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Huntsville Municipal Golf Course was totally redesigned and reconstructed. Lakes, sand traps, bentgras
poor course into hopefully one of the best in the nation.

go five or six weeks straight without rain
during the rest of the year. There's no way
to have respectable turf here without irri-
gation."

To demonstrate what could be done for
the parks, Schumacher installed an auto-
matic controller and converted the quick cou-
plers to impact sprinklers at Fern Bell Park.
This park was chosen since it had two soft-
ball fields, one Little League baseball field
and one soccer field-all with lights. Within
three weeks the fields improved dramati-
cally. "One look was all it took for people
to see the difference between automatic ir-
rigation and manual," he recalls. That fall,
he overseeded with perennial ryegrass
mixed with Kentucky bluegrass to show the
taxpayers what overseeding could do for
fall football leagues and fall and spring soc-
cer leagues.

The situation at the golf courses was ac-
tually worse. The fairways weren't irrigat-
ed at all. By August, only the most drought-
resistant weeds remained green. Greens
and tees took hours to water by hand.
Schumacher did what he could to improve
the greens while he started making a list
of recom mended changes for the older
course, Huntsville Municipal Golf Course,
to present to the golf course committee. On
the top of the list was a new irrigation system.

Schumacher's dreams came true when
the golf course committee presented its

A recreational boom does not ade-
quately describe what's taking place
in Huntsville, AL. The city and nearby

Marshall Air Force Base, considered "stra-
tegically remote enough" after World War
II to hide German rocket scientists and their
families, has rapidly become one of the
centers of aerospace technology in the coun-
try. Largely under the leadership of Mayor
Joe Davis, Huntsville has taken a position
in the forefront of high-tech industry, its
population has swelled and its recreation
needs have outpaced everyone's expec-
tations.

When the community realized that its
recreational facilities were not keeping up
with the population or demand, it passed
a $50 million referendum to pay for a spec-
tacular assortment of new sports facilities.
They include a 10,000-seat stadium for the
Oakland A's AA Huntsville Stars, renova-
tion of the city's two golf courses, a combi-
nation softball/soccer complex with conces-
sions, and numerous improvements to more
than 150 park fields throughout the city.

In true space-age fashion, the technolo-
gy applied to build and renovate these fa-
cilities is a step ahead of today's standards.
For Jim Schumacher, assistant director of
parks, the recreational renewal has given
him the opportunity to implement some of
the latest innovations in sports facility
management.
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Schumacher, a turf management gradu-
ate from Mississippi State University and
certified golf course superintendent, hap-
pened to be in the right place at the right
time. "I was hired to be superintendent for
the golf courses and agronomist for the
parks," he recalls. "It was clear from the be-
ginning that both the golf courses and the
parks had a serious problem with their irri-
gation systems. The challenge of renovat-
ing one and perhaps both golf courses sold
me on the job. I really wanted to get involved
in construction."

Before the first shovel of dirt was turned
at the golf course, the director of parks asked
Schumacher what could be done to improve
the park fields. He replied, "The same thing
that needs to be done at the golf courses,
switch to automatic irrigation."

"Both golf courses and 38 parks had old
quick-coupler systems with poor coverage,"
said Schumacher. "Hours of manpower were
needed just to operate them every week."
Most importantly, bermudagrass needs daily
irrigation from April to October to stand up
to sports use. "We simply did not have the
manpower to ensure proper watering, and
it was being done on a real hit-and-miss ba-
sis." Understandable since the parks depart-
ment has over 100 soccer fields alone.

"We get about 50 inches of rain each
year," he says, "but it all seems to fall
between December and April. We easily can



eens and a new irrigation system have turned a

proposal for passage by the city council.
Not only would he get a new irrigation sys-
tem at Huntsville Municipal, but the entire
course was to be redesigned by Kirby,
Griffiths Associates of Atlanta and recon-
structed by Wadsworth Golf Construction.
The old course was to become one of the
top ten municipal courses in the country.

