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Message from the President 
Demand for turfgrass from pandemic slowdown continues to surge. The massive infusion of federal 
money, historically low-interest rates and a slowdown in the production of necessities have created a 
perfect storm of economic shock. A sudden shift is occurring with inflation surging and interest rates 
rapidly increasing. Sod Solutions encourages all turfgrass growers to strategically plan and reassess 
in this changing economic environment. Many businesses are “in the fog” of being overwhelmed with 
daily tasks just to keep up with demand. Meanwhile, there is a major shift in the broader economic 
climate, transportation and supply chain that will require strategic maneuvering for businesses to remain 
profitable and successful.

Fertilizer, equipment and chemicals are all currently in short supply resulting in a rapid upward trend in 
cost. Fuel costs are unpredictable. Growers have reported that even an immediate 10-cent increase in the 
price per square foot of turfgrass will be insufficient to cover rising costs in production and transportation. 
Many growers we talk to are overwhelmed with costs increasing so quickly that they are not successfully 
accounting for it in time to reflect appropriate increases in their pricing and bids. Software management 
platforms like Turf Logistics™ can also be an effective tool that will allow closer oversight of your business 
during an unstable economy. Visit TurfLogistics.com for more information. As an industry, we must work 
cooperatively to upwardly adjust pricing to maintain profitability.

Don’t forget about your customers and the importance of relationships! No matter what market 
conditions are, it is best to operate as if you need your customers more than they need you. This mentality 
will prepare your business for times when rising prices soften demand. A communication plan that keeps 
your customers in the loop about supply and pricing changes will be another invaluable tool. When 
demand softens, consumers are more selective. Product offerings that are either reliable, tried-and-true 
proven standards or on the cutting edge of new technology advancements can set your business apart 
from the competition. Sod Solutions takes a two-pronged approach to providing turf varieties in each 
of these categories. First, we offer a portfolio of warm season varieties that have stood the test of time 
and are considered standards in the industry because of their performance and proprietary protection. 
Secondly, Sod Solutions and groups of regional growers have invested heavily in turf variety research with 
numerous major land grant universities in the United States to breed and develop the next generation of 
turf varieties. 

These new varieties are: CitraBlue® St. Augustine and CitraZoy™ Zoysia (University of Florida), Lobo™ 
Zoysia and XSA 11377 trademark variety name still undetermined (North Carolina State University), 
Cobalt™ St. Augustine (Texas A&M University) and Celebration Hybrid™ (Mississippi State University). Plant 
stock for these varieties recently released (or poised for release) from sponsored land grant university 
research is very limited and is being made available first to growers that participated in the sponsored 
research programs as applicable. Licensing and evaluation opportunities will become available as plant 
stock inventory is mature. For additional information regarding the varieties and licensing opportunities 
for all of Sod Solutions’ varieties, please visit SodProducers.com.

These new grasses will offer reduced water and pesticide requirements, elevated shade performance, 
improved color and desirable texture. Many of these research programs are yielding new releases that will 
initially be available to regional growers that supported the research, and later to the industry at large. We 
believe the sod industry is strong and look forward to continued growth during the remainder of 2022.

Thank you, 
 
Tobey Wagner 
Sod Solutions  |  President  |  twagner@sodsolutions.com
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A New Website Launches for Licensed Sod Producers

In the Spring of 2022, Sod Solutions launched 
a new website, SodProducers.com, which is 
dedicated to meeting the needs of our licensed 
turfgrass producers. This sod producer-specific 
website is part of an overall communication 
strategy by Sod Solutions to interact digitally and 
more effectively with three important – but very 
different – audiences: homeowners, landscape 
professionals and licensed sod producers.

For Homeowners
SodSolutions.com, the flagship website for 
our company, is now geared 100% to meeting 
the needs of the homeowner. From helping 
them select the next best grass for their yard, 
to determining how many square feet they 
need to order, to educating them on the site 
prep necessary before a sod delivery arrives, 
SodSolutions.com promotes our proprietary 
grasses, educates the homeowner on how to 
take care of them and enables them to purchase 
online sod, plugs and control products. With a 
dedicated customer service team and a weekly 
email newsletter that goes out to over 20,000+ 
Sod University™ subscribers, SodSolutions.com 
exists to serve the needs of the homeowner, 
which are very different than those of the 
landscape professional.

For Landscape Professionals
SodSolutionsPro.com was launched in late 2019 
to communicate more effectively with landscape 
professionals, such as architects, specifiers, 
wholesalers, installers, contractors, golf course 
superintendents and sports field managers. From 
turfgrass specification consulting to maintenance 
troubleshooting, from accessing site references 
to learning about the success professionals are 
having with our proprietary turfgrasses, the 
content on SodSolutionsPro.com meets the 
needs of landscape professionals. Turf Talk is the 
email newsletter that communicates stories that 
landscape professionals what to know about. 
However, the most significant audience for Sod 
Solutions is that of our licensed sod producers.

For Licensed Sod Producers
SodProducers.com is an online resource for 
licensed producers. On this website, licensed sod 
produces for our improved turfgrass varieties can 
keep informed with updates from their territory 
manager on news and events in the turfgrass 
industry, access the marketing toolkit for their 
licensed turfgrasses, submit plant stock request 
forms, notify Sod Solutions when expanding a 
turfgrass, read about ongoing research, remain 
up to date on the latest software technology, 
secure information about Sod Solutions 
Accredited Licensed Turfgrass (SALT) program and 
log into Sod Solutions’ Monthly Acreage Reporting 
System (MARS).

Licensed sod producers are the backbone of Sod 
Solutions’ core business; they are responsible 
for the production of our improved, patented 
and trademarked turf varieties. It is the goal of 
Sod Solutions to meet the needs and exceed 
the expectations of our licensed producers. We 
hope that you find SodProducers.com as useful 
as we intend it to be. If you have any suggestions 
on how we can better serve you, please email 
Christian Broucqsault at  
christian@sodsolutions.com.
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Introducing Cobalt™ Hybrid St. Augustinegrass 

The Texas A&M AgriLife Research program 
and turfgrass breeder Dr. Ambika Chandra 
have officially released Cobalt™ Hybrid St. 
Augustinegrass (experimental designation  
DALSA 1618). After nearly 20 years of research 
and development, Cobalt was selected over  
other experimental turfgrass lines for its 
commercial potential.

“Cobalt will change how the industry views and 
uses St. Augustinegrass. Its drought resistance 
will reduce the frequency of irrigation needed to 
maintain a healthy lawn. Water is an extremely 
important resource and data shows that Cobalt 
is one of the most drought resistant  
St. Augustinegrasses ever developed,” states  
Dr. Chandra.

This progeny is an interploid hybrid and was 
created through embryo rescue technology where 
sterile polyploid germplasm (with drought and 
pest resistance) is crossed with fertile diploid 
genotypes (with superior shade, cold tolerance 
and visual characteristics).

Cobalt features excellent drought resistance, very 
good shade tolerance, is tolerant of disease, has 
a good establishment rate and is winter hardy 
(USDA cold hardiness zone of 8a). This selection 

has an excellent visual quality with a dark green 
genetic color and a wide leaf blade and stolons.

St. Augustinegrass Research Group
The St. Augustinegrass Research Group (SARG) 
is a program that started in 2003 with a group of 
Texas sod producers coming together to support 
and fund the breeding program at Texas A&M 
with the goal of developing an improved St. 
Augustinegrass variety. The aim of this venture 
was to breed a grass with good drought and 
disease resistance and at the same time, it should 
grow fast and harvest well, producing good solid 
pieces of sod.

With those parameters set, the Texas A&M 
turfgrass breeding team started working on 
making crosses between selected parents and 
deploying embryo rescue technology as needed. 
After many years of cross-pollination, work done 
in laboratories and field evaluations, a group of 
eight elite varieties was selected based on their 
performance at several test areas in Texas and 
across the Southeastern US: TXSA-26, DALSA 1318, 
DALSA 1329, DALSA 1404, DALSA 1405, DALSA 
1406, DALSA 1502 and Cobalt (DALSA 1618). 

Dr. Ambika Chandra holding blocks of Cobalt with Jason Otto of Kubicek Turf Farms
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These experimental lines were planted at two 
sod farms: Kubicek Farms (South Texas) and A-1 
Turf Farm (North Texas) in June and July of 2018. 
These eight elite lines were planted initially in 5 x 
10 ft long plots, which later were extended to 20 ft 
long, to allow harvesting with a sod harvester. 

