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On a bright, sharp December day, | am standing $@thCarlson, 59, on the 17th green
at the Vineyard Golf Club on Martha's Vineyard, BlaBhe six-year-old course,
designed by British architects Donald Steel and Mexkenzie, is absolutely gorgeous,
a natural, fast-running, heathland layout that $olike the handiwork of Donald Ross, or
possibly Old Tom Morris. What is truly remarkableoat it, however, is that it's
America's only truly organic golf course. By decfeen the Martha's Vineyard County
Commission, no pesticides or synthetic chemicaltnents are allowed. (Visitors, in
fact, must have their golf shoes cleansed befooeiad to ensure that no weeds are



tracked onto the course.) Carlson, the superintegngethe man who has to make that
work. "Our mantra is, 'We strive for excellent @aylity,’ " he says as we inspect the
putting surface. "But that doesn't necessarily mesual perfection.” The rolling 17th
green, by the way, looks perfect.

Before joining the Vineyard, Carlson worked withkdiHurdzan in building and
managing Widow's Walk (séhe Golf-Course Architec)'He was a recipient of a 2003
GCSAA/Golf Digest Environmental Leaders in Golf Awtaand is the 2008 winner of the
President's Award for Environmental Stewardshipnftbe Golf Course Superintendents
Association of America. During a tour of the coyiisethe clubhouse afterward, and over
lunch at the restaurant inside the tiny Marthalseyard airport, Carlson explained how
he does it.

Golf Digest: So what's the story of the Vineyard Gl Club -- what was the local
opposition, and how was it overcome?

Jeff Carlson: It was very controversial to build a new golf ceeihere. It was the first
new one on the island for 30 years. The oppositias very strong, and it was for
primarily environmental reasons. Water qualityhis big issue here. There's a single-
source aquifer for the whole island. They felt thay pesticides would poison the water.

Was that a legitimate concern?

You know, it's very hard with pesticides to saiit't. It's like trying to prove a negative.
It's a difficult thing to say. Pesticides have clts in them, and if the chemicals get
into the water in certain concentrations, they camse problems. Do they? No. They
haven't been shown to do that. Golf-course supsrdents use very small amounts of
pesticides. So generally, properly used, it's gilfjuimpossible to affect the groundwater,
but "virtually" is not a 100-percent guarantee. Ahdt's where the opponents were
coming from. We had trouble with that argument liseawe could never say
categorically that a pesticide would never getim groundwater in quantities that would
cause a problem. We couldn't absolutely guarahtse $o they didn't want it. Period.
There wasn't going to be a lot of discussion aiolihe opposition was so strong that
they even wrote folk songs in opposition to the golrse. Even more outrageous, they
were allowed to sing them to the kids in the schaul the island.

Have you heard the songs?

No, | haven't. | would give anything to hear a meldog of them. But they were basically,
you know, "The new Vineyard Golf Club is going torr the world." The opposition was
very strong, emotional and passionate. Someoneaitotbat we were deader than a snake
in a wagon-wheel rut.

The course was eventually given the go-ahead by tMartha's Vineyard County
Commission, but only with several stringent conditns.

Right. One of the biggest reasons that we wereesstal was that this land was
permitted to be a 148-lot subdivision. And | thihley just weighed the two things -- 148
houses and all that that brings and demands dbthe, versus a 100-percent organic
golf course. There was a condition that we hadatee 25 low-cost memberships for



islanders. We have our local high school golf tgday here. We do charity events. We
support the community. The golf club has done adavercome the fears that this was
going to be a very cloistered, private, stay-awage It's very inclusive. And Martha's
Vineyard is a very inclusive kind of plad&lote: Vineyard Golf Club is private. The
initiation fee for the club's 290 members is $380,With annual dues of $12,000; the
additional 125 island members pay just $400 a Year.

How do you define an organic course?

