» Greenkeeper profile

Cruden Bay Golf Club in Scotland is one of the most spectacular venues in the world, but
what was it like to maintain the course’s reputation during recent fierce storms?
Greenkeeping asks its links superintendent, Alister Matheson, about the challenges involved

s the above picture shows, Cruden
Bay Golf Club is not your run of the
mill golf facility.

The Aberdeenshire course is set against a
backdrop of subtly contoured greens and
magnificent panoramic views, and has been
voted 54th best course in the world in by
Links magazine, 70th in the 2013-14 Golf
Digest top 100 courses in the world and
29th in the world by Golf Course Architecture.
Golf World voted it the second Top Fun
Course’ in Great Britain and Ireland in 2012,
the same vyear it won the Golf Tourism
Scotland award for the top course in Scotland.

Greenkeeping caught up Alister Matheson,
links superintendent at this magnificent
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venue, to get an insight into what managing
such a prestigious course involves.

Greenkeeping: Can you explain how you
started your career, where and when you
studied and the path you've trodden to get to
your current position?

Alister Matheson: As a lad | used to work
on my hometown course at Brora Golf Club
on the weekends, raking bunkers for my uncle
Andrew Murray, who used to be the head
greenkeeper there for many years. | did my
apprenticeship on the Carnegie Links at Skibo
Castle and studied at Elmwood College, after
five years | moved down to Surrey to work at
Wentworth, which was fantastic for gaining

lots of tournament experience. Golf course
construction was the next area | was keen to
learn more about, so | moved out to Germany
and worked on a couple of new builds, one
outside Nuremburg and another close To
Saarbrucken. After this | moved back to
Scotland with my wife Lynsey to settle down,
working at Royal Dornoch where after a year
| was promoted to deputy course manager
and spent five happy years working on the
links and learning from their fantastic course
manager, Eoin Riddell.

Greenkeeping: What have been the biggest
challenges for you recently, and what
measures have you taken to deal with them?
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Alister Matheson: The biggest challenges
recently have been the storm damage we
received last winter. A savage storm stripped
away the mouth of our burn at the 13th and
pushed hundreds of tonnes of sand up the
burn. One week later we had what can only be
described as monsoons — over a 48 hour
period over four inches of rain fell The
monsoon caused two landslips on the golf
course and washed all the sand away, which
we had started clearing from the blocked burn.
That was a help you might say! But along with
this, the burn bankings were destroyed. The
biggest problem was the two landslips on the
eighth hole; the north facing bank had a lump
on it of about 200 tonnes of partially slipped
clay, this was removed by a local contractor.
The east facing bank was more difficult. There
was an open fault line at the top of the path to
the next tee which had slipped one metre and,
after some professional advice, we fixed the
problem by using gabion baskets at the base
of the bank. We then covered them with soil
and turfed to hide the visual impact. The
bankings on the 13th burn were rebuilt at the
base with several courses of sand bags filled
with a dry mix of builders’ sand plus cement.
We then reshaped and turfed.

Greenkeeping: Who is in your current team?
Alister Matheson: \We total nine with myself
and Paul Marshall, deputy, George Cantlay,
mechanic, and Jim Morrice, Kenny Lawson,
Gareth Evans, Allan Mackay, James Anderson
and Sandy Low. We, for the most part, cross

14 Greenkeeping

over tasks at Cruden Bay. Job variety keeps
staff engaged and motivated.

Greenkeeping: You've been at Cruden Bay
for almost six years now, one of your first tasks
was to look at the playability of the course.
How did you go about this, what were your
findings, what action plan did you put in place
and what timeframe did you allocate?

Alister Matheson: Before deciding to apply
for the job | played the course to get a feel for
the place and even now it is great to get out as
regularly as possible and sample the goods for
myself. The golf club had already started a
programme of course improvements and this
was reviewed and adjusted to suit any other
areas | felt needed attention, the greens had a
bit too much thatch in them, so that became
the priority. To reduce this we hollow cored
three times in my first year at the club, top-
dressing and overseeding each time. There
was also a fair bit of ryegrass mottled through
the greens, so we made the decision to spray
them all with Syngenta’s Rescue, which
worked very well.

Greenkeeping: You are working on a species’
exchange and overseed between four and five
times a year. Can you give some detail as to
your reasons for this, the methods you are
using and the results you are seeing?

Alister Matheson: Poa annua was certainly
the dominant species, along with rye and a bit
of bentgrass mixed in when | first started, so
after thatch levels were under control and the
rye rescued, we started regularly overseeding
with fescue using Johnson's J fescue and
mainly Barenbrug's BAR fescue. Both these
mixes have top rated cultivars in them. We go
with fescue twice through spring and early
summer, then we put some bent in the middle
of summer using Johnson's or Barenbrug's
quality browntops, in the late summer /
autumn we overseed a couple of times again
with pure fescue. We have a variety of different
seeders’ discs and dimples, and also have a
set of Dyna-Seeder units, which are very good.
Results so far have been very good with big
gains in fescue on all but a few greens which
have issues with clay in the profile, and are
being rebuilt.

“A SAVAGE
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