


















































Biting the Bullet:
Greens Complex Reconstruction
at the Country Club of Virginia

by ALAN D. HESS, C.G.C.S.

Director of Golf, Country Club of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia

T IMAGE comes to mind
when you think of a golf course
constructed 65 years ago? To the

golfer it might be thoughts of a mature,
traditional layout weaving through wooded,
gently rolling hills. A golf course superin-
tendent might describe a golf course with
small, slow-draining greens complete with
compacted soils and a mix of bentgrass and
Poa annua. This latter scenario described the
conditions at the James River Course at the
Country Club of Virginia before the recon-
struction began.

The James River Course at the Country
Club of Virginia in Richmond was opened
for play on June 30, 1928. It was designed
by William Flynn and constructed by
Frederick Findlay, Mr. Findlay, who built
much of the original character of the golf
course, eventually became the golf course
superintendent and an accomplished archi-
tect in his own right.

Since the late *60s and early *70s, the old
course began showing signs and problems
associated with age. All were classic prob-
lems, including:

* Small greens.

» Original green design had been lost over
the years, and most had become more oval
in shape.

» Poor internal drainage within the greens.

* Enlarged and encroaching bunkers.

There were other problems, too. For in-
stance, golf equipment and golfer skill had
evolved to such an extent since the 1920s
that the course was now playing much
shorter. This, in turn, created a fairway visi-
bility problem because golfers were clearing
arecas which were unapproachable before.
Furthermore, the “postage stamp” size tees
of the early years were not capable of
handling the increasing amount of play.
Ultimately, though, the emphasis of the
golf course renovation project came down
to the greens.
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The restoration work had been in the
long-range plans for a number of years.
Essentially, the work was needed because
of the inconsistency in the health of the
turf on the greens. Several other factors con-
tributed to the need for renovation of the
course. First, there was the encroachment
and infestation of common bermudagrass
from the edges of the greens. The encroach-
ment was partially responsible for the greens
losing their original size and shape.

The second consequence of time was the
condition of the old German bentgrasses
with which the greens were originally
planted. Examples of different strains of
bentgrass with varying colors, leaf textures,
disease susceptibilities, etc., could be
found on every green. Fred Findlay even
developed two of his own bentgrass varieties,
James River I and James River II, from the
patches in the greens.

Increasing traffic, lower mowing heights,
and even changing climatic conditions had
made it difficult for these grasses to perform
to today’s standards. The newer bentgrass
varieties have enhanced heat tolerance, bet-
ter rooting, and beftter disease resistance
compared to some of the old strains. Also,
they have a more upright and consistent
growth habit and can provide the good
quality playing conditions desired by to-
day’s golfers. Moreover, the newer bent-
grasses provide a more consistent appear-
ance, at least for many years, and should
tolerate the lower heights demanded today
for faster greens.

Perhaps the most critical factor in re-
building the greens was to improve both the
internal and surface drainage problems.
Typically, the old greens had only one exit
point for surface drainage, and this usually
was to the front of the green. Also, pockets
near the center of the greens were prone to
turf loss due to water accumulation and
traffic problems. These were not good cir-

cumstances in which to grow reliable turf-
grass in Virginia, right in the heart of the
Transition Zone.

To correct these problems, we established
a team of experts to develop a workable
master plan, create a budget, sell the idea to
the membership, and, finally, complete the
reconstruction project. The key components
of this team were the architect, an overseer,
the general contractor, the golf committee
chairman, a select group of members, and the
staff all working together. The club went
through a detailed process of selecting the
golf course architect, eventually selecting
Rees Jones.

The other members of the team were the
agronomists of the USGA Green Section
Mid-Atlantic Region. Stanley Zontek,
Director of the Mid-Atlantic Region, was
an important contributor, along with Bob
Brame. Mr. Zontek, by coincidence, had
worked cooperatively on a renovation project
with Rees Jones just a few years earlier. The
continuity between the team players was
critical to the success of our project. Not only
were we getting a team that had worked
together before, but we had a well-recog-
nized group. As a matter of fact, once the
team was secure and the project approved,
the membership’s attitude changed from
apprehensive to one of excitement and
anticipation. Landscapes Unlimited, Inc., of
Lincoln, Nebraska, was selected as the
general contractor. Of particular interest to us
was their experience in building greens to
USGA recommendations. Once under
contract, they were on-site and began
working within two weeks. All work began
April 1, 1992. More than one comment was
made about starting the project on April
Fool’s Day!

By the time Landscapes Unlimited had
finished planting the greens and had left
the property, it was early October. Within that
period of five months, we had rebuilt





















