
In & On the Ground

Taking turfgrass
to the limit

B Y S A M W I L L I A M S

"Put me on a highway and
show me a sign, and take it
to the limit one more time"

-The Eagles, 1975

W hen you're managing berniudagrass football fields in Maryland and northern

Virginia, you find out about limits very quickly. To find out how the best in

the business reach those limits, we visited with jimmy Rodgers, sports field

manager in Charlottesville at the University of Virginia; Vince Patterozzi, field mainte-

nance manager tor the 2001 Super Bowl champion Baltimore Ravens and PSINet

Stadium; and Washington Redskins' director of grounds, Don Follett, who handles

FedEx Fie ld in Landover, Ml").

UVA upgrades
I larrison Field .it Scott Stadium in Charlottesville was artificial turf until 1992

when the) switched to Vamoni bermuda. This year, rounding out a $40 million reno-

vation of t h e C a r l S m i t h S p o r t s C o m p l e x , U V A r e p l a c e d t h e i r V a m o n t w i t h T i f S p o r t .
Jimmy Rodgers said, "We were having some real problems with the Vamont, but it was

d.image from a rock concert here last year that was the last straw. That's when we

decided to go with a genetically improved bermudagrass."

Rodgers continued, "I talked it over with Jason Baunian, our associate athletic

director for facilities, and we both felt that TifSport was the way to go. We were look-

ing for a more cold tolerant variety. I also knew that TifSport was supposed to be a

denser, tougher turt."

t

Harrison Field at Scott Stadium, University of Virginia, recently
underwent a $40 million renovation, which included installing new turf.

Photo by David Greene
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They sprigged a large all-purpose

practice field, but sodded their foot-

ball practice field along with the field

at Scott Stadium on May 23, 2001.

The grow-in at went very smoothly.

"I put down fairly standard amounts of

nitrogen, but I also applied a biostimu-

lant-11 gallons per acre of LAUNCH

every 3 weeks for a total of three

applications. Since May, I've

probably put down another 5

pounds ofN, but I'm back-

ing off of my nitrogen

now," said Rodgers.

"Yesterday (September 4)

I applied a 14-0-25 with a

methylene-urea base. That

came to another half a pound

of N and that's basically going

to be it. That's the last nitrogen

I'll put on the field this season.

The rest ot my fertility will be

geared toward our ovcrsccding

program, which begins in

another 2 weeks. I'll be .

putting out a little ^ £

phosphorus and

also some potassi-

um for the rest ot

the tall. We over-

seed here with a

perennial rvegrass. "

Rodgers has been a sports field manager for 12 years, but this is his first experience

with TifSport. "So far everything looks real good, but ask me again when our season is

in full swing."

We did. We talked to Jimmy again in mid-September, right after the Wahoos' vic-

tor)' over the Richmond Spiders. "Compared to our old Vamont, there weren t ncarlv

as mam divots. There was a tair amount of what I call 'push up' from the yanie, but

the TifSport roots seemed to hold a lot better, he said. "And so far everything that I ve

heard from the players and coaches has been very favorable. Both for the practice nclci

and the game field.
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Ravens safety Corey Harris in action.
Photo by Phil Hoffman.
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Vince Patterozzi, Baltimore Ravens.
Photo by Sam Williams.

PSINet Stadium
"When we first got to

Baltimore in 1996, and 1997,
we played at Memorial
Stadium and we brought in
GN1. After we built PSINet
Stadium at Camden Yards, we
brought that same GN1 over
here,' said Vince Patterozzi.
"But the difference between
ihe two stadiums is like night
and day. Old stadium designs
are more like a 'V,' with the
upper deck seats farther away
from the field. This gives the
turf the opportunity to get full
sunlight, even in the dead of

winter-a nice 6 or 7 hours worth of daytime sunlight.

"In the new stadiums, the walls and seats are much more vertical. It's like a box, a
true box." Patterozzi said. "By mid-October, the shade on the south side of the field
here runs from the wall to the sideline and that's a 20,000-sq. ft. area. By mid-
November half the field is shaded. I mean, there's no sunlight whatsoever, even on a
bright, sunny daw And by December 1, the entire field is shaded, and it stays shaded
until early March when the sun starts to conic back north.