Mayor Davis liked the idea and wanted
the city to set an example for other cities
to follow. After all, he had already set a stan-
dard for all the renovation work by build-
ing one of the largest baseball stadiums in
the minor leagues. With a stadium like that
it didn't take much to convince the Oakland
A's move its AA Nashville Stars to Huntsville.

Not only did the city council approve the
proposal, it agreed to consider partial rede-
sign of the Jetport Golf Course, the city's
other golf course. While Kirby, Griffiths went
to work on the design, Schumacher start-
ed looking for an irrigation system. Although
he was looking just for the golf course, he
couldn't forget the problem with the parks.
"Why couldn't we use the same heads,
valves and controllers for both the golf
courses and the parks? he speculated. At
least the components would all be the same
in case of repairs. At best, the entire sys-
tem could one day be tied together for max-
imum control.

There was no argument that the golf
course should have one of the latest com-

puterized irrigation control systems if it was
to be one of the best in the country.

Schumacher was interested in computer
programs combined with reporting back fea-
tures for components which give the superin-
tendent the ability to make water-saving ad-
justments from his desk. With one central
controller, the irrigation manager can check
the pumpinq system, status of individual
zones, pressures throughout the system,
moisture sensors, amount of water applied
per head, and even turn lake fountains on
or off. By pressing a few keys, he can in-
struct the appropriate satellite controllers
to reduce or increase the length of irriga-
tion cycles according to evaporation/trans-
piration predictions for the day.

At the end of the day the computer can
print a report of everything that took place
with the system that day. One of the best
points about a computerized irrigation con-
troller is that its capabilities are expanda-
ble by simply changing a program or increas-
ing its memory.

More than one company makes systems
like these and all of them have been effec-
tive for golf course management. Ironical-
ly, it was Schumacher's determination to
find a solution for the park fields that swayed
him toward Rain Bird. "Golf course systems
are hard-wired tQ the central controller," he
reasoned. "With 38 parks spread out over
roughly 150 square miles, hard-wiring is im-
possible."

When Rain Bird showed Schumacher
their Maxi III System for the golf course, they
brought along information about another sys-
tem they had, called the Maxicom, that could
communicate with field controllers by phone.
Suddenly, Schumacher had a solution for
the parks-one central computer com-
municating by dedicated phone line to a con-
trol unit at each park.

A major concern of the park director was
thousands of dollars wasted each year on
electricity tq light fields that weren't in use.
"The rule was the coach of the losing team
had to turn the lights off after the last game
at night," explained Schumacher. "It was
like penalizing him for losing. So, it wasn't
surprising to regularly find the lights on some
fields had been left on all night. We were
spending about $100,000 a year on elec-
tricity alone, and close to another $100,000
on bulbs and maintenance!"

Finally, it was virtually impossible to control
vandalism at all 38 parks. The annual loss
to vandals was estimated to be nearly
$100,000. The city council wanted to install
gates to close off the parks.

The remote controllers, called cluster con-
trol units (CCU), operate as instructed by
the central computer. Not only will they con-
trol irrigation devices at each park, but
decoders can be added so they can turn
lights on and off, open and close motorized
gates and perform any other task controlled
by an electric switch. "We could have unifor-
mity between the parks and the golf courses
and also solve our major park problems,"
Schumacher realized.

The council already had a positive recom-
mendation from the golf committee. The
demonstration at Fern Bell Park, the pos-
sibilityof reducing electricity costs and van-
dalism, and the Mayor's indorsement were
enough to convince the council to finally
invest in an automatic irrigation system for
its parks. The city council approved a Maxi
III for the golf course and a Maxicom for
the parks.

"Our three-man irrigation crew has in-
stalled CCUs and new pipes, valves and
heads in six parks already," said
Schumacher. "Our goal is to have 12 parks
on the system within two years.

continued on page 14

The field at Davis Stadium is maintained by the Oakland A's grounds crew. Schumacher serves as
consulting agronomist for the stadium. .
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A combination softball/soccer complex will be built during the coming year. The double-pinwheel design resembles commercial softball complexes.

