
Glenn W. Burton (1910 – 2005) 

Glenn W. Burton is one of the most highly decorated 

scientists in USDA history. Among the numerous awards 

bestowed on him during his career are his election into the 

National Academy of Sciences in 1975 and induction into 

the ARS Science Hall of Fame in 1987. He also received the 

President's Award for Distinguished Federal Civilian Service 

in 1980 and the prestigious National Medal of Science from 

President Ronald Reagan in 1983. 

After graduating from Rutgers University in 1936 with a 

Ph.D. in agronomy, Burton began his USDA career as 

Principal Geneticist with the Agricultural Research Service’s 

Division of Forage Crops and Diseases at the University of 

Georgia's Coastal Plain Experiment Station in Tifton, 

Georgia. At that time, few nutritious grasses for cattle were 

available in the South. Burton worked on improving 

bermudagrass for forage production and, in 1943, released 'Coastal' bermudagrass.1 

'Coastal' is among the most successful forage grass varieties grown for hay and forage 

production in the southeast U.S.2  

Burton also worked on bermudagrass for golf courses. In the 40s, many southern golf 

courses used sand-surfaced putting greens and centipedegrass and/or poor quality 

bermudagrass on fairways.3 In 1946, Dr. Fred Grau, USDA scientist and director of the 

USGA Green Section, visited Burton to discuss the possibility of creating improved 

bermudagrasses for lawns and golf courses. As a result, Burton developed and released 

'Tiflawn' bermudagrass in 1952 for use on lawns, playgrounds and golf course roughs.4 

'Tifgreen' was the next significant release, with the fineness and quality necessary for golf 

course putting greens.5 The next improvement in quality for putting greens was 'Tifdwarf', 

released in 1965.6 The crown jewel of Burton's turfgrass development career, however, 

was the development and release of 'Tifway (419)' bermudagrass.7 'Tifway' is arguably the 

most widely used turfgrass cultivar for fairways and athletic fields worldwide.8 'Tifway' 

was a featured grass for use in the 2014 World Cup in Brazil.   

In addition to his work on turfgrasses, Burton made significant advances in the improve-

ment of pearl millet—an important grain crop in many developing countries—that were 

important contributions to the Green Revolution.9 

Burton lived to age 95 and died in 2005.  
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