Reflections

by Matt Shaffer

s | enter my 39th year in the golf course
Aindustry, | can hardly believe it. | vividly

remember picking iron ore rocks off Iron
Masters Country Club in Roaring Spring, PA in
the 60s. There is little doubt that | am now on
the backside of my career, and it makes me
wonder if as much change will happen in the
next three decades as | have seen in the last
three. You’re probably saying “you won’t know
you’ll be like at 90 - more than likely making
carbon!” Au contraire! You see, my mom and
dad are both alive and very well. My father will
turn 91 in March and mom will also be 91 in
July. Granted, I'll be a spectator, but | will be
watching!

As | reflect, and then look forward, |
think some practices will revert to for-
mer modes. If you look at our resources
like oil and water, we're going to have to
make some changes, and pretty darn
quick! The demographics of our popu-
lation are changing and it is not even
close to where it’s going to end up. We,
as Golf Course Superintendents, are
going to have to change, or continued
growth in golf will become a fleeting
memory; just like picking stones in the
60s.

| sometimes worry that we are becom-
ing preservationists instead of aggres-
sive managers of the land. Let me clar-
ify—somewhere along the line it has
become a perception of failure if there
are bare spots on greens or brown
spots on the fairways. God forbid find-
ing a weed out there!

The future may dictate that all of the above
will change, but | like to think of myself as a
solution instead of a result. Therefore in the last
several years my mission statement has been
to make sure that playability is first and turf
health is second. What does that mean exact-
ly? It means that firm fast playing conditions
are paramount, and if the grass can’t take it,
TOUGH!

Many of you know that | am best known for
keeping things dry - | mean REALLY DRY! In
2005, during the US Amateur, | was determined
to make Merion as hard as possible for the
world’s best amateurs. One of the ways | did
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this was by making our greens as close to as
brick hard as possible. We did that through
double cutting, rolling every single day for
weeks and months. We Dryjected sand into the
greens but never removed a plug for three aer-
ations. We installed underground sensors from
Advanced Sensor Technologies to track tem-
perature and moisture. These little transmitters
are awesome, because they give you a bench-
mark for temperature and more importantly,
moisture. Merion’s greens were treacherous
and the USGA held the speeds down. In fact, it
is the only championship that | ever remember
not cutting or rolling in the PM on any day...
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that’'s how the greens were kept to 11.8 to 12.1.
A PM cut would have sent them to mid twelves
and a PM roll to 13 and beyond. Just so you
know, not a single hole played to par, not even
the dainty little 126 yard par three that parallels
the front entrance. While all that was intriguing
and it was a championship, | decided to do
some experimenting in ‘06 and ‘07. For
instance, we double cut and rolled every day
that our greens were under field capacity,
sometimes 30, 40, 60 days straight. We left
them to wilt before we would water them, and
you know what is really amazing? They did not
die, not a single one.

XDG drainage installation number 5
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| am taking that mentality to the fairways. We
have started a topdressing program on fairways
and to date we’ve put down 300 tons to the
acre. My friends have asked me, are you doing
this for earthworm control? | said “No, | am
doing these practices so they can become
firmer, faster, dryer, and consequently play bet-
ter”. Did | mention that I've quit coring the fair-
ways? We aerate but we solid tine the sand in.
We topdress with between 7 and 12 tons to the
acre and then solid tine overtop and drag it in.
This way they get really firm, this way | don’t
bring any poa seed to the surface, and when
you take a plug out of the fairways they are
very sandy but they do not have lay-
ers. Did | mention that our Equipment
Manager, Jay Rehr, built a fairway
roller for us? And yes, we cut fairways
seven days a week with a five-plex
because we are looking for weight
and soon we will be rolling every day
as well.

By now you are probably thinking he
is either a maverick or NUTS - thatis
a nickname given to me affectionately
by one of Merion’s former
Superintendents, Curtis James.

Since | am telling all in this article, |
might as well let you all know that | do
not topdress greens except in the win-
ter. If you're still reading this | can
hear you saying, this guy is nuts, but
wait! If you topdress to keep greens
smooth and to reduce thatch, you can
accomplish the same goals by rolling;
it does not ruin your mowers and is
not abrasive to your greens.

| don’t believe in wetting agents, but | do
believe in bio stimulants. | do not use wetting
agents because | want surface tension. | like
the water running off the greens; heck, my
assistants have speculated that they’ve seen
water beads doing 10 on the stimpmeter on our
greens. | should not say that | do not use wet-
ting agents; | do, prior to big rain events, in
swales, fairways and any other place that | sus-
pect that | will get pythium.

We had a contest at Merion to see how many
days we can go between fungicide sprays. We
have gone 45 days during season and in the
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West Course #4 at sunrise

winter heck we just do not spray. Did | mention
that | have not night watered a green since
19757 Hand watering is the cornerstone to my
agronomic programs. | would give up chemi-
cals before | would give up hand watering!

The next statement amazes many people,
including me; | have not had a severe outbreak
of dollarspot on any of the 7 golf courses that |
have ever taken care of over the last 34 years.
In fact, | can not remember the last time that |
had an outbreak of dollarspot on a green. |
have gone through summers when the only
time we have insect damage on greens is after
an aerification. | tell my Supers and Assistants
if an insect comes on our greens he better be
packing a compressor and an air hammer. We
do not have ball marks, we have burn marks.

What do the members say about all of this?
Their handicaps went up a little in the begin-
ning, but they are accustomed to playing firm
fast conditions. | think it gives them an edge
when they play competitive matches. The
women like firm playing conditions because
many of them hit the ball lower and they get
more roll.

| still have many areas to perfect, and unfor-
tunately only about 10 years to do so. Our bud-
get is high and | would like to get it down,
because huge budgets are not going to be a
reality in the future.

Believe it or not this is just the tip of the ice-
berg. So, what is the point in all this? | predict
that the day will come in the next three
decades that you will be allocated the exact
number of pounds that you will be allowed in
regards to N and K per acre and P will be
gone, just like DDT. You will be rationed X
gallons of water and systems will be built to
recapture water and use it over and over and
over again. Chemicals will be the same; you
will be allocated X number of pounds per year
according to your geographic location.

Will I be growing grass then? No, but hopeful-
ly I will have contributed to a small degree,
because as | said before, | like to think of
myself as a solution and not a result, so | am
teaching those under me that if you only
water the bare minimum; feed the plant but do
not over indulge it, do not spray because it
says so on the label but wait instead until you
see the problem. Then | think these young
men will be able to face the uncertainty. I, on
the other hand, will be fishing for bass in
Florida and reading about all of you via a
screen that is on my Polaroid fishing glasses
that | prompt by merely wondering what it's
like to be a Golf Course Superintendent in
2037!
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Did I mention that I
have not night watered
a green since 1975¢
Hand watering is the
cornerstone to my
agronomic programs.

I would give up
chemicals before I
would give up hand
watering!

Merion Golf Club has been host to 17
USGA Championships, the most of any
club, including 4 U.S. Opens, and 6

U.S. Amateur Championships, plus they
will be hosting both the 2009 Walker Club
Amateur & the 2013 U.S. Open.

Matt Shaffer
Merion Golf Club
Ardmore, PA

“Thanks again for giving me
the honor to have an article
in your great magazine!”

Matt
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Rain Bird Corp - Golf Div

Rain Bird Golf Division introduces new
products at the 2008 Golf Industry Show

in Orlando
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Irrigation Systems, Pumping Equipment,
Erosion Control Drainage... and more.
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