This specific design was developed by Texas 
A&M in collaboration with turfgrass development 
company Sod Solutions. The “long plot” was a 
result of Sod Solutions years of experience testing 
new varieties of grasses. A good candidate for the 
market needs to harvest well and that can only 
be identified by growing the grasses in a layout 
that allows a commercial grade sod harvester to 
harvest sod.

All eight elite lines were evaluated for disease 
resistance, genetic color, overall quality and 
drought resistance. The grasses were harvested 
three times: May 2019, August 2019 and July 2020 
and tensile strength evaluated with a device used 
by Texas A&M researchers. A group of producers 
were present during the harvesting to help identify 
the best grasses and make additional evaluations. 
Dr. Ambika Chandra was the lead breeder 
coordinating the testing along with Dr. Chrissie 
Segars from Texas A&M and Roberto Gurgel, Sod 
Solutions Executive Director of Research.

After all varieties were harvested and tested, the 
data was compiled and analyzed for all aspects. 
After years of observation, four advanced lines 
were selected based on their final evaluations 

for sod quality and performance at a sod farm: 
DALSA 1318, DALSA 1329, DALSA 1404 and Cobalt 
(DALSA 1618). 

Final Four Varieties
These final four varieties were expanded and 
planted (July 2020) in a new area in Wharton TX. 
Planting was done with a commercial plug planter 
and each plot covered a much larger area, ranging 
from 12,000 to 20,000 sq ft. This time, more than 
just harvesting and testing the tensile strength, 
the larger areas were designed to provide 
plant stock material for a foundation block that 
producers use to plant their fields.

After one year of growth, the final four selections 
were compared taking into consideration not 
only their performance in the larger plots but also 
considering data from research trials.

Cobalt was ranked as one of the top entries 
by the 2015 USDA-SCRI warm season grass 
research group for drought resistance where it 
was evaluated across five southern states (TX, FL, 
GA, NC and OK). Likewise, Cobalt was evaluated 
across seven universities (eight environments) 
through the 2016 National Turfgrass Evaluation 
Program and was ranked in the top statistical 
group suggesting wide-range adaptation. 

Texas A&M AgriLife team members (from left) are  
Dr. Chrissie Segars, Dr. Ambika Chandra and Justin 

Eads testing the strength of Cobalt in 2019.

Sod Solutions Executive Director of Research Roberto 
Gurgel and President Tobey Wagner display Cobalt 

Hybrid St. Augustine in January at the Turfgrass 
Producers of Texas 2022 Annual Conference and  

Trade Show.
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Final Selection
Cobalt (DALSA 1618) was the final selection, 
an ERT (Embryo Rescue Technology) derived 
interploid hybrid, a grass with excellent drought 
resistance, very good shade and disease 
resistance and good establishment. Its superior 
performance in Dallas, TX; Griffin, GA and Raleigh, 
NC suggests reasonably good winter hardiness. 
Cobalt has a wide leaf blade and stolon with dark 
green genetic color. Additionally, this variety has 
low thatch and establishes well at sod farms.

A second experimental grass, DALSA 1318 (a 
diploid), from that final four group is going to be 
evaluated for a couple more years because it has 
an excellent establishment ratio, growing in faster 
than any other grass including Cobalt. However, 
it does not have the same level of drought 
resistance or shade tolerance as Cobalt.

“With both 1318 and 1618, both have really good 
shade tolerance,” Dr. Chandra explained last 
summer during a presentation at Kubicek Turf 
Farms. “With these, we now have a combination 
of shade tolerance and drought resistance. If you 
have a customer looking for a St. Augustinegrass 
for shade, you have that with these varieties; 
and now you will be able to say these have 
significantly better drought resistance with 
reduced watering requirements too.”

Sod Solutions President Tobey Wagner describes 
Cobalt as a scientific breakthrough, with over a 
decade of breeding and research. “It consistently 
performs well at sites across the country from 

subtropical to transition zones. Studies showed it 
was cold tolerant and the 2021 polar vortex (when 
the air temperature dropped as low as 1 degree 
Fahrenheit) that blasted through the central and 
southern United States was the ultimate real-life 
test for this grass. Cobalt survived and thrived 
through the cold event,” Wagner shared.

A 10-acre foundation block of Cobalt was planted 
the first week of September 2021, using the plant 
material grown during the last 13 months. Now, 
Cobalt is being expanded across Texas and  
Florida but will include other areas in the 
near future. Wagner said that there is also 
a possibility of an international impact from 
Cobalt as the demand for a high-quality drought 
resistant, shade tolerant and disease resistant 
St. Augustinegrass is coveted in many countries 
around the world.

“Dr. Chandra and the SARG group should be 
extremely proud of the work and research put into 
this unique and outstanding St. Augustinegrass. I 
firmly believe Cobalt will perform exceptionally well 
among competing St. Augustinegrasses,” Wagner 
said. “We are thrilled to bring this grass to the 
market. Cobalt combines the positive attributes 
desired with St. Augustinegrass into a single grass 
with unlimited potential.”

Cobalt will be exclusively licensed through 
Sod Solutions for commercial production 
and marketing. Interested sod producers are 
invited to attend our upcoming field day. Visit 
CobaltStAugustine.com for more information.

Cobalt Field at Kubicek Turf Farms on October 12, 2021.
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Impeccable Grass is the Standard at Pike Creek Turf

By Cecilia Brown

Nestled in the woods of Cook County is a family-
owned turf farm focused on a quality product 
with customer service as an equal priority. Pike 
Creek Turf’s inception was made possible in 1989 
with the vision and support of the patriarch of 
the family, Jimmy Allen. Jimmy credits the strong 
family bond as the main reason Pike Creek Turf 
has experienced success over the past 33 years. 
As part owner of Pike Creek Turf, he and his 
family run a very successful business providing 
quality turfgrass to clients all over the world.

Jimmy and his wife, Quay, have been happily 
married for 59 years. “It is Quay’s support through 
the years that has enabled me to do what I have 
done. I certainly could not have accomplished any 
of this without her by my side,” he said.

In addition to Quay’s help, their children and 
children’s spouses own and work for Pike Creek 
Turf. Their son, Jaimie Allen, runs the farm 
operations, and their daughter, Kim Allen Boling 
manages the office, personnel, collections and 
marketing. Kim’s husband, Dake Boling, laser 
grades, fumigates, oversees field preparation and 
plants the turfgrass fields on the farm. Jaimie’s 
wife, Lynne Allen, oversees administrative tasks.

Surrounding the 72-acre pond, all three families 
live and work on the farm. Across the pond, they 
built the cottage and barn to host turf conferences, 
events and seminars at Pike Creek Turf.

Jimmy’s Life
Jimmy was born and raised in Tifton, GA and has 
been working from the early age of nine years 
old when his mother got him a job delivering the 
newspaper for The Tifton Gazette. He said his 
mother taught him a lot of his bookkeeping skills 
in managing the collections from his newspaper 
customers. After six years running the paper 
route, he took a job washing cars at a service 
station in high school.

While in high school, Jimmy was president 
of a state-wide-recognized Key Club, and he 
played golf and baseball. He was offered golf 
scholarships to the University of Georgia and 
Georgia Tech, but he decided to play baseball at 
Abraham Baldwin Agricultural College (ABAC) in 
Tifton during his freshman year.

 
 
Pictured (from left) are Kim Boling, Jimmy Allen, Quay 

Allen and Jaimie Allen of Pike Creek Turf
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“While attending ABAC, I met my wife who I 
married within a year. One year after we were 
married, Jaimie was born. Then, 14 months later, 
Kim was born. Life was moving fast as we were 20 
years old with two children,” Jimmy said.

He transferred to Valdosta State College and 
graduated second in his class with a degree 
in accounting. While there, Jimmy played in a 
professional golf mini-tour where he placed in 
the top five in several tournaments. Due to his 
respect for his parent’s convictions of not playing 
golf on Sundays, he decided not to pursue 
professional golf after college.

Instead of pursuing a career in golf, Jimmy went 
to work for Georgia Power. The Allen family 
moved to Atlanta for two years where he worked 
through an IBM training program as a potential 
management trainee. Next, he prepared for the 
CPA Exam by attending a CPA Review Course at 
the University of South Carolina. After passing the 
CPA exam, they moved back to Tifton where he 
opened his accounting practice. His firm quickly 
grew to 20 certified public accountants and a staff 
of 40 employees.

