
Planting Santa Ana stolons in Los Angeles Coliseum. Photo courtesy: Steve Cockerham.

Renovating
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By S ·9 d Stolonizing
ike the ebb and flow of the tide, so
goes the popularity of hybrid ber-
mudagrass as a turtqrass for sports.

Attempts to replace bermudagrass with tall
fescue, zoysiagrass, perennial ryegrass,
bahiagrass, bentgrass and even the more
exotic seaside paspalum makes one wonder
what is so terrible about the aggressive,
warm-season grass?

If it's so bad why do some facilities in the
northern limits of the transition zone have
sod and stolons shipped in from southern
sod farms in refrigerated trucks every spring
knowing that winterkill is a possibility? Why
are researchers trying so hard to find a ber-
mudagrass that is more cold tolerant? The
bottom line is nothing holds up to punish-
ment better during the summer than hybrid
bermudagrass. During the hot summer
months the grass spreads like kudzu, quickly
filling in where divots and cleats have done
their damage.

Certainly hybrid bermudagrasses have
their faults. At the height of the football sea-
son they want to go dormant. When base-
ball and soccer teams get started in late
winter the hybrids are still drowsy with lit-
tle energy to recover from injury or to fill
in thin spots. By the time they are up and
running, bermudagrasses on year-round
sports turf may be so sparse that replant-
ing is necessary to regain a dense stand.
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The crux of the matter is that they are
vegetative grasses in a field where managers
like the convenience of seed, especially fast-
germinating seed. If a seeded bermudagrass
was available with the characteristics of the
advanced hybrids and the germination rate
of ryegrass, there would be no contest.

That, however, is not likely in the near
future. If it's seed you want, your only cur-
rent option is common bermudagrass. Com-
mercial quantities of two improved, seed
producing bermudagrasses are a few years
away and they still don't appear to stack
up against the likes of Tifway or Santa Ana.

In the meantime, sports turf managers
are content to overseed dormant hybrid ber-
muda with annual and perennial ryegrasses
and Poa trivia/is, rough bluegrass. The over-
seeding and reseeding market has grown
exponentially as the industry meets the
demand for year-round cover and color. It's
not unusual to hear a superintendent or ath-
letic field manager speculate that perhaps
it would be easier to maintain ryegrass, or
even bentgrass on greens, throughout the
summer than to switch from bermudagrass
to ryegrass and back each year.

Some managers have strong opinions
about the effects of ryegrass on spring tran-
sition of bermudagrass. They say the heavier
you overseed and the longer you favor the
ryegrass the harder it is on the bermuda.

Some growers of hybrid bermudagrass sod
in areas with moderate climates say that
with proper management and controlled use,
the bermuda doesn't need to be overseeded.
Sports turf managers and turf experts in
areas with more dramatic shifts in weather
and temperature say the ryegrass sur-
renders quickly with the return of hot, humid
weather.

But few turf managers south of the Mason
Dixon line will dispute that hybrid bermuda
takes the heat and the beating better in the
summer than any other type of turfgrass.
Few will also dispute the appearance and
maintenance of ryegrass in the winter in the
South. They know that attractive and durable
year-round turf means two types of turf with
two types of management.

Once the turf manager accepts the two-
turf program, he commits himself to the over-
seeding process. He must adjust his her-
bicide program in the fall, he alters his irri-
gation schedule, he increases his fertilizer
and fungicide budgets, and invests irJ the
equipment and seed needed to sow and
maintain winter turf. This is a sizable com-
mitment requiring expertise and effort. ";

However, come the following sprinq, you
find few sports turf managers making an
equal commitment to restore the ber-:
mudagrass to top form. Fortunately, in many
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cases, the bermudagrass kicks in as the
ryegrass fades away with little extra invest-
ment in time or expense. Some managers
cut back on irrigation while others verticut
to stimulate the bermudagrass and dis-
courage the ryegrass. If the bermuda doesn't
respond quickly, both the ryegrass and the
bermudagrass are accused of failing the test.

