
When the Course Opens in the Spring. 
 
When will the course be open?  That is the burning question of every avid golfer after a long 
winter of cold and snow.  I will give you a guideline of what we are looking for as superinten-
dent’s to recommend if the course should stay closed. 
 
Actually, I as a superintendent do not tell the pro 
shop when to open the course.  We work together 
to determine what is in the best interest of the 
course and golfer.  My job is to assess the course 
conditions for the major parts of the course and 
then make a recommendation to open, open cart 
path only, front nine only, or stay closed.  I look 
at greens, tees, fairways, cart paths , bunkers, de-
bris on the course. 
 
Like a doctor’s Hippocratic Oath, “at least in essence a related section has been translated as 

I will follow that system of regimen which, according to my ability and judgment, I consider for 
the benefit of my patients, and abstain from whatever is deleterious and mischievous.” 
 
In this case ‘the patient’ is the golf course and therefore the owners and golfer’s best interest is 
what I try to protect.  In short, I will recommend the course remain closed until such time that 
we will do no harm to the course, owner’s investment and the golfer.   
 
I know, it seems that is taking it to an extreme but the last thing we need to do is open the 

course a few days early have 100 players out and 
do damage that 1000 players will complain about 
or need repairs that can take all season. Or open the 
course and the conditions are such that the golfer 
runs the risk of getting hurt.  
(Hence, why we evaluate 
the cart path conditions for 
flooding, debris, and silt 
(slippery). 
 
Ok lets take this one step at 
a time.  The greens and 
tees.  The greens are a Cali-
fornia style construction.  
This means grass on top, 
greens mix in the middle, 
and soil base with drainage.  
 From Hurdzan golf design. 



Seems easy so why the big deal?  The drainage, as the 
greens begin to thaw from the top down there will be a 
layer of mushy supersaturated thawed mix water and at the 
surface.  Now this poses two problems. One the surface 
being very mushy will leave a lot of footprints where golf-
ers sink and leave their impressions for weeks leaving a 
poor putting surface.  Two, the unseen part.  Where the 
golfers walk at the frozen interface at the mush the roots of 
the grass are injured or broken completely.  It would be 
like twisting your arm, at first it will hurt , then it will be 
damaged, and finally break.  
 
So we try to prevent that, the easiest way is to remain closed until we can cut and move the 
cups.  Once we can move the cups, the greens are thawed and the grass roots will not be dam-
aged.  We may still get some foot printing but not get the root shearing.  The major concern 
golfers have with foot printing is the uneven roll of the ball.  The major concern superinten-
dent’s have is the considerable length of time it takes to topdress and roll out the greens back to 
smooth.  This can be as long as two months depending on the severity.  

 
 
Tee construction is slightly different.  It has no 
drainage, so the tees may stay mushy longer.  But 
since the grass is higher it can take more foot traf-
fic.  Also, since you are not trying to putt on it, the 
footprints are not as noticeable and have less effect 
on your swing.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fairways are basically grass on soil.  No big deal there except for cart traffic.   

 
Sharp turns can 
peel turf and wet 
areas will have 
major damage. 
 
It takes very lit-
tle in saturated 
conditions to do 
damage that will 
last a season.   



Drainage print on 
the right.  
 
The thin gray lines 
in the print to the 
right are the under-
ground drain lines 
on #14. 
 
 

The prints are marked “As Guess” because we never 
received an “As Built” for the drainage and this is my 
best estimate where the underground lines may be. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Staying out of and away from drainage can save a course 
from lasting damage. 
 
 
 
 
 
Most of these 
pictures were 
taken during 
“Cart Path Only” 
rules. 
 
 
 
 



Now that we have protected the course we 
must also protect the golfers.  We look at the 
cart paths to make sure they are not covered 
with silt that will cause a cart to get stuck.   

 
We do not want a golfer to lose control and slide 
off the path and roll the vehicle or get hurt in any 
way.   
 
So before we open we scrape the cart path the 
best we can and try to remove the silt by washing 
when we have 
irrigation water.   
 
 
 

The second best 
method we have is 
to topdress it with 
sand so it is much 
less slippery.   

 
 
 
 
 
But it is always up to the golfer to operate the 
carts in a safe manner.  
 
 



We next have to clean up flood debris.  We start by 
clearing the cart path so we can get around, then any 
debris around greens, tees, fairways, rough, and bun-
kers.  Why in that order?  So we can get the course 
open faster.   

 
 
Even with debris on the course you will get a free drop and 
can proceed with your round.  Course clean-up on a course 
in a flood plain is time consuming.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
To get the course back into the shape we 
left it in November it takes about 5 crew 
people 5 weeks at 40 hours per week.  
So figure crew starting mid March when 
the weather breaks it will take to the end 
of April to be back in shape.  You will 
be able to golf much earlier but it will 
not be summer conditions. 

 
 
 
The reason it takes so long is 
the silting and wash outs of the 
bunkers. 
 
 



The process is very simple...You take the crew, rakes, shovels scrapers, and anything else you 
can think of to pick up the debris silt and contaminated sand.  Then you get the  mechanical 
sand rakes.  You push the remaining sand up the hills to fill in the gaps and ruts, get more sand 
from the shop and add it to the bunkers.  A bunker may take as long as 4 hours to repair.  
100 ton of sand will put about 3/16” of an inch of sand in all of the bunkers.     That line is 
about a quarter inch.   
 
So it takes about 380 ton to get an inch 
of sand in all of the bunkers. 
 
At $50.00 a ton delivered it’s a cool 
$19,000.00  and we still have to get it 
in the bunkers. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
So in conclusion.   
 
I know you want to get out to play.  Rest 
assured that we are monitoring the course 
conditions and will get things cleaned up 
so there will be no damage to the course 
and you can travel the paths safely.  
 
Mark Novotny CGCS 