Transition to Turfgrass
While in college, Jimmy had earned a minor in 
forestry. During his accounting career, he used his 
knowledge to acquire land. He began searching for 
land, purchasing properties plentiful with timber 
and selling the timber to replant new trees. “I 
had substantial land assets, and I could start a 
business with what I had accumulated from my 
accounting firm investments,” Jimmy said.

Jaimie also earned an accounting degree, like 
his father. He graduated from the University of 
Georgia and worked for six months at the firm 
before telling Jimmy he wanted to farm. Since 
they had accumulated farmland over the past 
several years as investments, they had what they 
needed to start a turfgrass business. In 1989, 
they started Pike Creek Turf, planting 80 acres 
of turfgrass. The first few years Jimmy assisted 
Jaimie in running the pivot irrigation systems on 
the weekends. Eventually, they hired enough staff 
to operate the farm efficiently.

 
 
 
In 1993, following her five-year employment 
at Tift Regional Hospital, Kim joined the family 
business. She brought a different perspective to 
the company with a four-year degree in Clinical 
Psychology and a Master’s Degree in Industrial 
Organizational Psychology from Valdosta  
State College.

Jimmy retired from accounting and sold his firm 
in 1996. He decided to utilize the marketing skills 
he had acquired during his time as an accountant. 
He began assisting in the area of marketing for 
Pike Creek Turf. Pike Creek negotiates roughly 100 
contracts per year.

Pike Creek Turf’s full-time traveling salesman 
is Bruce Allison, who has over 40 years of 
experience in the turf industry. Jimmy explained 
that Bruce does an excellent job of visiting people. 
He invites customers to come to the farm for 
a farm tour and stay at the cottage to see the 
turfgrass for their project. “While at the farm, 
we show the customers the genetic purity that 
we grow in our grass, which is the key to our 
marketing plan. We fumigate all of our fields with 
methyl bromide gas. All of our fields consist of 
certified grasses only, with a small exception,” he 
said. “Bruce is an excellent representative of Pike 
Creek Turf with vast knowledge of turfgrass.”

Al Kent, another 40-year veteran in the turf 
industry, serves as the Operation Manager who 
supervises the quotes and contracts for Pike 
Creek Turf. In addition, he oversees the road 
superintendents for the golf course projects.

Jimmy Allen of Pike Creek Turf

PRODUCER PROFILE
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“Pike Creek Turf’s success is dependent upon all 
of the employees of the company which help to 
create our Pike Creek Turf family. Our success 
would not be possible without the support, hard 
work and dedication of all our employees. We 
have a great group of people, and we are grateful 
for all they do to help make Pike Creek Turf 
successful,” Jimmy said.

Quality
In the early 90s, Jimmy, Jaimie and Kim 
implemented a system in their growing and 
production process to ensure genetically pure 
turfgrass. They spent several million dollars over 
the next eight to ten years on methyl bromide 
fumigation of all of their fields and replaced them 
with certified fields.

Two years later, they realized marketing genetic 
purity through fumigation of their turfgrasses 
to their customers was vitally important. “Many 
jobs that we provide the turfgrass for are golf 
courses. Every golf course wants their turfgrass to 
be perfect. Therefore, genetic purity is at the top 
of each golf course customer’s list. In essence, by 
implementing fumigation practices, we captured 
the golf course market,” Jimmy said.

In order to ensure that the quality and purity of 
a specific turfgrass variety is maintained, Pike 
Creek Turf has dedicated tractors and harvesting 
machines specifically for each variety grown. 

This practice of dedicated equipment assists in 
avoiding cross-contamination among fields.

“Our quality is maintained not because of Jimmy 
Allen, but because of Jaimie Allen. He is the one 
driving the ship here maintaining the quality. And 
our quality goes well beyond fumigated certified 
turfgrass. We grow 17 turfgrass varieties and 12 
of those are patented turfgrasses,” Jimmy said.

Golf
Jimmy’s background in golf afforded him the 
insight and knowledge of the best variety of 
turfgrasses that would be the preferred varieties 
for golf courses, builders and architects. “The 
golf course superintendent wants a good clean 
lie where the ball sits up on the turfgrass. We 
researched the different turfgrasses, and we 
selected the varieties that would have a good 
lie on the turfgrass, thus allowing a good selling 
point which enabled us the successful  
marketing of our turfgrass. The varieties we 
selected were positively impacted by my golf 
experience and Jamie’s turf growing knowledge,” 
Jimmy expressed.

Pike Creek Turf has grown into a prominent 
turfgrass supplier for high-end golf courses such 
as Augusta National Golf Club, Harbour Town 
Golf Links, Marriott courses, Trump National Golf 
Course, Ritz Carlton courses, Tournament Players 
Club (TPC) Sawgrass and more.

TPC Sawgrass Golf Course in Ponte Vedra Beach, Florida

PRODUCER PROFILE
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“Due to the fact that previous golf course 
customers lead to even more referrals, Pike Creek 
Turf offers farm visits to allow each potential 
customer to have a firsthand view of the 1,800 
acres of turfgrass before they decide whether 
or not to purchase our product for their course,” 
Jimmy said.

“In the early 2000s, there was a huge number of 
new golf course developments in the Southeast 
each year, and we were grassing large percentage 
of them. Our job sources were primarily due 
to architects, contractors and golf course 
superintendents specifying Pike Creek Turf, and 
the remainder of the job sources were primarily 
from bids,” Jimmy explained.

“Between 2008-2017, the number of rounds of 
golf played had dropped significantly resulting in 
a decrease in the demand for turfgrass in the golf 
course market. However, the COVID pandemic 
has reversed that playing trend. Currently, there 
are more people playing golf than have played 
in many years. In order to keep these courses 
financially healthy, we need to continue to grow 
the golf course market by growing the number 
of golfers which will result in an increase in the 
number of rounds of golf played,” Jimmy said.

In the market, Pike Creek Turf supplies 80% golf, 
10% landscape and 10% athletic fields. “Once new 
grasses are released, we look at which turfgrass 
varieties are best suited for our customer’s needs. 
Then, we decide if we are willing to purchase new 
farm equipment to grow and harvest a specific 
new variety,” Jimmy explained.

“In 2021, we furnished turfgrass for the Atlanta 
Braves Truist Park, the Houston Astros Minute 
Maid Stadium, and I believe this may be the first 
time the same turf farm supplied the turfgrass for 

both teams’ athletic fields in the World Series. Pike 
Creek Turf also supplies the turfgrass for many 
other collegiate as well as professional athletic 
fields,” Jimmy said.

Future
“In 2021, we performed a significant amount of 
work due to the high demand in the market. At 
the present, we are still having successful years 
at Pike Creek Turf. We are beginning to make a 
substantial number of commitments for the 2022 
and 2023 seasons which is in part has been driven 
by the state of the economy,” Jimmy said.

“You cannot settle with the turfgrass varieties 
you currently grow. The turfgrass industry is 
always evolving. In order to stay current with the 
release of new turfgrass varieties, it is extremely 
important to remain on the cutting edge of 
turfgrass developments”, Jimmy said. Currently, 
Pike Creek Turf is trialing several new turfgrass 
varieties, and they are excited about the future of 
turfgrass. Jimmy believes the foreseeable future 
will be most promising.

Jimmy said it is in their DNA that makes them 
continue to maintain the quality of turfgrass 
as they do. He believes the attention to detail 
established as accountants transitioned into their 
turfgrass careers. He said everyone in the family 
has the mentality of “do it right, or don’t do it at all.”

Jaimie said he is thankful for the close family 
relationships and how everyone balances each 
other so well to operate the business. Now, 
Jaimie’s oldest daughter, Katie Allen Connell, 
who graduated with an agriculture business 
degree from the University of Georgia has started 
working at Pike Creek Turf. Jimmy said it is very 
exciting to see the business move into another 
generation. Katie’s husband, Austin Connell, is 
working on the farm too. “This is the start of our 
future. We have three more granddaughters 
in college and one in high school, and we are 
hopeful they will come back and work on the 
farm.” Jimmy said.

For more information on Pike Creek Turf, visit 
PikeCreekTurf.com.

“You cannot settle with the turfgrass 
varieties you currently grow. 

The turfgrass industry is always 
evolving.” – Jimmy Allen
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By Cecilia Brown

Over the past 43 years, Horizon Grass Farms 
has grown from a 20-acre homestead into a 
successful turfgrass operation in Texas. Reputed 
for its grass quality and quantity sold in the 
Lonestar State, the Gavranovic family stays hard 
at work.