"Hybrid bermudagrasses are great turf-
grasses for sports," states Neil Beeson,
manager of the Pro Turf Division at Pacific
Sod, in Camarillo, CA, "but you can't for-
get about them all winter." Overseeding with
heavy rates of ryegrass creates a dense turf
that blocks sunlight and warmth from reach-
ing the bermudagrass below, says Beeson.
The bermuda has been using up its carbo-
hydrate reserves while dormant and starts
the spring in a weakened state. It needs to
rebuild its reserves through photosynthe-
sis before it can compete most effectively
with another turfgrass.

"Mowing height is an important factor in
helping bermudagrass build up reserves for
winter dormancy and rhizomes for cold toler-
ance," points out Dr. Glenn Burton,
developer of the "Tif" series of hybrid ber-
mudagrasses at the Coastal Plains Research
Station in Tifton, GA. "During a cold winter,
golf courses in the northern part of the ber-
mudagrass belt will suffer heavy losses on
greens mowed at 3/16 inch, slight losses
on fairways mowed at 1/2 to 3/4 inch, and
no loss on roughs mowed at two inches.
You can manage the turf before winter to
improve its performance the following
spring."

Sports turf managers don't think twice
about reseeding divots and worn areas, but
they seem to resist the idea of sprigging
or stolonizing bermudagrass to help it
recover. They will find a way to protect newly
overseeded turf in the fall for three to four
weeks, but they can't squeeze out another
four weeks of protection in the spring to give
new bermudagrass sprigs a chance to fill in?

Timing depends completely on location
and when soil temperatures rise to more
than 50 degrees F. As soil temperatures rise,
the growth of the bermudagrass speeds up.
Sprigging, or stolonizing, can take place as
soon as the bermudagrass starts to green
up. Bermuda may be dormant for four
months in Kansas City or for two weeks in
San Diego.

If this occurs in the midst of a busy sea-
son, there is a definite conflict. But sprig-
ging or stolon planting can be delayed if
necessary until summer. Some sports turf
managers will manage overseeded ryegrass
to prolong its usefulness until the ber-
mudagrass can be renovated without dis-
turbing a major event such as a tournament.

Stolons are shoots which originate at the
base of the plant and extend along the sur-
face of the soil. Rhizomes are shoots like
stolons that extend laterally below the sur-
face of the soil. By harvesting bermudagrass
sod and pulling it apart with a shredder and
removing the soil, pieces of stolons and rhi-

zomes called sprigs are produced. When
planted, these sprigs will produce new ber-
mudagrass plants. Clippings are foliage and
have no reproductive potential.

Once the sprigs are planted, they need
60 to 90 days to fill in completely. The most
critical items are water followed by fertilizer.
The sprigs depend completely on daily irri-
gation and the nutrients they received prior
to harvesting until they develop a strong root
system. The rate of root growth can vary
based upon soil texture, temperature, soil
pH, nutrients, moisture and competition from
another turfgrass on the site. Once the root
system is established, the aggressive turf
spreads rapidly by a network of new rhi-
zomes and stolons.

If use can't be restricted for a few weeks,
Burton says that some sports turf managers
have combined sprigging the hybrid with
seeding common bermudagrass. "The
hybrid will overtake the common in a sea-
son or two. Of course, establishment of the
hybrid is faster with higher rates of sprigs."

"Once a coach, player or sports turf
manager gets an eyeful of Kentucky
bluegrass or perennial ryegrass, that's what
he wants," remarks Bill Flannigan, who oper-
ates a stolon planting service in Ventura,
CA. "But the Southwest is desert and cool-
season grasses just won't last for more than
a few years. They are now accepting the
fact that the hybrid bermudas are finer-
bladed, darker green and tougher than most
other warm-season grasses. What's more,
once they plant them and maintain them
properly, they'll be around many years from
now."

Once a golf course superintendent or
sports turf manager decides hybrid bermuda
is what he wants, he has three choices. He
can sprig, he can plant plugs, or he can sod.
Planting four-inch plugs every few inches
on a large site is generally impractical. Strip
sodding is similar to plugging. Total sod-
ding provides instant cover but costs more
than $20,000 for a single football field and
is prohibitive for golf courses. The differ-
ence between sprigging and sodding is
about four cents a square foot compared
to 35 cents a square foot. "Sprigging allows
a larger number of schools, parks and golf
courses to take advantage of hybrid ber-
mudagrass," states Dr. Tim Bowyer, presi-
dent of Southern Turf Nurseries in Norcross,
GA. "It is an economical method of provid-
ing top quality cover for large, heavily-used
areas."

