

improved varieties were supported by
USGA-funded research. The new
grasses are a major step forward,
especially when one considers that the
median green speed in the mid 1970s,
when the Stimpmeter was first being
calibrated, was 6' 6". Today, fairways
stimp that fast. The new grasses are a
definite milestone, mostly for the better.

2. New Control Products. In the,
“good ole days” spraying greens was
simple. You used a tankmix of PMA
(phenyl mercuric acetate) and Thiram
every week in the summer. Mercury-
based fungicides were the standard of
the industry for years, and included in
this group were cadium compounds.
During the early days of the industry,
all of the fungicides were contacts.
Today, most of the fungicides are all
or partly systemic.

Many of the early metal-based
fungicides could best be described as
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“general biocides.” That is, they con-
trolled a little bit of everything, including
some weeds. It took decades for fungal
resistance to develop, and even then, it
was a minor problem. With the onset of
upwardly mobile, single-site systemic
fungicides like DuPont’s Tersan 1991
(Benomyl), concerns about fungal
resistance became a reality. Today, the
control products are far less toxic, pro-
vide longer periods of control, have far
shorter residuals, and generally have
fewer side effects than the chemicals
used years ago. Today’s fungicides are
safer to the environment, are targeted
for specific problems, and are effective
in the work they do. Almost no metal-
based fungicide chemistries are used
today, and that’s for the better. Improved
products to control fungal diseases
and insect pests are milestones, too.

3. New Herbicides. During WWII,
2,4-D was developed for broadleaf
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Research has developed modern fungicide chemistries that provide excellent
disease control with far fewer side effects. The same can be said for herbicide or
insecticide products.

A common picture of an early golf course where the putting greens (literally) were
all that were irrigated. What was a “good” golf course then is vastly different from
what a “good” golf course is today.

Early irrigation systems on many golf courses were quite basic and held together
by the ingenuity of the golf course superintendent and his maintenance staff.

weed control. Before that time, most
weeds were hand cut, hand dug, or
spot-treated using sulfuric acid in a
syringe. With all of the available herbi-
cides for use on golf courses today,
there are few weeds that cannot be
controlled. Today’s herbicides are
broad-spectrum, have very low use
rates, don't drift or migrate into ground-
water, and generally allow superinten-
dents to produce weed-free turf under
almost all conditions.

4. Better Sprayers. In the old days,
greens were sprayed with almost any-
thing — from hand-held spray guns to
field jet nozzles and primitive boom
sprayers. Almost no protective equip-
ment was used, except for rubber
gloves, overalls, boots and a hat.
When large amounts of products were
to be applied, like lead arsenate, it was
applied by hand through a proportioner.
This is basically a 55-gallon drum with
a motor, a paddle-type agitator, and a
pump. Everything to be applied was
mixed in the drum; it was filled with
water, agitated, and the green was
sprayed until the drum was dry. You
then moved on to the next green.

Today’s sprayers are vastly improved.
Many have computers that allow for
the precise applications of chemicals
when and where they are needed.
New nozzle technologies allow for less
drift, better coverage, and lower use
rates for the chemicals that are being
applied. Hand guns are gone and have
been replaced with computers. With
today’s concerns about the environ-
ment and safety, it is more important
than ever to accurately and efficiently
apply chemicals.

5. Irrigation. There was a time
when most golf courses lacked fairway
irrigation and some even used flood
irrigation for fairways. The maintenance
staff would open the water hydrant in
the rough and dump tens of thousands
of gallons of water onto the ground to
flood the fairway and then let it dry out.
Effective? Maybe, but definitely not an
efficient way to use water.

When irrigation systems were
eventually installed on golf courses,
they morphed to hoses and sprinklers
in boxes along the fairways, to single-
row center-line irrigation systems with
manual snap valves, to future upgrades
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