'Tin anxious to see how our new TifSport holds up under these conditions. I've
seen and heard a lot of good things about it. The Tennessee Titans have it at Adelphia
Coliseum in Nashville. They play all of their home games on it along with a full
schedule of college games and concerts," said Pattero//i

Patterozzi is also very interested to see what affect cold weather has on his
TifSport. Westminster, 45 miles north of Baltimore at Western Maryland
College where the Ravens arc about to report for training camp, is about as
far north as TifSport has ever been installed except on a test plot.
Patterozzi explained, "Right now we're at about 700 to 800 feet above
sea level, which is about 695 feet higher than the PSI field in
Baltimore. Actually it's a little more because the actual field
is 20 feet below street level. So you have two extremes.
PSINet is also surrounded by concrete. \o t only the
stadium concrete, but city concrete. And this
creates a dome of warm air that can reall)
affect the microclimate down on
the field.

"HereatWMC,
where it is w idc

open lor miles ^ J 4^^^V^

and miles, we're going to get some pretty chilly winds coming in on top of us. And
when we leave Aug. 20, the college football team will start practicing here, and the
soccer team will start playing on it too, in the fall. That'll continue until late
November. Then in February the lacrosse teams start using it, and their seasons don't
end until May. That's 3 months of heavy, heavy use , and there,s no rougher sport on
grass than lacrosse, including football. I can't wait to see how this TifSport holds up
under these kinds of conditions."

Nurturer
In reality, Patterozzi has done everything he can to give his field a good environ-

ment. "Our root zone is a blend of 80 percent coarse sand and 20 percent loam soil. I

believe the combination of a loam soil and sand gives you the stability you need in a

football field, particularly at the professional level. We also blended in Axis at 15 per-

cent by volume. Then we put down our phosphorus, and followed that with two bio-

stimulant sprays at the soil surface. In addition to humic acid, both biostimulants were

loaded with microorganisms.

"We sodded next. Our sod went down quickly because it was 21 rolls, 110 feet

long. Right after we put the sod down, we started watering. Right away. The very next

day we initiated our liquid fertility program. Primarily we're trying to stimulate growth

through the activity of micro-organisms," he said. "We've had success with this, and I

think you're going to see more of this type of approach all over the country, simply

because the environmental laws are going to stop us from using a lot of the products

that we've been using. We also used a starter fertilizer and a granular 18-24-12.1

believe in very high phosphorus rates, especially early in your program. That's what's

going to really stimulate your roots."

Patterozzi, who has a degree in soil science and turf manage-

^ ^ ^ ment from Southern Illinois University, began his career

^ | with ServiceMaster, where he was responsible for the

__ / j . JfL grounds management program over a 14-state

^ ^ ^ ^ ^ O ^ ^ l • region. It probably didn't hurt his reputation

that one of his key accounts, Central

Missouri State, was voted best-maintained

______^ campus and best-maintained

field in the nation in 1990.

Right after that, he got a

phone call from the

Cleveland Browns. "They

asked me to come up and

be their head groundskeep-

er."Thcn the Browns became

the Ravens. "It was good to get

back into the transition zone,

where I was educated and had

Photo Courtesy-
Washington
Redskins
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Don Follett, head groundskeeper, FedEx Field.
Photo by Clark W. Day Photo-Graphics.

worked for so long. Cleveland was strictly bluegrass, and I was anxious to get back into

the bermudagrasses and the zoysias."

Redskins' Don Follett
Don Follett is also partial to bermudagrass. Fortunately, he doesn't have the severe

shade problems that Patterozzi has. "Maybe a little in the late part of the winter, late

December when the sun is lowest in the horizon. But I still get full sun on the field for

at least tor 4 hours," he said.

Follett started out in the business in 1972 as a student at Arizona State University.

T h e y were looking for some help to maintain the football field. I was just student

laborer making the minimum wage. I helped the groundskcepcr mark the fields, fertil-

i/e. and mow. It just kind of grew into a hill-time career for me."