We need to get a set of guidelines and criteriaviwait organic golf really means, and
we're working on it, but basically it means no peges or fertilizers or other products
can be used whose active ingredient was synthigtigadduced.

Did you have doubts that it could be done?

When the decision was made, | remember having aimgesith the owners, and | said,
"You know, nobody does this, organically, withoespicides. And | don't want to lead
you astray." And they were like, "Oh, that's OK, kv®w you can do it." And | said,
"No, you've got to understand what I'm saying hdl@ody does it this way." But they
would not be swayed. To be honest, | was worriatl itivas setting myself up to fail. |
had my doubts.

What do you have to do to keep the turf in such gabcondition?

For me it's been a lot of trial and error and afagxperimentation. | decided | was going
to limit the number of people | was going to listenbecause | found out very rapidly
there are an awful lot of people who want to sell yheir magic potion. All the products
are new. And there's a lot of stuff that hasn'tlet market, because the demand isn't
there yet. For instance, we have a white grub lareriental beetle that gives us a lot of
trouble. There are nematodes -- almost microsospiens -- that are very effective
against the white grub. They attack them from tisgdie and kill them. But not that many
people are relying on nematode applications torobmthite grubs -- most would just use
a synthetic insecticide. So we get products atyrealrly stages; we beg for stuff to use
on a trial basis, a lot of times before it's bespased.

| imagined you were boiling up some big organic-copost soup to put on the golf
course, but you're buying products. Are they made pthe same people who make
the traditional pesticides?

Yes. Everybody seems to be moving in that direct®nce 2002, when we opened, the
number of products available has greatly increakdre's a lot of movement toward
lower use of pesticides. | think the chemical comgga are just looking ahead.

What else do you have to do?

The products are a big part of it. The secondipartiltural practices. For fungal
diseases, for example, the big issue is leaf wetn@&® whatever | can to minimize the
duration of leaf wetness. We don't use that muggation. We use wetting agents to
remove dew, sand top-dressing on greens; we wegngrand fairways [whisking away
dew]. And the third piece of the puzzle, as impuoires the other two, is communication,
working with our members and explaining this idégrmat playability versus visual



perfection. We take the focus away from having pyeece of fairway and rough
perfectly green. The members have to be on boattiesuperintendent wouldn't last too
long.

Have the members been positive, or have there besome grumblings?

Oh, you have grumblings. That comes with the tnyitBut that's where the
communication comes in. Generally speaking, thb ©lhugely supportive. | give these
people a lot of credit.

What is your biggest challenge?

It's evolved over six years. When | started, it Wessfungus diseases that were the most
problematic. With our cultural practices and thgamic fungicides that we use, the
disease severity is a lot less than it was. Wethisd& -- not proven, totally anecdotal --
that there's some natural selection going on. Wik tihe grasses are beginning to adapt.
It's survival of the fittest -- disease-resistarasges occurring naturally. We've seen some
areas over the years that have got really hit tattd dollar-spot fungus one year, then in
subsequent years we don't see it at all. We'veisegen in greens. Kind of interesting.

By not spraying with traditional synthetic fungie&l you're saying that perhaps you're
allowing the grass the chance to heal itself. Aal@gy would be using penicillin
constantly and compromising your body's natural imensystem. It's an interesting
thought. Ten years ago or so | remember hearingra about some bent-grass research
plots where they were testing for various fungakdses and different fungicides. Then
the research ended, and they closed the field dmwrjust let the plots go. They didn't
do anything to them for a year. And when they céaek, all the plots where they had
been spraying fungicides had dollar spot all olient like you can't believe. But there
was a control plot that during the research thewn'tido anything to. And when they
came back, the control plot was fine.

The ramifications of that would be huge.
Yes, they would.

OK, so you have grubs like the oriental beetle, yobave fungal diseases like dollar
spot. What else?