Huntsville Renovates
continued from page 13

Twice a day Schumacher sits down at the
Maxicom, calls each park CCU, and checks
for any irregularities. The system tells him
exactly when the lights went off, how much
electricity was used, or if the irrigation pro-
gram operated properly. "If a night game
runs late or games are cancelled, the league
calls us up and we can change the timing
on the lights by phone," he says. "I know
exactly how much water and electricity was
used at any of the six parks. This gives us
an actual figure to determine field use fees."

Electronic gates have now been installed
at the six parks. They open and close ac-
cording to a predetermined and
programmed schedule. If Schumacher
needs to open or close a gate for any rea-
son, he simply gives the command to the
gate through the Maxicom. For safety's sake,
a switch was installed on the park side of
each gate. "We wouldn't want to force any-
one to spend the night in one of our parks
waiting for the gate to open the next morn-
ing," laughs Schumacher.

At first, the thought of learning how to
operate the IBM personal computers that
control both the Maxi and the Maxicom con-
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cerned Schumacher. "Believe me, I was
computer illiterate. So, I started out with the
simple stuff and in a few hours I got the hang
of it. If you do something wrong, the irriga-
tion program lets you know and tells you
how to fix it. One of the best things about
the personal computer is that it can oper-
ate all types of software, not just the irri-
gation programs. When I'm not using the
computer for irrigation, I use it to write let-
ters, generate reports and keep track of
budgets."

The irrigation program enables
Schumacher to water all fields at the same
time instead of a few at a time with the old
quick-coupler system. The parks use city
water while the golf courses have wells.
Since there is no need to have a crew mem-
ber present when the system is runnning,
irrigation can take place at night when city
water consumption is lowest. If there are
any problems, like a stuck head or broken
pipe, the computer will let you know the fol-
lowing morning. A default program can turn
off any zone automatically if irregularities
in water pressure or volume are detected.

"The players seem to care more about
the parks now that the fields look better,"
Schumacher reveals. "We mark them once

a week with a combination of paint and
Roundup. Skinned areas are rolled daily dur-
ing baseball season. All fields are irrigat-
ed after the last game at night so they are
dry before the first game the next day. "The
best way to wreck a field is to play on it while
it's wet," he warns .. All six parks currently
irrigated by Maxicom are also overseeded
and aerified. He aerifies in April before ap-
plying preemergence herbicides. The parks
have Ryan units pulled by tractors. "This
year we purchased two deep aerators called
Turf Quakers," says Schumacher. They
operate like side-by-side vibratory plows,
cutting a series of narrow slits as deep as
a foot into the soil. By slicing through sub-
surface layers, he has improved drainage
and eliminated wet spots in the fields. He
plans to use both types of aerifiers in the
future.

Schumacher has set up test plots at one
park to show the differences between irrigat-
ed and nonirrigated turf, 100 different var-
ieties of cool-season grasses, and the im-
pact of aerifying. "Aerification not only im-
proves the condition of overseeded areas,
it enables some of the Kentucky bluegrass
to survive the summer mixed in with the ber-

continued on page 18
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rnudaqrass," he points out. "We are also
trying a number of turf-type tall fescues for
possible year-round use. The plots are open
to the public so taxpayers can see what cer-
tain grasses look like before they seed or
sprig their own yards."

With all those fields to mow, Schumacher
needs large equipment that can be easily
transported from park to park. He likes the
cut from the park's tractor-drawn seven-reel
gang mower. The Jacobsen unit has
hydraulic lift to simplify transportation be-
tween parks. Recently, he started using a
Mott Interstate fine-cut flail mower to see
if he could approach reel mowing quality
with less equipment maintenance. After one
year Schumacher feels the fine-cut flail has
a place in park field maintenance.