It sure did. When the Redskins built FedEx Field in 1998, they hired Don from

Arizona State, where he was sports turf manager and in charge of Sun Devil Stadium.

The original turf at FedEx Field was a variety called Tufcoat, a bermudagrass

that's unique to the mid-Atlantic region. "Only a couple of growers are still grow-

ing it in this area," says Follett. "It's an OK grass, but it isn't really a top quality

sod. It's very hard to lift, and it's a bit coarser than the TifSport or the 419 that I

was growing at ASU."

And it didn't have a very good aesthetic appeal as far as Follett was concerned. "I

wasn't happy with the coarseness and the color," he said. "It's a very light green color.

It also grows a little bit slower than 419, and much slower than TifSport. And its winter

hardiness wasn't as good as it was cracked up to be. I'm very happy with my TifSport.

It held up extremely well for us during this past winter."

So far, Follett is pleased with I ifSport's ability to stand up to abuse. "Because

ot the way it grows together so tightly, I think it has better divot resistance than

even the 419 1 grew 111 Arizona, and a lot better than the lufco.it we first had here.

When players make big cuts on TifSport they may shear the green off the top, but

they're not pulling rhizomes out, or the thatch layer out. Our players and coaches

like it a lot. Everybody says it looks more like a golf green than a football field.

They keep asking me if they can bring their clubs out here.

To succeed, overseed
Like Jimmy Rodgers at UVA, both the Ravens and the Redskins overseed.

According to Follett, "When it gets into the dormant period, late October, November,

I'll put approximately 5 pounds of rye seed down after each game. Not necessarily on a

weekly basis, only after each game."

Patterozzi plans on experimenting some. "I've taken bermudagrass through the

winter here without overseeding because of our underground heating system, but if we

do choose to overseed, for instance up at Western Maryland, we'll overseed probably

only 95% of the field. I'm definitely going to leave an area open, just to see what hap-

pens. And when I say overseed, I mean overseed. We'll overseed at 60 to 100 pounds

per thousand square feet, which is 10 times the rate that most people'use. And we'll

mow it at the same height as the bermuda."

Patterozzi is borrowing a management practice that is fairly common on golf

courses throughout the south. "You want to keep that rye grass in a juvenile stage

because it's going to transition out in the spring better. By taking it down to say a 1/16

of an inch in June, and hitting it with Kerb, we should be able to take ever)' bit of that

rye grass out. And then we'll come on with di-ammonium phosphate or ammonium

phosphate at a couple of pounds per thousand, and burn the rest of the rye out."

He also plans to overseed at the stadium. "We'll overseed during the season. Just

have to do it. Especially between the hash marks. There are also a number of high

school and college games scheduled at PSINet."

What about re-sodding?
It's no secret that a lot of teams end up re-sodding midway through the season, but

Jimmy Rodgers has no plans to re-sod Scott Field unless something drastic happens.

Neither does Don Follett. "I hate re-sodding. I do overseed, but I absolutely hate re-

sodding," he says. "I work all summer long to make sure my grass has a good root sys-

tem, a good thick thatch buildup and good rhizomes. I want to make sure I can make

it all the way into December or January without losing the field."

Vince Patterozzi hasn't made up his mind yet. "I don't know. We'll see if TifSport

is the Superman grass that everybody says it is. I've certainly had to re-sod the last cou-

ple of years when we had GN1. We may end up in the same situation as Terry Porch

down in Nashville. He has lots of back to back games. He may have a college game on

Saturday, and then a pro game on Sunday. And if he gets a rainy weekend, which we

all get, he's got his hands full. As relatively inexpensive as sod is, with what's on the

line here, it just makes sense to just go in and re-sod. But that raises other questions.

I low does the new grass knit? How docs it react? Is the TifSport even growing? I doubt

it. Do we ask the grower to overseed it, and do we overseed it again? If that's the case,

how much are we weakening that bermuda? All these questions have to be answered. I

just hope I find some of the answers over the next couple of years."