“It’s just a lot of determination, willpower, and we 
treat every day as an important day. Time is of 
the essence, and we’re only here for a little bit, 
so we’ve got to put as much time as we can put 
forth,” said William Gavranovic, owner of Horizon 
Grass Farms. “We invest a lot of time in our turf 
fields, farms and people. We’re very dedicated.”

William and his father, Willie Gavranovic, consider 
themselves each other’s right-hand men on 
the farm. Willie was born in Burr, a community 
in eastern Wharton County, Texas, and hasn’t 
moved outside of a 15-mile radius since. Growing 
up in agriculture, when Willie was in his late 20s, 
he decided to add turfgrass into the mix of row 
crops he was producing in Wharton.

Willie and his late-wife Gladys started the business 
together in 1978. Now, their children William, 
Irene and Rachel all play a role in the company. 
William said Gladys did a lot for the business and 
supported all her children’s endeavors, with turf 
outshining all the others. “She helped us quite a 
bit. She helped us grow and be united. She had 
a strong belief that if you worked hard and tried 
hard, that success would eventually come.”

William, now 50 years old, had spent his whole 
life farming and has been sod farming since he 
reached Junior High School when his parents 
started Horizon Grass Farms.

“We’ve been in the business a long time, actually,” 
William said. His sister Irene manages All Seasons 
Turf Grass, a retail business run on a turf farm in 
Brookshire, TX. She supplies mostly sand-based 
sod for golf courses and sports fields. William 
explained there is also Horizon Farms, another 
entity of their operations that produces cotton, 
corn, soybeans and milo. William’s wife, Jenny, 
helps him daily with farm and office tasks. William’s 
sister Rachel is also involved, and her husband, 
Ryan, helps with production on the sod farms.

As Horizon Grass Farms moves into its third 
generation operating a turf business, William said 
their biggest accomplishment would be  
their expansion.

“We’ve been blessed. We’ve had my dad, sisters, 
Rachel and Irene, and now our children coming 
on board. It’s nice to have a family business that’s 
turned into a sizable business,” he said. “We all 
run it together and get along. It’s nice having a 
family run a big business like this. We’ve always 
had the mentality of working together, and if 
there’s a rough patch, we smooth it out.”

Willie is happy that there are family members  
willing to carry the torch forward to keep Horizon 
Grass Farms in operation. Of his eight grandchildren, 
several are already working on the farm, and he 
anticipates more of them will follow suit.

Horizon Grass Farms Thrives as Business Transitions 
into Third Generation

PRODUCER PROFILE

Willie Gavranovic (seated in center) and his family at 
the TPT Annual Conference and Trade Show In  

January 2022
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“Naturally, my children started in the turfgrass 
industry in their earlier stages. William, my son, 
has pretty much always been in that industry 
from day one, row cropping and then working his 
way into turfgrass. And both my daughters are 
involved in the business and working in this area 
too,” Willie said. “It’s great to see my children and 
grandchildren be involved.”

William has two daughters that graduated from 
Texas A&M that work at the farm. Caroline does 
work in the field at the farm and Haley does a lot of 
marketing on the sales side. He also has two sons, 
Garrett, a Junior in high school, and Connor, who 
is in sixth grade. William said he isn’t going to twist 
their arms to join the business, but like his father, 
he anticipates they both will as time goes on.

“They tend to follow in my footsteps and seem to 
be enjoying it so far,” he added.

Production
Horizon Grass Farms has grown tremendously 
over the past four decades, now supplying sod to 
roughly 20 nurseries throughout the state.

William said they’re able to produce a large 
quantity of turfgrass with high-quality standards 
thanks to the excellent foreman and managers 
on their farms. “It’s a team effort between all 
the employees to maintain the quality. It’s a 
combination of the good cultural techniques and 
competition between farms that helps employees 
want to produce quality sod.”

His dad agrees, saying that he’d never dreamed it 
would grow into what it is today when he started 
the business. Willie shared that he’s proud of the 
property they acquired over time throughout 
different parts of the state to diversify their 
production areas.

Now, Horizon has 12 farm locations strategically 
located near major cities. Horizon’s production 
facilities are in Wharton, Lane City, Burr, Clay, 
Cameron, Brookshire, Monaville and Sealy.

“It’s not a one-man band. It takes everyone to 
have good quality. One man can’t do it if you’ve 
got six farms in different locations,” Willie said. “If 
they like you and the team, they’ll put in the effort 
to do it the way you think it should be done. It’s all 
about what you put into your employees and how 
you treat them. If you treat them good and treat 
them right, then they’ll take care of you.”

With nearly 40 employees on the turf side of the 
business, they are pleased that they’re able to help 
their local economy by not only supplying a quality 
product but also by offering jobs. “We’re supportive 
of our employees, and if there’s ever a problem, we 
work with them and treat them like we’d want to 
be treated. We treat everyone like family.”

When it comes to dreams and goals for Horizon 
Grass Farms, Willie said between himself and his 
family, they’ve naturally exceeded many of their 
goals. “My goals for the future are for the family 
to keep running our operation and always trying 

PRODUCER PROFILE

Pictured above at the 2022 TPI Field Day are William Gavranovic, wife Jenny Gavranovic, Ryan Weaver, Rachel 
Weaver, Scott Scipes and Irene Gavranovic Scipes.
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to be a little better where we can if we can. Also, 
to do a better job and work with the turfgrass 
industry so it’s as good as it is or even better. We 
can always be better, and I think that’s a good 
thing for the family. I think they’ll take the ball 
and keep it rolling.”

With such extensive production throughout the 
state, Horizon Grass Farms recently started using 
Turf Logistics, a management software for sod 
farms, distributors and installers. “It’s been very 
beneficial,” William said, adding that from the 
logistics to ordering to record-keeping, there 
have been benefits to using the software.

Although they just started using it, William said it 
has been going very smoothly so far. Even with 
all their locations, he noted that Turf Logistics has 
been accommodating and has tweaked things 
slightly for them.

“I think every farm will have this as time goes  
on. Turf Logistics streamlines everything and 
helps with efficiencies in all departments,” 
William added.

Industry 
Over the years, Willie said the two major changes 
in the turfgrass industry he’s observed are the 
automation of equipment and the development 
of innovative new products and varieties that 
have expanded the industry into something quite 
dynamic than in his early days.

When he started, Willie explained they did 
everything by hand, and they used to only plant 
a few seasons out of the year. “Now we have 
automatic equipment and turf is planted year-
round in Texas. It’s almost a 365-day business 
operated day in and day out for six to seven days a 
week. It’s expanded in production time,” he said.

Willie said since their business started, the 
innovation of better-enterprised products by 
good people has been a testament to their 
success as well.

Horizon Grass Farms currently grows 
Celebration® Bermudagrass, and Palmetto® St. 
Augustine. Soon, they’ll be putting in plant stock 

material for Texas A&M’s newly released Cobalt™ 
Hybrid St. Augustinegrass.

William said Celebration has been a good grass 
for the organization of Texas growers called the 
Turfgrass Producers of Texas (TPT) and he likes 
its nice green, dense appearance. “Our customers 
like it and continue to keep demanding it. We 
have several customers who demand Palmetto 
St. Augustine over Raleigh and we continue to 
push that one. I like it. It is a good grass that 
blocks really well.”

William thinks the end-users are going to be just 
as excited about Cobalt as they are. “Growers 
tend to grow the best grass and as we work 
with it every day. We see it firsthand, and I think 
the end-users are going to be very satisfied,” he 
explained. “There are so many more benefits 
to Cobalt, such as its disease resistance, cold 
tolerance and just a lot of good features.”

Willie said they’re just like most other producers 
in that they’re here to grow products and have 
good service. “We think we’re going to be in it for 
the long haul. We’re not in it for just a little now 
and then. It’s a long-term objective to stay in the 
business and do the best we can through the 
good and bad. We should be here to take care of 
the industry’s needs.”

For more information about Horizon Grass 
Farms, visit HorizonGrass.com.
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William Gavranovic, Willie Gavranovic and President 
of Sod Solutions, Tobey Wagner, kneeling on a field  
of Palmetto St. Augustine at Horizon Grass Farms in 

June 1998
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From Farm to Capitol: Keith Truenow’s Political Roots 
Run Deep in Agriculture

By Cecilia Brown

Keith Truenow, founder of Lake Jems Farms in 
Mount Dora, FL was elected to the House of 
Representatives for District 31 in November 
2020. Truenow, a local farmer and rancher, now 
addresses agriculture issues from a seat at the 
state capital.

