Marking and Maintaining the JET Football Pitch

Length 100 m.

Width 188 feet: 82 feet from the goal posts to the buried corner flag sleeves.

This is a guide to marking and maintaining the football pitch at Culham used by JET FC based on years of experience and bitter disappointment. The lines are made using hydrated lime mixed with water and applied with the line marker. You need to maintain the pitch and equipment so that the marking is as simple as joining the dots. These dots are large blobs, just like penalty spots, left at every line intersection and were careful placed the last time the measuring tape had to be used. Measuring takes several hours so don’t loose these spots!!!

Line marking is not simple so don’t leave the task to a novice chosen from a rota unless you want crooked lines burnt into the ground.

Obtaining the lime

Hydrated lime is obtained from Jewsons on the Drayton Road. Drive into the yard and park at the opposite side near the large warehouse shed. You need to obtain a ticket for the lime from a worker. He is either wandering around or may be in the small office at the left. Then load up two packs of hydrated lime but beware that these are particularly heavy and dusty. Go into the main office with the ticket and pay cash. The gateman will stop and check your contents against your receipt. Store the packs of lime in the seat locker near the door of the Culham changing rooms. There is room for two full packs and the one still in use.

Marking the pitch

The recipe is one bucket of water to one bucket of lime.

What you need

You need overalls and working boots. The weather needs to be fairly dry since the marker will not work in heavy rain. The marker will skid over particularly wet or boggy ground leaving a muddy scratch. 

The ground needs to be clear of grass clippings and dead leaves. These will simply blow away with your carefully marked pitch. Use your boot to clear the lines first.

Long grass is an indication that the groundsman may cut the grass erasing your lines. JET FC has no control over the grass cutting because we do not pay for this service. Don’t mark the week before a match on long grass and expect the lines to survive.

One person can spend about an hour if the lines are visible and something more like three hours otherwise. String work is far easier with two people. You can mark before a match by allowing sufficient time but with the confidence that the weather will be fine. Don’t use the weed killer just before a game because you won’t want to graze your knee anywhere the lines.

Preparation

Wheel the line marker out of the storage area of the changing rooms to the grass next to the long privet hedge by the rear car park. Chip out the lime dried on from the previous marking with either a screwdriver or the trowel. Be careful not to get fragments in your eye. This cleaning is needed to reduce the dead weight and frees up the wheels. Do not perform the cleaning near the changing rooms, the drain or the roadway. Any mess will cause suspicion and awkward questions about health and safety.

Wheel the marker to the roadway just below the changing room entrance. Fill a bucket with warm water from the showers. Fill another bucket with lime using the trowel being careful not to make any mess or breath too much dust. Remove the inner wheels from the marker and tip half a bucket of water into the chamber. Empty all the lime into the marker and then stir in the remaining water. Stir until all the sludge has dissolved but not too vigorously or there will be splashes on the roadway. The chamber should now be nearly full with a thick white creamy mixture. 

Weed killer can now be added during the growing season, which is about April to August. Don’t be alarmed if Weedol produces girly pink lines. This will dry to white. Don’t tell the league about the weed killer because it is probably not recommended. Some weed killers are deactivated on contact with the soil, so presumably, may also be destroyed by the lime. This may explain the disappointing results!

Collect a bucket from the changing rooms with several steel pegs, a trowel and, if needed, a long run of string. Replace the inner wheels and push the line marker up the road. This is much easier than across the small pitch. Lean the trolley back on to the rear wheels so that the lead wheel does not paint a line on the tarmac. This is possible without spilling the full contents while travelling up hill. Have fun heaving the heavily laden trolley over the curb. Take the marker to the bottom right hand corner of the top pitch.

You now need to inspect the previous lines. Line marking is easy if you only need to follow the existing lines. If these are not visible, the next recourse is to locate the intersection spots that were made previously and then just join the dots. If nothing is visible then you are in trouble and may have to resort to string and possibly even a long tape measure.

If the lines are still visible

Align the lead wheel on the bottom right hand corner and push uphill along the touchline. Starting here is best since the full contents will spill in any other direction. Go all the way to the top right corner. The marker should now be able to run along the flat top goal line without spilling. At the top right corner, align the lead wheel using the two goal posts as sighting sticks. Never draw from the goal posts outwards since no one can walk in a straight line for more than a couple of steps. You will quickly discover that walking in a straight line to the corner is more difficult than walking the other way using the pair of goal posts for guidance. Carry on following the previous lines.

The marker should have just enough for two laps of the pitch depending on the dryness of the ground. The second lap should be used to add more lime to the intersection dots. While on this additional lap, you will see your mistakes because the lime will now have dried into brilliant white lines. A deviation of only a few inches can make a hideous dogleg that can be very obvious when looking along the lines. Scuff off the bad lime with your boot then make a new straight line.