And then you have weeds. Weeds are a problem. Waedsugh. Today, there is not a
lot of organic product out there that can kill g&armAn organic selective herbicide that
really works, | haven't come across. We're usingmoduct that's developed out of New
Zealand called Waipuna. It's an environmentallgridly way to kill plants. It's a machine
that heats water to 5 degrees below boiling paidttaen adds a wetting agent to create a
foam. You put this hot foam out on the weed withachine that looks like a carpet
cleaner. The foam holds the heat longer, and thekliks the plant. It's time-consuming,
it's labor-intensive, but it works. It kills a prghigh percentage of the weeds on first
application, in excess of 75 percent. The benéfitis that an hour after you've put it
down, you can overseed, which you can't do witlbicates. We'll have grass in there
within five to seven days. The only other way wadia weeds is to hand-pick them,
which is very time-consuming.



How much easier would it make your life if you coud use some synthetic products,
even sparingly?

Ah, well you know, if | could just use a coupletbings once in a while. What do | miss?
| terribly miss the opportunity to be able to ugeirgsecticide occasionally. Right now |
would sell my soul for a one-time application gfr@-emergent weed control. You could
do it and not have to use it again for three or fears, and combine that with spot
treatment using organic products. | really belitheefuture of golf is in a combination of
organic approaches and very limited synthetic pigiiuse.

Do you know of any other golf courses in America tt are organic?
There are some that appear to be really closeuding only one pesticide occasionally
isn't organic.

Like claiming to be a vegetarian even though you he the occasional cheeseburger.
Right. So there don't appear to be very many. Mdgbethan 25 who subscribe to a
really stiff regimen.

You couldn't do it in the South, right?

No. Or in the transition zone. But you can findaedalnce between organic and synthetic
approaches. In general we could use a lot lesisgatpesticide. A whole lot less. We
put down too much, too often, in too many areas.

Do you expect to see more organic golf courses imetfuture, for the number to grow
from one?

Well, | guess it could only go up. No, | guessauld go down. Laughs] Yeah, | think
there'll be more. There'll be a lot of courses Whdltstart using combinations of much
lower amounts of synthetic pesticides coupled withre organic products and practices.
That's definitely going to come.

By not spraying with traditional synthetic fungie&l you're saying that perhaps you're
allowing the grass the chance to heal itself. Aal@gy would be using penicillin
constantly and compromising your body's natural imensystem. It's an interesting
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lot of organic product out there that can kill garAn organic selective herbicide that
really works, | haven't come across. We're usingmoduct that's developed out of New
Zealand called Waipuna. It's an environmentallgridly way to kill plants. It's a machine
that heats water to 5 degrees below boiling paidttaen adds a wetting agent to create a
foam. You put this hot foam out on the weed withachine that looks like a carpet
cleaner. The foam holds the heat longer, and theliks the plant. It's time-consuming,
it's labor-intensive, but it works. It kills a prghigh percentage of the weeds on first
application, in excess of 75 percent. The benéfitis that an hour after you've put it
down, you can overseed, which you can't do witlbicates. We'll have grass in there
within five to seven days. The only other way wadia weeds is to hand-pick them,
which is very time-consuming.

How much easier would it make your life if you cou use some synthetic products,
even sparingly?

Ah, well you know, if | could just use a coupletbings once in a while. What do | miss?
| terribly miss the opportunity to be able to ugeirgsecticide occasionally. Right now |
would sell my soul for a one-time application gfr@-emergent weed control. You could
do it and not have to use it again for three or fears, and combine that with spot
treatment using organic products. | really belithefuture of golf is in a combination of
organic approaches and very limited synthetic pigiiuse.

Do you know of any other golf courses in America tt are organic?
There are some that appear to be really closeuding only one pesticide occasionally
isn't organic.

Like claiming to be a vegetarian even though you hee the occasional cheeseburger.
Right. So there don't appear to be very many. Mdgbethan 25 who subscribe to a
really stiff regimen.

You couldn't do it in the South, right?

