
Both the St. John's and St. Cloud State football teams will do some
thing Saturday that they don't do a whole lot of these days:

Play a game on natural grass.

The Johnnies (11 MIAC, 31 overall) travel to Arden Hills to face 
Bethel (11, 13) at 1 p.m. Saturday, while the Huskies (00 NSIC 
North, 13 overall) journey north to face MinnesotaCrookston (00, 
04) at 2 p.m.

It marks the only game on either team's regularseason schedule that 
won't be played on artificial turf, which has become more common in 
the smallcollege and high school ranks thanks to the rise of new gen
erations of synthetic turf systems over the past two decades.

"You don't prepare any differently (for a game on grass), but it cer
tainly takes some readjusting when you've gotten used to being on 
turf," Johnnies senior defensive end Jack Pietruszewski said. "You 
have to remember to make sure of your footing and you don't know 
what the conditions will be like.

"I'm sure I'll spend about 25 minutes before the game Saturday just 
getting used to the field to be sure I know what to expect."

Bethel is one of just two schools in the MIAC still playing home games 
on natural grass. The other is Carleton, where the field has been dam
aged by flood waters from the nearby Cannon River, forcing the 
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Knights to move their Homecoming game against Hamline Saturday 
to Northfield High School.

"I wouldn't compare our natural turf to the field at Carleton, or the 
old field at St. Olaf," Bethel coach Steve Johnson said.

"We're not in an emergency situation. Our surface holds up pretty 
well and it's very well taken care of. But the reality is you can hold so 
many more events on an artificial turf field. So I'm sure that at some 
point, we'll eventually go to that. I was always an advocate of keeping 
ours. But we've gotten pretty deep into the playoffs a couple of years, 
and we've had to deal with frozen field issues. That's where turf 
would probably have been better."

The remaining seven teams in the league already play on turf — in
cluding St. Olaf, where thanks to an anonymous $800,000 gift, the 
school was able to replace the grass at Manitou Field this past offsea
son.

"A lot of high school kids now have played on turf growing up," 
Oles coach Craig Stern said in August. "That's what they've grown 
accustomed to. So we wanted to be able to provide a modern facility 
in which our incoming studentathletes can perform under the best 
possible conditions."

When St. John's switched to a Sprinturf surface at Clemens Stadium 
prior to the 2002 season, made possible by a $700,000 donation by 
the late Bill Clemens, the only other MIAC school not playing on grass 
was Augsburg.

And the Auggies were still playing on the old carpetstyle turf surface, 
though that has since been replaced by the newer style, which more 
closely resembles grass and uses rubber or sand infills.

"I don't know if it's changed the game itself all that much, but there's 
certainly a lot less complaining about field conditions now," said 
Johnnies offensive coordinator Jim Gagliardi, who was among those 
involved in the decision to switch to turf 14 years ago.



"People know what to expect week to week. And the fields can be 
used a lot more often without being torn up."

The story is the same in the NSIC where 14 of the league's 16 schools 
now play on turf. MinnesotaCrookston and Minnesota StateMankato 
are the only two grass fields left in the conference.

"It's amazing," NSIC commissioner Erin Lind said. "Sixteen years ago, 
when I started with the league, we'd already be getting complaints 
this time of year about how awful the playing conditions were on 
some of the fields. That doesn't happen now. And so many of these 
stadiums are multiuse facilities. They get used by a lot of different 
teams at the high school and college levels."

St. Cloud State switched to turf when it moved from Selke Field to 
newlybuilt Husky Stadium in 2004. And like the Johnnies, the new 
surface allowed the Huskies to begin practicing on their game field as 
well.

"Husky Stadium has certainly been good to us," St. Cloud State coach 
Scott Underwood said. "We know we'll always have a place to prac
tice, even in inclement weather. The field doesn't deteriorate over the 
course of the season. It can be used for a lot of different activities 
without having to worry about it getting damaged."

High schools

According to data provided by the Minnesota State High School 
League, around 56 high school fields in the state now feature artificial 
turf. That's not counting schools like St. Cloud Tech and St. Cloud 
Cathedral, which play their home games on turf fields at nearby col
leges.

In this area, Sauk Centre is the lone school with an artificial turf field. 
It was installed in 2012.

"It's been a tremendous addition for us," the school's activities direc
tor Scott Bergman said. "The use we get out of it now far exceeds the 



use we got out of a grass field. Our phy ed classes are on it every day. 
Our cross country team uses it in the fall. Our baseball and softball 
teams hit ground balls on it in the spring. We've even used it for a 
softball scrimmage.

"When their fields are wet, those teams have a place they can go to 
practice."

Further out in the region, a number of other schools have gone to turf 
in recent years. They include Chisago Lakes (2009), Alexandria and 
Brainerd (2014), Fergus Falls (2015) and Buffalo (this year).

Those fields can now also be used on a regular basis by sports like 
soccer and lacrosse.

"Our kids have gotten used to playing on turf," said Tech coach Gregg 
Martig, whose team plays one of only two regularseason matchups 
on grass when it travels to Sauk Rapids this Friday. "We're more used 
to being on turf than we are grass at this point. We still practice on 
grass. So it's not like it's new to us. But we prefer turf.

"Grass becomes a concern when you're dealing with wet weather like 
we had last week. It's just one more variable that you have to work 
into your preparations."

Field conditions were part of why the MSHSL began requiring football 
state tournament quarterfinals be played on turf surfaces in 2007.