Born in Minnesota, Truenow grew up learning 
how to fish and drive a boat on the lake where 
his mother’s side of the family owned a resort. 
His grandparents on his father’s side had a farm 
where they raised chickens, cattle and grew 
row crops. “They pretty much had everything, 
and I grew up in almost all parts of my life with 
agriculture,” Truenow said.

When he was 10 years old his parents decided 
to buy a chicken farm in Webster, FL. “Moving to 
Florida was a big deal. It was an adventure. You 
had to hand-feed the birds and handpick the eggs 
and it was a lot different than what we were used 
to in Minnesota. Automation wasn’t there at the 
farm we were at and eventually we built a new 
barn that housed a lot more chickens and it was 
all automated.”

Truenow said his parents sold their farm and 
moved to Leesburg, FL in 1984. He was 15 years 

old and even though they had moved to town, 
he went back to work on a nearby muck farm 
that grew row crops. The owner Jack Welling 
had owned other farms in Zellwood, FL and had 
connections to other muck farms. While Truenow 
was working there, Welling converted the farm 
and started growing turfgrass. “Through my high 
school years, I learned how to grow turfgrass. We 
grew Floratam and Raleigh and he named the 
farm Blue Ribbon Sod.”

At 17, Truenow went into the United States Air 
Force for four years when he decided college 
wasn’t in his plans. He had a lot of relatives 
serve the country, including an uncle who was a 
mechanic in the Air Force, which is what he ended 
up doing too.

“It was a great experience. A lot of things that 
we did at the farm, like fixing and building 
things, I did as a mechanic. It wasn’t too hard to 
accomplish what I needed to do,” he shared. “It 
was a great place to be, but my heart wasn’t there. 
It wasn’t what I wanted to do so I came back to 
work for Jack (Welling).”

In 1992, Truenow returned to work on a new farm 
Welling had been looking after for about a year 
that was owned by the Hurley family. While there, 
Truenow met a man named Ellis Wilkerson who 
was growing row crops across the street. After 
a few months of getting to know one another, 
Wilkerson told Truenow he was looking for a 
general manager for his farm.

So, at 23 years old, Truenow became the General 
Manager growing sweet corn in Zellwood at 
Ellis F. Wilkerson Farms. A short while later, the 
adjacent Hurley family’s farm came up for lease 
and Truenow told Wilkerson they should buy it 
and grow sweet corn and turfgrass. He agreed if 
Truenow would care for it, and they got a lease on 
the land for about seven years.

INDUSTRY PROFILE
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When Wilkerson passed away, Truenow bought his 
farm. “Then a lot of things changed in Zellwood. 
A lot of sweet corn went away and a lot of land 
got bought up by the government for water 
management. I started my own company in 1998. 
That’s when it became Lake Jem Farms,” he said.

Lake Jem Farms
Truenow started Lake Jem Farms with six 
employees and said he was fortunate to know a 
lot of customers and vendors from having been 
in the business for a while. By 2000, the company 
stopped growing sweet corn altogether. But it 
wasn’t long after that he decided turfgrass wasn’t 
enough to be profitable, so Truenow expanded to 
start offering customers delivery and installation 
services. “The company grew to 25 employees 
overnight and that’s about the time I found Sod 
Solutions and got into growing different varieties,” 
he said. “I was already part of the Florida Sod 
Growers Co-Op (now the Turfgrass Producers of 
Florida) when Arlen Jumper decided to retire and 
nominated me to get on the board. I stayed on 
the board for 19 years.”

He expanded Lake Jem Farms and leased different 
properties around town. He also expanded south 
to Sebring, FL prior to the recession. “It’s been a 
happy long journey. We were involved with Sod 
Solutions and UF IFAS on all kinds of new varieties 
and stayed engaged.”

Truenow said he served on the Florida Sod 
Growers Co-Op board and related boards to give 
back. “We should all give back time so that we can 
ensure that our futures look better. We can help 

discover new varieties or come up with new ways, 
technology and science that helps us do a better 
job of growing grass but also taking care of the 
environment at the same time. I always thought 
that that was important in that role.”

He said when the great recession happened, Lake 
Jem Farms had to reduce their number of acres of 
turfgrass, so he got back into sweet corn for a few 
years. But that became difficult since no one else 
was producing corn nearby. In 2005, they got into 
the peat mining business, digging Florida peat for 
potting soil and blending. About seven years ago, 
Lake Jem Farms expanded into the sand business 
where they make blend sands for golf courses 
and ball fields and have their own renovation and 
maintenance teams that work on both.

During the early days he was the sole person 
running the business, but during the recession, 
Lake Jem Farms created a team that could help 
run the business without him overseeing every 
single matter of operation.

“We have diversified the business into a lot of 
different things during the last 10 years because 
of the recession,” Truenow said. “Between the 
main people at the farm and contractors, we 
probably employ about 200 people now.”

While Truenow has not been as involved in 
day-to-day operations since he became a U.S. 
Representative, he still oversees business 
development and things that are essential to the 
building blocks of the organization.

“It’s always great to see things grow. When you 
plant something and you get to harvest it, it’s 
always a great accomplishment,” Truenow said. 
He continued by saying he loves the diversity of 
the turfgrass industry and that every piece of 
property is different, so you have to figure out 
solutions to make everything work.

Florida House of Representatives
In 2017, Truenow sold part of his ownership of 
Lake Jem Farms so he could have the liberty to do 
other things. He’d been frequenting Tallahassee 
working with governmental agencies for years and 
has always been engaged in politics. He recalls 
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Keith Truenow with his nursery business in May 2015
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some of the first things he went to the capital for 
were in the early 2000s for the Best Management 
Practices (BMP) program for turfgrass.

In 2020, he learned a representative was not going 
to seek re-election so that she could start a family. 
“It was an open seat and I was brainstorming with 
some friends trying to figure out who would be a 
good candidate. The fingers were pointing back 
at me, and I had a lot of good support around the 
state, so I decided to run,” he said.

Truenow was elected in November 2020 and is 
currently up for re-election this November.

“It’s really humbling when you stand up there and 
take the oath to uphold the Constitution. It kind 
of sinks in that you became a representative of 
the people in your district and of the people of 
Florida. So that was a great honor,” Truenow said.

Truenow said it was beneficial to him that his 
first year in office was when the pandemic was 
underway. “That sounds kind of strange to say 
that it was helpful, but no one could come to 
the capital. There were 24 Republicans and 17 
Democrats that were elected brand new in 2020 
and I got to know each one of them pretty well. 
Whereas if it was a regular year, that would not 
have happened. It allowed for more in-depth 
conversations to happen. We figured out who 
could help who and what experiences we all had 
to make better decisions. I think it was a team-
building time period for all of us.”

He shared that the highlight of his first year in 
office would be running a bill called the Florida 
Wildlife Act, which preserves land throughout the 
state. “We spent $400 million doing it. As a first-
year person, I ran a bill worth more than normal 
folks would do if they were there for 20 years. It 
was an honor to do it and I understood the bill 
really well because I’m a farmer.”

Another piece of legislation passed during 2020 
legislation was the Right to Farm Bill. “That was 
monumental. As a whole, or part, we perpetuated 
Florida agriculture better than most states in the 
whole country. At the same time, we took monies 
we were receiving and put them to good use in 
trying to conserve what Florida is,” he said.

In March, Truenow helped in the passing of 
the Golf Course Best Management Practices 
Certification, also known as House Bill 967, which 
will go into effect on July 1, 2022 to protect the 
industry by educating applicators on proper 
fertilizer and water usage.

“Like any BMP, the importance of science 
and technology in helping us form solutions 
to everyday problems is important. This is a 
working document that we can change but also 
give guidance to all parties,” he said. “Essentially 
this is a blueprint that all municipalities and 
governments will go by so they can understand 
how a golf course is maintained and works 
so they don’t end up having multiple layers of 
regulation, we’ll have one common blueprint.”