Your boot can also be useful for scratching out the soil on the curves before marking. These are the hardest lines to maintain.

If the lines are invisible

Never, ever guess! You need to locate the previous intersection dots. When you find the dots, tug out any new grass and rip off any growth that is obscuring the dots. Treat these like penalty spots with lots of lime and remember that you need them for quick marking. The dots can be hard to locate and is often like finding the baldpate under Bobby Charlton’s luxuriant comb over. You can spend several minutes searching on hands and knees with some pacing out distances until the spots are relocated. There will always be lots of lime visible once the grass has been pulled out. How could you have missed them? Persevere since you definitely don’t want to get the tape measure.

Push in some steel pegs along the faint lines. There should still be some grains of white visible at intervals. If not lie on the ground and look between the intersection spots and position the pegs correctly. Failing that, tension a long piece of string between pegs pushed in at the intersection spots. The string needs to be long enough to reach at least half the length of the pitch (~50m). You can also use the string and several pegs to draw out the curves. Watch out for the weed killer when handling the damp strings.

A remarkable fact is the ability to detect a faint furrow with your boot. The lime stunts the growth by shading the grass and in time this becomes a permanent surface feature. You can thank the previous generations of markers for diligently following the same layout year after year.

The final fall back is the tape measure. This may never have to be used with careful maintenance of the all important intersection dots. You will have to assume that the goals are parallel and centred because moving them is a major job. From these fixed points the whole pitch can be measured. The width is a matter of choice depending on how far you want to go into the boggy bottom left corner.

Mark the lines as in the above section.

Ground maintenance

Use your boot or trowel on any large weeds. There are plenty under the goals but any on the pitch should also be removed.

There will be holes all over the pitch caused by over enthusiastic players and numerous rabbits. Your boot can press these flat in soft conditions. Otherwise, fill the holes with earth obtained from the banks or near the rabbit holes. You should have the bucket and trowel mentioned above otherwise trek back to the changing rooms. Don’t bother blocking the rabbit warrens because this will not work.

The left hand bottom corner can get very boggy during wet winters. The line marker will skid leaving muddy lines, or even worse, the pair of wheels will produce a deep track. The mowing tractor once got stuck and churned up enormous gouges requiring many buckets of earth to make good. The whole pitch could be moved over a few metres or even narrowed so that less of the boggy area is on the pitch. However, this and other drainage schemes are unnecessary since the area is only boggy during very wet winters. Judicious prodding with a garden fork can drain the area by reaching through the top layer of clay. 

There is usually a distinct depression in the lower goalmouth. Here the ground can be wetter and softer than the upper goals. This could be levelled with a lot of work and reseeding. This is the only area that can get a bit bald but the pitch is well positioned and well fertilised by rabbits with the grass always regrowing.

The goal posts where made in the JET workshops and need some maintenance. The hooks can easily be broken off by the tractor and need replacing. The uprights and cross bar are very sturdy made from reactor grade steel and will rust while the supports are softer aluminium. Rusty patches need cleaning up and repainting. The long ground sections should be buried flush into the ground to prevent injury.

Cleaning up

Wheel the marker to the grass next to privet hedge by the rear car park. Wash the maker with a bucket of warm water. Swill and slosh the chamber and then tip everything over before the sediment settles. The marker needs to be kept clean from sludge otherwise you will have even more hardened lime to chip away next time. Return everything to the storage area in the changing room.

Flag sleeves

The corner and half way flag need to be placed into plastic sleeves pushed into the ground. The soil is rarely firm enough to hold a flag upright without these sleeves. You need to regularly clean out debris with a steel peg. You could use your finger if you your dare but wind blown rabbit droppings will get under your fingernails.

The plastic sleeves can be damaged by the tractor and needs replacing every few years. Buy a long length of plastic piping and cut off a 4-inch length. Remove the old broken sleeve. Tap into the ground the new sleeve with the rubber mallet while being careful not to damage the plastic. Remove any soil contained in the new sleeve. Make sure the sleeve is flush so that this does not rip your skin during a sliding tackle.

Steel pegs

These pegs need to be of sufficient gauge that will not bend when hammered into hard ground. The camping shop near Red Hill Park and Ride is the best place to buy the pegs.

Goal nets

Hooks on the goal posts have been banned from the 2007/8-football season. There are horror stories of players leaping up to attached the net to the crossbar only to leave their finger and wedding ring dangling in the wind. Our nets we have long green cords that can be spiralled around the uprights lacing up the sides. Velcro straps can be use for the cross bar having been attached by tall players standing on a milk crate. The Velcro straps can be bought from Mason’s in Bath Street, Abingdon. Holes in the nets should be repaired by some plastic string.
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