"One of the major reasons was by that time of year, we were dealing 
with a lot of frozen fields" MSHSL associate director Kevin Merkle 
said. "Before that, those games were played the home field of one of 
the teams. And we were running into situations, especially when it 
came to some of the smaller schools, where the field might not be in 
very good shape. Or there might not be enough seating, or room in 
the press box.

"So this was a way to take care of all of that."

Locally



Here in St. Cloud, voters go to the polls in November to decide on a 
referendum that would spend $104.5 million to build a new Tech High 
School in south St. Cloud. They'll also be asked to authorize spending 
$38.75 million for improvements to Apollo High School. Voters must 
approve the Tech question for the Apollo question to pass.

David Leapaldt of architecture firm IIW Minnesota, the associate 
architects on the project, said the intent would be to install turf fields 
at both Tech and Apollo, but nothing is set in stone.

"The intent is there. Those discussions have been had, but the super
intendent has made it clear that resources need to go to the educa
tional portions of the project first," Leapaldt said. "And trying to 
project what all the costs will be a year or a year and a half from now, 
when things would go out for bid is complicated because there are so 
many factors that impact cost."

Tech activities director Andrea Swanberg is hoping for turf.

"With the addition of more and more sports, it just makes sense," she 
said. "Sports like lacrosse are really hard on a grass field. It takes a 
lot to maintain it."

Back in 2008 a push was made by parents and football backers to in
stall turf at Apollo's Michie Field. But that effort ultimately did not 
find enough traction, in part because the recession made raising 
funds harder, said Phaen Waldron, who was among those spearhead
ing the drive.

Turf was also discussed as a possibility in Sartell when the school 
undertook a renovation of its football stadium in 2013, centered 
around redoing the track in a more modern style.

But activities director John Ross said surveys of residents did not find 
enough public support to include it in the levy sent to voters for their 
approval.



Still, Ross said he favors turf, which would allow many more events 
to be played on the field. It is scheduled to be used for around 17 
events (plus football playoff games) this fall.

"The more games you can play in one spot, the more amenities you 
can build up around that," Ross said. "And being able to play games in 
our stadium means they can be played later in the day, under the 
lights. Which provides the chance for more students and parents to 
come out and watch."

Pros and cons

Turf fields do eliminate the yeartoyear costs of maintaining a grass 
field. But their life span is typically short — around 10 to 12 years.

St. John's University replaced its original Sprinturf surface with 
another at a cost of around $375,000 in 2012. St. Cloud State replaced 
its OmniGrass surface, which used only rubber pellets as infill, with a 
new turf called UBU Sports Speed, which uses both rubber and sand, 
at a cost of $500,000 in 2014. In addition to the turf replacement, 
that cost included concrete around the field to facilitate snow removal

The ability for frequent use allows the fields to be rented by other 
entities, which can raise revenue.

Both Husky Stadium and Clemens Stadium host a number of high 
school events. And the seasonal dome at Husky Stadium allows for 
yearround use.

"It's revenue and exposure," said Ron Seibring, St. Cloud State's 
director of sports facilities and campus recreation. "It gets a lot more 
people on our campus. Part of a university's mission is community 
development and community outreach. And being able to use the field 
as much as we can allows our community a lot more access to the uni
versity."

Yearround use will also be possible at the underconstruc
tion Gagliardi Field facility at St. John's. The $6 million artificialturf 



field and seasonal dome named in honor of former Johnnies football 
coach John Gagliardi will be used as a practice field for the school's 
varsity teams, especially for football practices later in the season 
when weather is inclement. It will also be used by intramural, recrea
tion and club sports.

Still, there are some things a turf field can't duplicate.

"The one thing that really does come back to you when you get back 
on a field (like the one at Bethel) is the smell of the grass," Pie
truszewski said. "That's one thing you really do miss when you play 
most of your games on turf.

"Other than that, though, I prefer being on turf. You're always sure of 
your footing. You never have to worry about conditions getting 
sloppy. You know what to expect.

"It's just a better situation."

Follow Frank Rajkowski on Twitter at @rajko1973 or like him on Face
book at www.facebook.com/sctimesfrank. 

Turf football fields in Minnesota

U.S. Bank Stadium

TCF Bank Stadium (University of Minnesota)

Other colleges

Augsburg

Bemidji State

ConcordiaMoorhead

ConcordiaSt. Paul

Crown

Fargodome (North Dakota State)



Alerus Center (North Dakota)

Gustavus

Hamline

Macalester

Rochester Community and Technical College

St. Cloud State

St. John's

St. Olaf

St. Thomas

Southwest State (Marshall)

MinnesotaDuluth

Northwestern (Roseville)

Winona State

High Schools

Academy of Holy Angels

Alexandria

Austin

Brainerd

Breck

Buffalo

Burnsville

Centennial



Chaska

DoverEyota

Duluth Denfeld (Public School Stadium)

Duluth East

East Ridge

Eden Prairie

Edina

Farmington

Fergus Falls

Griffin Stadium (St. Paul)

Hopkins

Irondale

KassonMantorville

Lakeville North

Mahtomedi

Maple Grove

Minneapolis Washburn

Minnetonka

Moorhead

Morris (with MinnesotaMorris)

Mounds View

New Prague



North St. Paul

Orono

Osseo

Park of Cottage Grove

Park Center

Prior Lake

Providence Academy

Richfield

Robbinsdale Armstrong

Robbinsdale Cooper

Rochester Mayo

Roseville

Sauk Centre

Shakopee

Spring Lake Park

St. Louis Park

St. Paul Harding

St. Paul Johnson (practice field only)

St. Thomas Academy

Stillwater

Tartan

Triton



Wayzata

White Bear Lake

Woodbury

* Data provided by Minnesota State High School League
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