Pictured at the capitol in March 2022 (from left) are Jonathan Germeroth, Lake Jem Farms; Dr. Bryan Unruh, 
the University of Florida; Rep Keith Truenow; Sod Solutions Executive Director of Business and Professional 

Development, Erin Wilder and Sod Solutions President, Tobey Wagner.
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Truenow said the state has already created 
similar bills for many commodities, so adding 
golf courses was not an anomaly, it was just the 
right thing to do. Now, they’re currently working 
on legislation similar to the BMP that would help 
municipalities with set rules and regulations for 
landscaping, irrigation and fertilizer use.

As for next steps, Truenow said he’s taking it 
one session at a time and seeing where things 
go. “Whatever I do, I want to be effective and 
work hard to promote agriculture and promote 
business and property rights and make Florida a 
better place all the way around.”

Truenow, who’s been in the industry since he was 
17 said that it has taken a lot of hard work over 
the years. “Anybody who loves agriculture just has 
that instinctive drive to get things done. I love to 
work outdoors and it’s just life. It’s like any other 
business it gives me joy and has always been 
there for me and it’s been wonderful to be a part 
of,” he shared.

Truenow has always followed his heart. His wife 
Dodi is actually a Hurley, the same family who 
owned the farm across the street from Lake 
Jem Farms. “She’s been complimentary to me 
being in the House of Representatives. I think the 
common goals of protecting Florida while keeping 
agriculture alive is part of her core as well,” he said. 
“Her father has been very helpful to me in growing 
the business. He has a Master’s Degree in Soil and 
Fertilizers and actually started one of the first liquid 
fertilizer companies in the state of Florida. Heritage 
in agriculture for all of us is deeply rooted.”

The Truenows have two sons, Dylan (15) and 
Ashton (17). He said while people say being a 
representative is a part-time job, it’s more of a  

 
full-time job. But, Truenow said as his sons grow 
into young adults, their needs from him are 
different than when they were younger. Over 
the last two years, he’s spent a lot of time away 
from his family for events and functions as a 
representative. “I think I keep it grounded.”

Truenow said there have been good insights for 
him as a representative looking into how the 
government regulates and performs. “Being a 
part of that is important and I think they need to 
understand that from a firsthand view.”

“It just goes to show you that anyone can make 
a difference in the process. I think we as an 
industry have always been engaged. This is just a 
different level of engagement and I think it’s very 
important,” he said.

Truenow said it is vital for sod producers to 
participate a little more in science and technology. 
“We need to do what we can, even if it may be 
financially difficult. We face such difficulties 
every day anyway. But sometimes we take for 
granted someone who is going to take care of us 
and I think we need to make sure that the next 
generation is set up in the right way so that they 
too can enjoy agriculture into the future.”

He is hopeful sod producers will invest in science 
and technology since those things matter for 
how they produce their next crop. “That goes for 
varieties, the next technique or using materials 
in a different way, creating new materials to test 
diseases, how to apply materials. There are just so 
many things that we have to do to ensure we’re 
moving in the right direction.”

Dodi and Keith Truenow at Lake Jem Farms in 2002

“It just goes to show you that anyone 
can make a difference in the process. 
I think we as an industry have always 
been engaged. This is just a different 
level of engagement and I think it’s 

very important.” – Keith Truenow
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North Carolina State University’s Art Bruneau Looks 
Back on a Distinguished Career

Art Bruneau, Emeritus Professor and Emeritus 
Faculty at NCSU’s Crop and Soil Department has 
played an important role in the turfgrass industry 
for many years. Bruneau takes a looks back on 
a long and distinguished career. The following 
answers have been slightly modified for brevity and 
clarity.

What is your educational 
background?
• Bachelors of Science degree in Plant & Soil 

Sciences in 1968 from the University of  
Rhode Island.

• Masters of Science degree in Plant & Soil 
Sciences in 1970 from the University of  
Rhode Island.

• Ph.D. in Horticulture (Turf Physiology) in  
1983 from the University of Nebraska.

Tell me a little bit about your 
family and personal life.
My wife Caroline and I married 30 years ago. 
Her youngest daughter and my daughter were 
best friends growing up. Since we were widow 
and widower, the two decided we should get 
married…the real-life “Parent Trap” scenario! 
Thus, we became a blended family which included 
five girls and two boys. As a result, we expanded 
to include eight adorable grandchildren. 
Unfortunately, Caroline passed away 13 months 
ago after a long and valiant fight against lung 
cancer. I miss her every day but know that she is 
in good hands and with Christ.

Tell me a little bit about how you 
got into the turfgrass industry 
and what made you pursue this 
career?
I had an unorthodox and circuitous beginning, to 
put it mildly. I was born and raised in downtown 

 
Providence, RI where the words agriculture, 
4-H, FFA, extension service, etc. were never 
mentioned and never given a thought. The 
closest I came to being associated with 
agriculture when I was young was from watching 
a popular TV sitcom called Green Acres (a 
spoof on rural America). The other association 
was when my relatives bought fresh corn and 
tomatoes along the roadside.

I started college with the intention of majoring 
in physics but along the way, I decided to take 
an elective in a totally different direction and 
something I knew very little about…agriculture. 
I found out that I could become a landscape 
architect and since I loved to draw in pencil and 
charcoal and took a course in mechanical drawing 
in high school, it seemed like a natural fit. But 
as fate would have it, it was not until I took a 
turfgrass course that I really felt at home and 
knew it would become my chosen profession. 
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Art Bruneau with grandkids in Ireland. His daughter 
lives in Belfast.



2022 Mid-Year Turf Review  |  Page 20 SodSolutionsPro.com

INDUSTRY PROFILE

I loved working on the turf plots as well. Being 
outside and getting a tan (a mixture of baby oil 
and iodine) was also a benefit. The darker, the 
better back then. I think the fact that my dad was 
an avid golfer may have had something to do 
with it as well. He had a swing like Sam Snead and 
could hit a wonderful draw. Unfortunately, I never 
received that gene!

After receiving my BS, a turfgrass professor 
named Dr. C. Richard Skogley took me under his 
wing and allowed me to pursue an MS degree 
evaluating the morphological, cytological and 
anatomical features of ‘Jamestown’ Chewings 
fescue. This grass, developed by Dr. Skogley, had 
just been released for commercialization.

Following graduation, I took a position with the 
O.M. Scotts Co. in Ohio in their R & D program 
specializing in grass brands development. (1971-
1979). Working closely with turfgrass breeders 
Drs. Terry Riordan and Virgil Meier, I was 
responsible for evaluating the new grasses being 
released to determine how best to use them in 
blends and mixtures and how best to establish 
and manage them once planted.

In 1979, I was contacted by Dr. Terry Riordan 
and Dr. Bob Shearman about applying for the 
turfgrass extension specialist position at the 
University of Nebraska in Lincoln. (Both had held 
positions at O.M. Scotts prior to taking faculty 
positions at UNL and knew my capabilities.) I told 
them that I would love to apply but only if I could 
pursue a doctorate degree. UNL agreed and it 
was one of the best decisions I ever made in my 
life in so many ways. The fact that it was basically 
a lateral move and I could take two courses 
for $6.00 a semester made it a no-brainer. The 
funding for the non-tenure position came from 
a USDA grant that was designed to promote IPM 
(Integrated Pest Management) measures in the 
urban environment. Since it was one of the first 
grants of its kind, the program received national 
attention and recognition. I still can’t believe how 
much I learned and how much we accomplished 
over that 4-year period. I really can’t thank Dr. 
Shearman and the rest of the turfgrass faculty  
and staff enough for all they did in support of me.

I knew when I graduated that I wanted to take an 
extension position at a university. I truly enjoyed 
helping turf managers and homeowners solve 
problems in the field and to present them with 
the latest research that would make their job 
easier and help to protect the environment. It 
just so happens that the position of turfgrass 
extension specialist and assistant professor at 
NCSU became available at the perfect time in 
1983. I applied and was accepted. It was the best 
thing that ever happened in my career. 

I knew very little about the transition zone or the 
southeastern U.S. at that time but was quick to 
learn. Drs. Joe DiPaola, Bill Gilbert, Bill Lewis and 
Leon Lucas were very helpful in my transition. 
I truly believe that most goals are reached 
using the team approach. I am very proud 
of the fact that with the turfgrass workgroup 
we were able to create ‘Turffiles’, produce a 
number of publications such as the ‘Pest Control 
Recommendation Guide’ and the ‘Turf Pest 
Management Manual’ as well as create the week-
long short course.