Sprigs can be planted by any of four
methods. Three of the methods require
specific types of equipment operated by
knowledgeable individuals. A sprigging con-
tractor has basic fixed costs to transport this
equipment to a job site. For this reason small
areas, 20,000 square feet or less, may be
sprigged most economically by the sports
turf manager. A sprigging contractor can
renovate three to four fields in a single day.

The most common method of planting is
the one used by sod growers to plant their
farms, generally referred to as stolonizing.
The machinery broadcasts processed sprigs



at a predetermined rate onto the prepared
soil. Two offset rows of dull discs then crimp
the sprigs an inch or more into the ground.
Flannigan has replaced the discs with a
drum containing teeth for the expressed pur-
pose of planting into an existing stand of
turf. Most machines have a roller to com-
press the soil around the sprigs after they
are planted.

Between five to eight bushels of sprigs
are broadcast per 1,000 square feet. One
of these machines can plant 12 acres per
day. Preparation for stolonizing is the same
as it would be for seeding.

Flannigan has developed a stolon planter
that takes fresh sod and shreds it into sprigs
just before they are planted. "It saves the
sod grower from processing and packag-
ing sprigs and gives you fresher material,"
says Flannigan. "Sprigs must be kept cool
after they are processed. The longer the
time you have to wait between processing
and planting, the more you have to worry
about the vigor of the sprigs."

Topdressing the area after planting is
sometimes recommended. "Just make sure
your topdressing is compatible with the soil
on site," warns Flannigan. "Layering can
cause trouble down the road."

A sprigger is the second type of special-
ized machinery used. The planter utilizes
pairs of discs spaced two to four inches apart
to open up rows of slits in the soil to receive
the sprigs. The sprigs are placed into the

slits which are then closed by sets of rollers.
This method requires a smaller amount of
sprigs and less soil preparation.

A relatively new and controversial method
of planting sprigs uses a hydraulic mulcher.
The sprigs are mixed in the tank with mulch,
water, and fertilizer and sprayed at high pres-
sure on a prepared seedbed. Mike Santoro,
president of Southern California Hydroseed
& Hydromulch, Inc, in Temecula, CA, is fre-
quently called to sprig fairways, baseball
fields and worn-out football fields.

"You really have to know what you are
doing," he states. The sprigs must be fresh,
clump-free, and fairly uniform in size. "Only
experience shows you how to get the sprigs
down at the right rate and evenly. We do
a half acre at a time putting down 1a bushels
per 1,000 square feet. Since the sprigs are
applied with water and mulch, you have a
little more leeway with irrigation. The mulch
protects the sprigs from drying out rapidly.
You can add a tackifier in real windy
locations."

Detractors of hydrosprigging say the
sprigs lay on the surface instead of being
pushed into the topsoil. Santoro says if
properly sprayed, the sprigs do enter the
soil. However, few dispute the benefit of the
mulch. Hydromulching can replace the top-
dressing process. "Our success rate has
been tremendous, so to me whether the
sprigs are deep enough in the soil doesn't
seem to make any difference."

Santoro says sports turf managers like
hydrosprigging because large areas can be
planted without pulling heavy equipment
over the area. It can also be used to plant
areas in hilly or rolling terrain. "Golf course
architects like to shape golf courses with
mounds and rolling fairways," Santoro points
out. Flannigan, on the other hand, states,
"If you can mow it, we can plant it with a
stolon planter."

For small areas, broadcasting sprigs by
hand and discing them in is most econmi-
cal. Some sod growers have walk-behind
discs to lend to their customers who want
to sprig by hand. A core aerator can be sub-
stituted for the discs by going over the sprigs
six to eight times in different directions. Small
areas are also topdressed more easily.

