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Two tales of

escue
1 am the relatively IIeW Director of Opemtiol1s for a large school district ill central
I/lirwi,~ that recently completed building a new /ligh sC/lOolcomplex. During ccnsmictum
the "wllallype of sod/seed?" question arose regarding the soccer {ield. We hare an existing
(ield that i~
primarily Turf Type Fescue. We have had vel)' good perfonnance all this field
wilh respect 1.0 ball miL tutireowery, and mowing height. But all the turf"professiollafs" in
our area indicate that lurf type fescue would be an IInd-:sirable hiT( for soccer because it hud
an insuffiCient root S)'.ltem and tended to become "too clumpy" to al/o\V recorer)' after play.
Thq Mid finding turf tytle fe,~cllein a sod would be vel)' difficult, i(not ilnpossible, The callsensu,' was tlwl since we have an irrigation syslem. a sports blend u( -t to 5 bluegraoses would
be preferable Is there an "indmtl)'" opinion regardillg which r,'pe of turf makes the best
fields for soccer eompetilion?
fames i.oveiace
glless
I fit your category of turf
"professional" but let me weigh in
on hoth sides of this issue. ] have'
clearly straddled this fence before and
knowing which way to dismount
requires consideration of se\nal factors. Specie~ ~election is \'ery import~nt, but it I1lOeclsto be considered
along with other f;}dors ,I\lch al: irrigaA successfuL 5-year old stand of
turf
type taLL fescue with over 50
tion, commitmcnt to rc:seedillg,
soccer
events each year in centraL
desired fidd performance aud mowing
Iowa. FieLd is routineLy irrigated,
height, amount of traffic, and 111 yom
fertilized,
and over seeded with
casc prior experlcnce.
'taLi fescue in worn areas.
Prior experience.You indieakd
that turf-type tall fescue has performed
very well in the arca of ball roll, turf recovery, i!mllllowing height. If it ain't hroke don't
fix it, We all learn from local c;qJcrience ami if this gra,s h~s workcd for you in a simil~r
situalion ~len Iwould certainly be inclined to stay with whilt is tried and trtle. That puts
one leg on your side of the fence. I havc h~d good sllccess with turf-t)'lJe t;lil fescue all
soccer rields when Iam assured of three things: automatic irrigdtion, reasonable traffic
<':olltrol,alld a commitment to annual reseeding to maintain cover and prevent clulllpmg. Aerification, fertilizer, and routine mowing should not be limiting, Because of your
successful experience with turf-type tall fescue in ~lis situation Iwould not dissuade you
from using this gra~s,
Tall fescue too elumpy.T urf pros, myself included, will caution you with this grass
because we have all prohahly heen exposed to situations whete it has hecome very
clumpy, aud for soccer this is <1 disaster. \!l,'etend to remember disasters,
My worst memory of trying to defend tall fescue was in front of a group of soccer
boosters (now known a~ soccer moms) that invited me down to Jefferson City, 1\,10, to
sec the field that they had installed one year after following Illy recommendation to plant
tall fescue. Iwas expecting some 1I"0nderful compliments but after my first glimpse of the
field I knew I was dead meat. Iwas 110 lII,Jtch for the ire of a 5-foot-4 inch bdl" with a
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pixie haircut who frequently pointed with an extended index finger as she noted rnv
inudcquaries related to turf recommendations,
That was more them 10 ye,lr~ ago and to this day] still give the disclaimer that "tall
fescue III some situations may result III a clumpy and undesirable surface, especially in
sports like soccer and baseball where hall roll is important.' Tall fescue is a very deeprooted, rlrought tolerant, and WC;H tolerant hunch grass. These combined traits sound
wonderful but can easily lead to a nearly unplnyable surface in some situations.
Under dry or traffic conditiOJ1\ the tall fescue clumps will grow very well while the
other cool season bluegrass and I}'egra~s become dormant, worn, and flat, thus exaggerating the (<IIIfescue clumps, It is critical to supply enough irrig'ltion, reseeding. aerificahan, and traffic coutrol!o avoid tall fescue clumping. If a tall fescue field
begins 10 clump it will not recover on
it, own because it is not a spreading
IY1Jeof gras~,
Grass choices. In your area
Kentucky bluegrass is more widely
used for soccer because it tolerates
lower TJIowmg,forms a denser turf and
selclom clumps even when the ficld is
sufficienlly worn to expose soil. With
thcs'" considerations I must clearly put
the othcr leg temporarily all the other
An unsuccessful
soccer fieLd
where conditions have resulted
side of thc fencc iu f~vor ofKenlllcky
in the dreaded "clumps of taLi
hluegrass. So hr;rc we sit, 1J0 decision,
fescue" that Lead to recommenand ill 3 precarious position straddling
dations for alternative
grasses.
the fence.
Decision timc. J always weigh in
heavily on the side of experience, and
in this eas~'your previous success with tall fescue is marc import<l11ttll;m all oflhe failures sOllle of us have experienced in othcr settlllgs. In your case I volt: stick to your guns
and stay with the tall fe~clle. Plan on rcsr;eding with more tall fescue JIl(l some ryegras~ if
needed to keep tire density and help the field fill-in when nccdnl. Avoid \lsmg Kentucky
bluegrass in the IllIX since it has poor seedling traffic tolerance and it if cstablished it will
only add to thc clulllpillg effect of the fescue. OUf ,eeuliIlg traffic trials indicate thilt
perennial ryegrass is the btst, followed closely by tall fescue, with Kentucky bluegrass ,I
distant last. Yom inig~tion .,;ystem will not bc w~skd, since it will he very useful c~ch
year in the recovcry of ~ tall fe.lclle field. Don't think that because t'Lirftype t,l11fescue is
drought lolerant it doesn't need irrigation for soccer
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Have Questions?
Send them to Dave Minner at Iowa State University, 106Horticulture
Hall. Ames, IA 50011.or email dminner@iastate.edu.Or.
send them
to Grady Miller at the University of Florida, PO Box 110670,
Gainesville, FL 3261L or email gmiIler@maiI.ifas.uf!,edu.
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