Art Bruneau
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How long have you taught at NC 
State? What made you return to 
teaching/come out of retirement? 
What has been the most 
rewarding thing from your time 
spent as an educator?
My appointment at NCSU was 87% Extension and 
13% teaching which initially included teaching 30 
students in an introductory turfgrass course. I did 
not give teaching much thought when I accepted 
the position but found it most rewarding from 
the start once I was in the classroom. I learned 
more than the students the first several years as I 
prepared and fine-tuned the material. Eventually, 
I ended up teaching three different classes 
including a weed management class designed 
for both turf and ornamental students as well 
as a seminar class. At one point in time, there 
were eight labs and over 130 students in class. I 
loved every minute of it because of the student 
interaction. It is very rewarding to know that I may 
have played a small part in the lives of so many 
individuals. I am proud to say that many of them 
became and still are leaders in the industry. I 
cherish those days and the many friends I made 
as a result.

NCSU started a PGM (PGA Golf Management) 
Program about 20 years ago and they asked 
me to be involved. I developed and taught 
the turfgrass class in the PGM program for 
future golf professionals. I continued to teach 
the class on a contractual basis following my 
retirement. My goal was not to make them golf 
course superintendents but to give them an 
appreciation of what is involved in maintaining a 
golf course and why it was essential for them to 
work as a team with the superintendent. I also 
think it would be beneficial for turf students to 
become familiar with the responsibilities of golf 
course professionals as well and why they need 
to interact with the pro shop. The worst-case 
scenario is for a player to go into the clubhouse 
and ask “What are they doing on the course?“ and 
the pro doesn’t have a clue.

I read online about an annual Dr. 
Art Bruneau Golf Tournament 
and Scholarship Fundraiser that’s 
been ongoing for over a decade 
now. What is this and is that 
something you still orchestrate 
annually?
When I retired in 2009, the NCSU turfgrass group 
asked me if I wouldn’t mind if they started a 
golf tournament in my name to raise monies 
for well-deserving students. I thought it was a 
great idea and I was glad that I could play a part. 
I refer to it as the ‘Art Bruneau Almost Memorial 
tournament’. Over $75,000 has been raised since 
its inception in support of turf undergraduates 
and graduate students. It was not held last year 
because of Covid but it will be held this fall, 
October 26. I hope many will come in support of 
our students.

Art Bruneau with Jenifer Reynolds and Emily Erickson
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INDUSTRY PROFILE

You’ve been the Executive 
Director of the North Carolina 
Sod Producers Association (NC 
SPA) for 12 years now. What made 
you want to take the executive 
director job at NCSPA? Why is this 
organization important to you 
and to the industry?
I had the wonderful opportunity to work 
alongside Gene Maples and other Turf Council 
of North Carolina (TCNC) board members as NC 
SPA came into being back in the early 1990s. For 
those who are unaware, NC SPA is a nonprofit 
association dedicated to supporting the sod 
industry in North Carolina. Before the creation of 
NC SPA, I remember Fred Pittilo came to one of 
our NCSU winter horticulture seminars and after 
my presentation, he introduced himself. He was 
a dairy farmer and wanted to know what it would 
take to become a sod farmer. I provided him with 
some basic information and before I knew it, he 
had invited me to see his new fledgling now Turf 
Mountain Sod that spring. The rest is history.

I kept tabs on what was going on with NC SPA 
after my retirement but didn’t think it was my 
place to be directly involved. Then in the spring 
of 2011, Fred Pitillo and Keaton Vandemark 
approached me about becoming executive 
director. I told them I was happy playing golf 
but they were adamant that I should take the 
position. I mentioned it to Jenifer Reynolds and 
Emily Erickson, and they said I should take the 
plunge so I accepted the position on the condition 
that they would assist me in the process. And 
boy did they ever. It truly was and has been a 
team effort. Jenifer left for greener pastures but 
thankfully Emily has remained and is my rock and 
salvation.

I always considered NC SPA to be comprised 
of members who I consider family. It is hard to 
believe that we are now third-generation family 
members! I am honored and proud to be part of 
the family. Any success that we have achieved 

over the last 12 years has been made possible 
through the team effort of so many growers who 
have taken the time to become board members. 
It is only through their efforts as well as the North 
Carolina Department of Agriculture Marketing 
Division that we were able to obtain five USDA 
Specialty Crop Block Grants. These funds have 
been instrumental in allowing NC SPA to revise 
and expand its website and to market sod via PSA 
announcements and social media. It appears that 
our programs have increased market demand 
and we hope that our members are pleased with 
our efforts.

I believe that the future is very bright for NC 
SPA since a certain portion of the royalties to be 
generated from Dr. Susana Milla-Lewis’s very 
successful breeding program will be annually 
dedicated to the continued operation and support 
of NC SPA.

I feel very blessed to have had the opportunity 
to come to North Carolina and be part of NCSU 
and NC SPA. As I mentioned, any success and 
accomplishments attributed to me are a result 
of the interactions and support from so many 
wonderful people such as my work family…the 
members of NC SPA.

Pictured above are Art Bruneau, Dr. Susana  
Milla-Lewis, Dr. Grady Miller (NC State) and Linda 
Bradley (President of NC SPA) at the 2021 NC SPA  

Fall Field Day.
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Licensing Outside of North Carolina is Now Available 
for Lobo™ Zoysia

Lobo™ is a mid-fine textured zoysia variety that was sought and selected for its low maintenance 
capabilities. In addition to being a top performer in the 2018 NTEP low-input trial, Lobo displayed the 
ability to thrive with little to no inputs in roadside trials conducted by the North Carolina Department of 
Transportation (NC DOT) in 2018 and 2019. Also, Lobo delivered the highest cumulative turf performance 
index among 30 entries in the 2018-2020 low-input trial by the United State Golf Association (USGA). Lobo 
will offer superior performance with reduced inputs from end-users; less mowing, fertilizing and watering.

Lobo is the first release from N.C. State’s turfgrass breeding program, led by breeder Dr. Susana Milla-
Lewis. Lobo will be exclusively licensed through Sod Solutions for commercial production and marketing. 
Interested sod producers are invited to attend our upcoming field day. Visit LoboZoysiagrass.com for 
more information.

For Sod Producers
• Top NTEP Low-Input Performer

• Top NC DOT Low-Input Performer 

• Rapid Establishment

• Earlier Spring Green-Up

• Improved Fall Color Retention

• Longer Growing and Selling Season

• Medium-Fine Leaf Blade

• Excellent Stress Tolerance

• Good Turfgrass Quality Under Low Inputs

• Excellent Turfgrass Quality With Normal Inputs 

For End-Users
• Less Watering

• Less Mowing

• Less Fertilizing

• Rapid Injury Recovery

• Weed Resistant

• Improved Aesthetics 
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COURSE SPOTLIGHT

Georgia’s McLemore Club Features Two Top 
Performing Bermudagrasses

 
By Cecilia Brown 

The McLemore Golf Course and Country Club, 
located on Lookout Mountain in Rising Fawn, 
GA features two different bermudagrasses 
that favor each other. Several years ago this 
Northwest Georgia club was looking for a 
perfect grass selection for its private, master-
planned, mountaintop community featuring an 
18-hole championship highlands course and a 
6-hole short course designed by internationally 
acclaimed architects, Rees Jones and Bill Bergin.

“We have elevation. Even though we’re in Georgia, 
we are at around 2,500 feet which dramatically 
changes our environment. So, we wanted two 
things; we wanted a good green-up and then we 
had to have something that was cold tolerant and 
able to endure a little bit more than what normal 
golf courses have to in Georgia,” said McLemore 
Superintendent, Ryan Emerson.

Emerson has been the superintendent of 
McLemore since June 2018, moving from Foxland 
Harbor Golf & Country Club located in the 
Nashville area, also a Bill Bergin original design. 
He came on board just four months after the 
course’s renovation started and for his first six 
weeks, he actually bounced between both courses 
located 3.5 hours apart.

Grass Selection
As they sought a cold-tolerant grass with early 
green-up at McLemore, they ended up selecting 
Latitude 36® Bermudagrass for the course 
renovation, which took place from August 2019 to 
June 2020.

Emerson said it has wound up being a great 
selection for their course as they’d wanted 
something that was dollar spot resistant so they 
didn’t have to spend much of their budget on 
fungus treatment. “In the first year with Latitude 
36, we expected winterkill because of how harsh 
the winter was on the mountain. But we’ve had no 
winter injury at all, we have had no dollar spot and 
everything has performed exactly as advertised.”