Whether renovating existing turf or plant-
ing for the first time, soil preparation and
maintenance after sprigging are of critical
importance. The first step is a complete soil
test to determine nutrient levels, soil tex-
ture and soil pH. Phosphorus levels are
especially important to speed rooting along.
Root development can also be slowed by
excessively acid or alkaline soils. A heavy
thatch layer will further expose the delicate
sprigs to rapid drying.

Renewing a field's crown or changing a
green's slope should be done prior to sprig-
ging. Poor or compacted soil should be aer-
ated and amended to provide well-textured
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soil for planting. Don't work the soil too much,
warns Dr. Art Bruneau, turf specialist at
North Carolina State University in Raleigh.
"If you break it down to a powder, it will turn
to rock as soon as the water is turned on."

Sites with dry spots should be treated with
wetting agents to provide uniform drainage
and water retention for the sprigs. Finally,
the area covered by each irrigation station
should be identified so that the contractor
can plant one station at a time.

Flannigan recommends two other
preplanting steps when planting through
existing turf. "A few weeks before sprigging,
reduce the mowing height to 3/8- or 1/2-inch
and pick up the clippings each time you
mow. The week before, irrigate heavily to
moisten the soil down to a foot. Two days
beforehand, back off the irrigation." If the
contractor is not fertilizing, apply fertilizer
with a formulation based on soil tests.

Insist on fresh sprigs from the start and
visit the sod grower to see how he main-
tains and harvests his sprigs, says Flanni-
gan. "Don't accept sprigs that have been
in a cooler for very long."

"Once the sprigging contractor pulls his
equipment onto the site, he has to plant,"
explains Flannigan. "He can't wait for last
minute changes because the sprigs are
perishable. He should plant by irrigation sta-
tion. If you are topdressing, do it fast. You

have between 15 minutes and an hour after
planting to start irrigating depending upon
temperature, wind and soil moisture. You
want to pour on the water and keep pour-
ing it on for at least the next three weeks.
Then, slowly back off the water until the
sprigs are fully established. Continue to mow
low to encourage the bermuda to tiller."

Fertilize and irrigate heavily, says
Bruneau, with up to one half pound of nitro-
gen per 1,000 square feet every ten days.
To improve wear tolerance, add potassium,
especially if nitrogen sources containing
ammonium were used to push the bermuda.
Potassium increases the strength of the turf
tissue, but it can be leached out by ammo-
nium sulfate or ammonimum nitrate, reports
Dr. James Beard at Texas A&M University,
College Station.

Use weed control with discretion, states
Dr. Euel Coates, professor of weed science
at Mississippi State University. Many her-
bicides can slow root development when
the sprigs are young. However, weed con-
trol may be more important than fast estab-
lishment for sites with a history of crabgrass
and/or goosegrass infestation. Coates
recommends applying Ronstar preemer-
gence herbicide after planting in such cases.
The herbicide does not interfere with rooting.

"You should also consider that the ber-
muda benefits when competition from weeds
is eliminated," he adds. Pay close attention
to labels on postemergence herbicides.

"Usually they state that applications should
be delayed for at least two to three mow-
ings, but you might want to hold off for 90
days."

A word of caution to sports turf managers
about hybrid bermudagrasses ... they have
poor shade tolerance. If a green or fairway
is surrounded by trees, don't be surprised
when the bermudagrass fails to fill in rapidly.
It's not unusual for fields at large stadiums
to be at least partially shaded during the
spring and fall.

Some stadium managers have tried top-
dressing with activated charcoal to absorb
and hold heat in the soil. Perforated plas-
tic covers and geotextiles have also been
used to keep the soil warm during estab-
lishment. Just be alert to excessive heat and
humidity under the covers which may
encourage diseases.

Ninety days is a long time to keep sports
turf out of play. Add another 30 days for over-
seeding and that takes away four useable
months. Fortunately, with proper manage-
ment, renovation of hybrid bermudagrass
sports turf is not an annual necessity. Once
the bermuda establishes a dense network
of roots and rhizomes, it resists damage and
thinning better than almost any other type
of warm-season turfgrass. If heavy use takes
its toll after two or three years, investing in
sprigging is a small price to pay for three
more years of quality summer sports turf.
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