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Topdressing: smoothing out the rough spots in your game 
 

Like a chef, golf course superintendents know the difference between good and great is often a pinch of this or 
a pinch of that.  For the superintendent, that extra touch often comes in the form of topdressing.  

What it is:  Topdressing involves working amendments such as sand or peat into and through the surface of 
the turf. 

Topdressing greens is nothing new to golf course maintenance. In fact, Old Tom Morris began to apply sand to 
his greens in 1875 to make them firm and smooth.  Most superintendents believe topdressing is a necessary 
part of keeping greens healthy.  

What it does:  It builds a healthier soil profile while helping to level and smooth irregularities on the green. 
Heavy topdressing also fills in ball marks and other minor imperfections on the playing surface. Not only does 
topdressing make for a better putting surface, it also helps the grass by absorbing the rainfall and prevents bak-
ing in hot, dry weather. 

Relatively heavy topdressing applications are routinely used to smooth and level the surface of newly seeded 
greens during grow-in and on newly sodded greens. A heavy application also can be used to provide a degree 
of protection to the turf and prevent it from drying out during the winter. It can also improve consistency 
among greens on older courses that have been renovated and possess a variety of greens built from different 
materials. 

 

Why we do it:  The primary objectives of topdressing include: 

Smooth surface, finer-textured turf, with tighter, more upright growth. 

Uniform and consistent putting surfaces. 

Thatch and compaction control for better shot-holding characteristics. 

Modification of the surface layer of soil. 

Control of unwanted grain or leafiness. 

 

Terms for understanding: 
Heavy topdressing 1/8” or more at a time.  Grass completely covered with nothing visible.  We did this dur-
ing grow-in when the turf was thin and we could let them rest for two or three days after the topdressing.  
We would drag the sand every day and not cut until all of the sand was in the grass. 
 
Light topdressing…too thin to measure, a light dusting.  You can putt on the sand with very little or no af-
fect on your ball roll other than speed.  It will actually get faster! 
 

 



In the past few years, superintendents have recognized benefits of topdressing lightly and with greater fre-
quency. (This is what we do.)  Some have even taken topdressing one-step further and began to topdress fair-
ways. Supporters of fairway topdressing say it can provide thatch control, a firmer playing surface between 
drain lines and leveling and smoothing of the surface. This allows fairways to be mowed lower without scalp-
ing on undulations. Of course, this is an added expense that must be taken into consideration.  (This is NUTS 
for our course…) 

As the effort to emphasize environmental stewardship continues to grow, so has the popularity of two new top-
dressing materials -- compost and crumb rubber. Those who have used crumb rubber say it improves turf's 
wear resistance by forming a layer that protects the crown against heavy traffic. Crumb rubber is created by 
grinding up discarded rubber products such as tires and tennis shoes.  Composted grass clippings and other or-
ganic byproducts used as topdressing can save money while improving turf establishment, density and color.  
(We use the organic stuff as quality topsoil for sod and bunker renovations.) 

But unlike some maintenance practices, superintendents realize that topdressing is not a program to be started 
for a year or so and then discontinued. A one-year trial of topdressing deposits a discrete sand layer into the 
soil that will become covered with thatch within a few years unless the program is continued. This can also 
limit root growth while slowing the movement of water through the green.  
 
 
 
I do not topdress heavily. Several reasons… 
 

Agronomic…Heavy topdressing would be bad for our greens.  It would cause 
layering like a ‘Black & Tan’.  Single layer will seal off the green where excess 
water will not reach the internal drainage. 

 

 

Another element of topdressing superintendents must take into account is the 
cost of topdressing equipment and high-quality sand. There are other disadvan-
tages with this practice, including the potential for temporary, but significant 
injury to the grass blades.  (Hence, we do not topdress in times of high stress re-
gardless if the greens need it or not.) 

 

 

 

 

Doing multiple heavy topdressings would create a green that 
looks like a tort cake. Layers would be very bad for the already 
marginal drainage of the greens.   Grass does not like to grow 
through layers of any kind so this would not be good. 
 

 



 

 

 

 
 
 
What we really want is light consistent topdressings that match growth 
throughout the season.  A transition from the grass to the underlying 
greens mix.  The sand topdressing gradation should look like this over 
years of consistent topdressings that match topdressing with the growth 
pattern of the grass.   

 

 

 

While some golf course superintendents have been cautious about adopting sand topdressing, many others fol-
low the practice faithfully. Superintendents generally adapt the program to the specific needs of individual 
greens and fairways. Through sound research, field observation and experience, the challenging task of top-
dressing can be made easier for all superintendents, thus giving the golfer and their flat stick that added flavor 
of success. 

 

How we do the topdressing: 

Very simple...first you need a golf course 
to topdress.  In our case we have one.  You 
then need a 1997, $20,000 utility vehicle to 
pull the $10,000 topdresser.   

 

 

 

 

You better add some sand at $30.00 a ton.  You 
can either shovel by hand, the 15 tons needed per 
application or have a $30,000 loader handy to fill 
the 1000 Lb hopper 12-20 times.  I guess we need 
an operator for the loader and vehicle to topdress, 
yup, a couple of bucks per hour over minimum 
wage should do it. 

 



Now, send them out to topdress wheel track to wheel 
track in first gear at an RPM slightly above stall 
speed for the utility vehicle.  If that is too technical 
look at the pictures.  

  

Now that the sand is scattered all over the greens...we 
wait.   This is to let the sand dry, if we don’t it makes 
a big mess and bruises the greens. 

We also need more stuff… another operator paid less 
than the first guy.  This operator must be certain to ob-
tain a lightweight utility vehicle that has round front 
tires.   

 

 

He can not use the lightweight utility vehicle that has 
the square front tires as the dragging procedure would 
cause damage to the playing surface.   

 



He gets to drive around in circles with a 1997, $5,000 
lightweight utility vehicle.  He pulls a $165.00 steel 
dragmat (modified by me so it will last longer than 
six-twelve months) held to the back of the light 
weight utility vehicle with an old piece of 1/4” hol-
low core braded nylon rope that was broken by some 
inebriated player.  He will need an old shop rag.  This 
is to put in the cup so the sand that is disbursed in an 
effective and efficient manner will not fill the hole in 
the center of the cup prohibiting him (and golfers) 
from  replacing the flagstick into the cup.   

He will also need a leaf rake– to disperse the caked 
sand when he starts dragging too early because he is 
in fear of me yelling at him for being in the way of 
the golfers.   

 

The operator must also be reminded of the dragging 
direction...must be counter-clockwise or that would 
also cause damage to the putting surface.  (A re-
fresher course may be needed for clockwise and 
counter-clockwise operation since no younger em-
ployees wear a watch and they use their digital cell 
phones to tell time.)   

 

 

 

 

He will be reminded to use the Zamboni pattern of 
dragging for the first drag and only if a second drag is 
necessary should he employ the swirl method.  

 

 

After all 18 greens, the practice putting green, and the nursery green are topdressed will the employees clean 
the equipment and ready themselves for the next assignment if there is time remaining in the day. 

 

After hours the employees would usually partake in the aforementioned potent potables pictured earlier in this 
turf grass management procedure. 