In comparison to what was previously on the 
course, Emerson said the Latitude 36’s trademark 
has been early green-up and cold tolerance. “You 
can definitely tell where we sodded and where we 
didn’t. It’s also a finer textured grass than what 
was out here before.”

Emerson explained he saw the potential of what 
the property and McLemore as a whole could 
be, even though he could only see the views and 
corridors where the holes were on the course 
during the renovation. “Also, being able to come 
to a second Bill Bergen course was something I 
really wanted to be a part of,” he said.

Over 16,000 rounds are played at McLemore 
annually. Emerson explained they have a short 
growing season for their grass, while counterparts 
just 30 minutes away have lower elevation and 
heat that bermudagrasses thrive in. “But even 
with our short season, the Latitude has done 
great for us.”

The 18th hole at McLemore Golf Course
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Emmerson said he can get the turf to recover 
quickly from drought spells and divots very easily. 
“As much play as we have in the offseason and 
while the grass is growing, I can get everything to 
grow in and fill in really easily compared to some 
of the other varieties.”

The 18th hole at McLemore Golf Course is 100% 
Latitude 36 Bermudagrass (excluding the greens 
and native) and has received numerous accolades.

Members
“The members love it both in the short-cut grass 
and the rough heights. Our rough doesn’t get as 
puffy. The ball sits up on Latitude 36 a little bit 
better than what was out here previously but also 
it has the finer texture and can be closely mowed.”

Emerson explained in order to be a member you 
have to own property at McLemore or invest in 
the golf course in some aspect. They also have a 
program called Stay and Play, where if you rent 
a house on the course you have access to the 
clubhouse, restaurants the golf course as well as 
the short course. “It’s worked out great and we 
have a lot of places for people to stay,” he shared. 
In Fall 2023 they’re also opening a Hilton Curio 
Collection hotel.

Driving Range
Following the course renovation with Latitude 
36, McLemore replaced its driving range with 
NorthBridge® Bermudagrass. Both of these grasses 
were released by Oklahoma State University. 
This was a variety Emerson had wanted to try 
for a while and due to its vertical growth, he was 

interested in putting it on the driving range.

He said they did not have a reason to go away 
from using Latitude. But, Superior Turf, Inc. who’d 
supplied both grasses on the course, explained 
how easy NorthBridge grew in on the farm. “We 
put it on the driving range which was expanded to 
two and a half acres. With the amount of play that 
we have and the lateral growth of NorthBridge 
and how it took up plant growth regulators and 
overseed made it a really good choice for that,” 
he said. “It turned out very nice and more than 
anything we wanted to try something new.” 

Comparison
They’ve only had NorthBridge at McLemore for 
less than one growing season but Emerson said 
he’s interested to see how it compares to Latitude 
36 the longer they have it on the course. “We are 
very, very happy with both the Latitude and the 
NorthBridge,” he shared.

Emerson said the two grasses are very similar in 
color and the only difference he’s observed so 
far is the lateral growth. “I like both of them. I am 
interested personally in looking at NorthBridge 
a little more as we see what its cold tolerance is 
compared to Latitude 36 because we didn’t have 
that hard of a winter this past year. I’m interested 
in how they’ll compare to one another as far as 
how they make it through a winter.”

He also wants to compare root depth once 
everything is established to see if there’s a 
difference between the NorthBridge and the 
Latitude 36.

“I would definitely recommend either one of them. 
We’ve had great success with the Latitude 36 and 
my friends that are superintendents in Nashville 
are still having great success with it,” he said.

Emerson also visited Dallas, TX where he toured 
the NorthWood Club, the Maridoe Golf Club and 
another NorthBridge course. He said all three 
courses using NorthBridge looked great and he 
hasn’t found anything he dislikes about it yet.

For more information about McLemore, visit 
TheMcLemore.com.

Superior Turf, Inc. installing the Latitude 36® 
Bermudagrass on McLemore Golf Course.

COURSE SPOTLIGHT
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Sod Solutions Wins National Marketing Awards

Sod Solutions Welcomes New Hire

In May 2022, the Sod Solutions team won six 
Communication Awards at the 32nd Annual Turf 
and Ornamental Communicators Association 
(TOCA) Meeting held in Kansas City. Competing 
among some of the most prestigious turfgrass 
industry publications and marketing companies, 
Sod Solutions won three First Place Awards and 
three Merit Awards.

Awards:
• First place in design for electronic 

publishing- overall web design for the 
Sod Solutions Homeowner Website, 
SodSolutions.com.

• First place in new media blogs for Sod University.

• First place in photography, video and multimedia  
for best long video for “Latitude 36® at The Loxahatchee Club- Jupiter, FL”.

• Writing merit award for writing a feature article: “Summer Lawn Disease Management”.

• Photography, video and multimedia merit award for best short video - “Sporting Kansas City- 
NorthBridge® Bermudagrass”

• Writing merit award for writing for company website - “Behind the Curtain at Modern Turf:  
Hank Kerfoot.”

The conference in Kansas City consisted of presentations, keynote industry speakers, delicious food and 
a private tour inside the Chief’s Arrowhead Stadium, which features NorthBridge Bermudagrass. Sod 
Solutions is honored to have been recognized for these communciation projects and looks forward to the 
2023 TOCA Conference and Communications Awards.

Cecilia Brown and Valerie Smith, content creators in  
Sod Solutions Marketing Department, show off the six 

TOCA awards.

Natalie Feola   Digital Marketing Specialist

Natalie Feola, a native of Pittsburgh, PA comes to Sod Solutions to help 
develop, design and launch internal and external websites. Natalie also 
assists with the creation and placement of digital advertisements. You 
may meet Natalie if you work with Turf Logistics and want to sell sod 
online through a ClickSod™ Website.

COMPANY UPDATES



2022 Mid-Year Turf Review  |  Page 27 SodSolutionsPro.com

Field days have become an integral part of 
informing and educating sod producers but are 
also an amazing sales and educational tool to 
reach the marketplace as a whole. To that end, 
Sod Solutions hosted and will host a number of 
field days over the course of 2022.

This spring, Sod Solutions hosted three events 
in Florida. JW Turf and Sod Solutions hosted a 
CitraZoy™ grower’s event on the morning of April 
12th to share best maintenance practices for sod 
production and to coordinate the protocol and 
requirements for securing plants stock material 
and expanding acreage. Next, Sod Solutions and 
the Turfgrass Producers of Florida, Inc. (TPF) held 
two CitraBlue® St. Augustine Best Management 
Practice (BMP) Field Days for landscape 
professionals. The first was hosted at Bethel Farms 
on April 19. On April 20, there was an in-person 
and online field day at the Belle Glade Conference 
Center, followed by a visit to Star Farms.

Date Farm Location Event

August 11 Neuse River Farms Arapahoe, NC Lobo™ Zoysiagrass Field Day

October 6 Willaway Sod Okeechobee, FL Cobalt™ St. Augustine Field Day

October 6 King Ranch Turfgrass Belle Glade, FL Cobalt™ St. Augustine Field Day

Sod Solutions Hosts Educational Events in 2022

Upcoming Field Days

Scan to Register for These Upcoming Field Days

CitraBlue® St. Augustine Field Day at Bethel Farms

Twitter.com/SodSolutions

YouTube.com/user/SodSolutions

Linkedin.com/company/Sod-Solutions

Pinterest.com/SodSolutions

Facebook.com/SodSolutions Instagram.com/SodSolutions

Follow Sod Solutions on Social Media



Turf Logistics™ has become the standard operating 
software for farms and distributors around the globe. 

Offering the ability to consolidate everyday activity into 
one fluid system streamlines office processes to make 
operations simple and efficient. Turf Logistics provides 
a complete eCommerce integration via ClickSod™ online 
sales tools to open the door to new streams of revenue.

A faster and more 
efficient order process 

by linking customer 
order details, payments, 

communications, harvest 
requests, deliveries and 

invoices.

View and track 
harvesting activity 

from various 
locations and send 

notifications to crews 
when changes need 

to be made.

Easily export daily, 
weekly or monthly 
invoices right into 

Quickbooks or another 
accounting program 
and let Turf Logistics 
manage your farm.

Track every aspect of 
trucking and see where 
your orders are going 

in real time. Easily 
manage driver routes 
and create optimized 

delivery options. 

Order Entry Harvesting InvoicingTruck Routing

Software Built for the Sod Industry

P.O. Box 460 
Mount Pleasant, SC 29465

SCHEDULE A DEMO