One of the most exciting new responsi-
bilities facing Schumacher is constructing
a softball/soccer complex. Again, Huntsville
went a step beyond normal. The new director
of parks, Ken Gibson, and Schumacher liked
the "pinwheel-type" softball complexes
which have four softball fields surrounding
a central concession area. Rather than
settling for a single pinwheel, they opted
for two with a soccer field in the middle. "It's
going to look like two Pac Men facing each
other with a soccer field between them,"
describes Schumacher. "We eliminated one
softball field from each pinwheel to fit the

SChumacher communicates with cluster control
units at six different parks twice a day.

soccer field in. The entire area will be lighted,
have stands and hopefully someday will host
both softball and soccer championship
games."

With the exploding popularity of soccer,
the city has also decided to turn the run-
ways of its old airport into a 20-field soc-
cer complex. The new facility will then be
next to the city's 25-year-old Jetport Golf
Course which may also be completely
renovated.

Despite an unusual interest in the parks,
Schumacher is at home on the golf course.
Two years of planning and work ended in
May when Huntsville Municipal Golf Course

re-opened. Schumacher and superintendent
Charles Agnew love to watch the expres-
sion on golfers faces when they approach
the first tee and see solid Tifway 2 fairways,
bentgrass greens, more than 50 traps and
six lakes with fountains. "Many golfers who
gave up on the course three years ago are
coming back," boasts Schumacher. "They
can hardly believe it's the same golf course."

More than 1,000 sprinkler heads dot the
course, connected by 40 miles of wire and
15 miles of pipe. The Maxi III computer con-
trols the heads through 28 field control units.
Pump stations at two wells are also oper-
ated from the desktop computer. The pumps
are run only when the system is operating
to conserve energy. Even the fountain aer-
ators in the lakes are programmed to go
off at night.

"We keep a close eye on the weather,"
says Schumacher. "Anytime we get rain we
adjust the cycles to save water." Admittedly
this is guesswork, but a new Rain Bird
weather station that constantly records hu-
midity, wind speed, evaporation rate, and
temperature information is planned for in-
stallation soon. "The computer takes the
information from the weather station and
calculates evapotranspiration, the amount
of water lost from the turf by evaporation
and transpiration (through the foliage)," says--
Schumacher. "It sounds complicated, but
it boils down to the amount of water that
needs to be replaced through irrigation on
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a given day. By applying only what's needed,
we will save water and energy."

The experience of renovating one golf
course has Schumacher anxious to get start-
ed on another. The Jetport course has wide,
flat fairways- the type of course good for
beginners. "It's important for a municipal
course to be realistic about the public gol-
fer," says Schumacher. "While some sand
and water hazards may challenge the gol-
fer, too many scare them away. But, play-
ing on bare fairways is just as discourag-
ing. Beginners deserve well-groomed turf
just as much as scratch golfers, and that
can't happen without efficient irrigation.

All this work may seem spectacular for
any city to do over a ten year period. The
amazing thing is Huntsville has done it in
less than five years! Ground was broken
for Davis Stadium in the fall of 1984 and
was ready for the Stars opener April 19,
1985. The redesign of Huntsville Municipal
Golf Course started last year and the new
course, with a new name, opened in May.
Renovation of the park irrigation and light-
ing systems also started last year and will
be complete in less than two years. Con-
struction should begin this year on the soft-
ball/soccer complex.

Outside of sports turf, Schumacher is also
responsible for the landscape and medians
in the city's new 1,200-acre Research Park.
More than 70 acres of grass medians wind
through the industrial park which contains

The irrigation system installed at this Little League field convinced Huntsville residents and the city
council that a new irrigation system was needed for all park fields.

offices for numerous high-tech companies,
including Boeing, McDonnell Douglas, Tel-
edyne and others, "It's like having a one
huge park with all the same maintenance,
irrigation and lighting problems," he com-
ments. "Now it's hard to imagine taking care
of all these acres of turf without a computer,"
Schumacher remarks. "Irrigation is just part
of it. With all the different types of recrea-

tional facilities in parks today, it's nice to
know a computer is backing you up. Espe-
cially when the park department is forced
to grow as rapidly as it has in Huntsville.
Of course, it makes a big difference to have
the support of the mayor and the city council.
The best way to get that is just to demon-
strate what you can do to the taxpayers in
the way of sports facilities." •
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