No. Or in the transition zone. But you can findaedalnce between organic and synthetic
approaches. In general we could use a lot lesisgatpesticide. A whole lot less. We
put down too much, too often, in too many areas.

Do you expect to see more organic golf courses imetfuture, for the number to grow
from one?

Well, I guess it could only go up. No, | guessatid go down. [[aughs] Yeah, I think
there'll be more. There'll be a lot of courses Whdltstart using combinations of much
lower amounts of synthetic pesticides coupled witire organic products and practices.
That's definitely going to come.

Where is the impetus coming from in America towardmore organic practices? Is it
the golf-course owners, the superintendents or thgolfers?

Interestingly enough, women members are beginmirfgetome a bit of a driving force.
The women members here are hugely supportive. likethe idea that there are no
pesticides. | don't mean to generalize, but you he&mough here to make you think it's a



driving force. | think superintendents would likeeuse less pesticide if they could. They
would be more than willing to do it if they woulditse their jobs from doing it.

The synthetic pesticides and fertilizers that gol€ourses conventionally use today, do
you consider them to be safe?

Yeah, | do. With any pesticide, you can run inttsle if it's misused. You've got to be a
licensed applicator, know what you're doing. Themesome products out there where the
test results are of some concern. There could Imetong out there that we're using

that's really bad. It doesn't appear that tha#xse. The testing is very elaborate. But a
lot of people take the same stance that our cadidfyand that is, if there's any possibility
of any danger, they don't want to use it. | canvgleg there's some concern about some
of this stuff.

This is a true story. Back when | first startedsti# had some heavy-metal-based
fungicides. Cadmium-based, mercury-based fungicideas at a little golf club, 1979,

no longer exists. This was a small operation, ratigie shed. | was mixing pesticides, a
mercury-based powder, out back of the clubhouseightinext to the house that | lived
in. It was just my wife, Kathy, and I; we'd justtgem married. My wife is a redhead, and
she has a beautiful, thick head of hair. And inrtliddle of the summer, her hair started
to fall out. Large pieces of it. And this had neliappened before. And she was flipping
out. So she went to the doctor, and they did albahdlood tests, and they told her she
had heavy-metal poisoning. So | stopped usingstudit. But most pesticides today are
really quite safe.

If they're safe, why is there this move toward usig less of them?

| guess because of that absolute -- because wekthom/ they're absolutely OK. Because
| was told in the 1970s that mercury-based fungieidere safe. So, they were wrong.
And maybe there are some pesticides out theratbatt good. Insecticides do kill fish.
Anything that kills something, in the wrong congatibn, can be a problem. You never
know. So if you can use less, it's got to be beftbe reality is, that's the way things are
going. Plus I'm just so surprised that so muchuofgnlf course is unaffected by not
using pesticides. To see a course without anyl & sbmething I'm really proud of.

What kind of pressure do superintendents experienée

The pressure is to produce Augusta-like conditmmsnatter where you are. When we
first started getting insect damage and diseasen@asured the extent of the problem on
one tee and found that 98.8 percent of the tegpedsct. But if you looked at this tee,
you'd fire the superintendent. So this is whateve/orking with. The level of expectation
is extraordinary now.

Does that work against the organic movement? The parintendent thinks, You
know what, my job's on the line, | don't care, I'going to use as much pesticide as |
can.

Absolutely. The movement gains momentum only ifgb#ers support it.
Superintendents would be totally supportive ofve noticed a tremendous interest in
managing golf courses more organically, especaipng younger superintendents.



They'd do a great job. The golf courses would b&fite but they'd have some visual
blemishes. Well, right now they'd all be unemplayddless the golfer begins to have a
change of perception and begins to accept thoseidiles, and has that same mentality
as when he goes to St. Andrews or Hoylake, andoéetieose conditions and finds them
charming and has a great round of golf. Then youdzait. The professionals and the
tours and golf's hierarchy have to embrace that, The guys who are driving the bus.