Practically even sports turf manager and every coach has a different opinion about

mowing height. At FedEx Field, Don Follett usually starts the season at 1/2 in., and as

Jimmy Rodgers, sports field manager, University of Virginia.
Photo by Sam Williams.
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the season progresses he'll add 1/6 of an inch every month.
"By the end of the season mv cutting height is right at about
an inch."

Jimmy Rodgers says he started out at 3/4 of an inch back
when the sod was laid in May, stayed at that height pretty
much all the way through August, but will move his mowing
height up to 15/16 when Virginia's season starts. Patterozzi
has been mowing at 3/4 in., but says he plans to lower that
down to 1/2-in. by the first game in November.

Like all of the new varieties released recently by the
University of Georgia, TifSport is protected by a USDA
patent and is regulated and inspected by each state's Seed
Certification Agency. As a further safeguard, TifSport can
only be grown and sold as genetically certified sod or sprigs,
and only by a licensed member of the TifSport Growers
Association.

Don Follett thinks this is vital. "When I was in Arizona

and had to buy 419 from an Arizona grower, and later bought 419 from a California
grower, it didn't even look like the same grass. It's nice to have a sense of security that
when you're buying a product, you're getting that product and not an off-breed or
mutation."

At PSINet, Patterozzi bases everything on tests. "I'm a big believer in the soil
micro-biological process. By building that up, you can reduce the amount of chemical
fertilizer you have to use. So ever)- 3 months, I have someone come in and take sam-
ples from the root zone of my sod, and then 3 inches further down. We send that to
Maine Ingram at Oregon State University, and she does a mierobial count. She tells us
what we have in the root zone-the good bugs and the bad bugs."

Any drawbacks?
Miles Rush, Vince Patterozzi's stepson, was involved with the TifSport grow-in at

PSINet Stadium. He's getting a degree in turfgrass science at Ohio State and has been

working with turf since he was 14. Miles recalls, "We sodded the field in early May

and had the Super Bowl Ring Ceremony here the first week of June. So we got some

leaf blade damage from the tent platforms. They were on top of the grass for 5 days. It

was a little worrisome for awhile, but we tweaked our mowing heights and it's just

about all cleared up now."

Patterozzi has a long history with bermudagrass, but
this will be his first full season with TifSport. "We're
pleased so far with the density. As you know, we still
have GN1 around the outside of the field, just off the
playing surface, and when you look at the two grasses
side by side, you can see that the TifSport is much
denser. We like that a lot. What we don't like, and it
may be due our high phosphorus levels, is the amount of
seed heads, at least on this field. They popped up about
2 weeks ago. I don't know when they'll disappear, but I
hope soon."

Like all bermudagrass, it's not unusual for TifSport to
produce seed heads during the early summer months. It's a
temporary situation, and not a long-term problem.

Patterozzi has been a little puzzled that TifSport
doesn't seem to respond quite as quickly to phosphorus
when he trying to get a little color enhancement, at least

compared to GN1. "GN1 will respond almost overnight to phosporus-nitrogen
applications. But I haven't seen that, either at the stadium or here at WMC. Maybe
I just need to up my rates because there's so much more plant tissue with the
TifSport. Or maybe it's the watering. It's not that it doesn't respond; it just doesn't
respond as quickly as the GN1."

When we contacted Patterozzi again in mid-October, he felt that he had his color
problem solved. "We recently started using a product from Opti-Gro called Liqui-Mag,
a liquid magnesium source derived from magnesium sulfate. It's unbelievable, this is
the first time we've ever been able to stripe the field with our mowers the same way
you can stripe a ryegrass field."

Don Follett said, "As somebody once explained to me, it's better to be a
groundskeeper than a grounds manager. If you replace your sod every year, you're just
a manager, throwing away your problems every year. So I would like to be known as a
groundskeeper. I like to keep my grass as long as I can. I'd recommend TifSport to
anybody who wanted to put in a sports field, especially if they don't plan to re-sod
every season."

Sam Williams owns a marketing and communications firm in Sautee-Nacoochee GA,

and is a free-lance writer for the Georgia Seed Development Commission.

"I work all summer long to
make sure my grass has a good root system
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