
GCSAA roundtable: 
Six superintendents 

discuss the golf business 

Gathered in Atlanta were (left to right) Editor Slaybaugh and superintendents 
Harmon, Rogers , Burress, Taliaferro, Wolff, and Palrud. 

On the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the national turf-
grass confe rence and show sponsored by the Golf Course 
Super in tenden t s Association of America , the edi tors of 
GOLF BUSINESS magazine in terviewed more than a dozen 
men who had been a t tending GCSAA shows for many years . 
We asked them "What have we learned in the past 50 years 
of conferences?" and "How has the supe r in t enden t ' s job 
changed in that t ime?" The resulting comments w e r e 
published in our Feb rua ry issue, which was dis tr ibuted at 
the GCSAA meeting in Atlanta last month. 

W h i l e at that mee t ing , GOLF BUSINESS g a t h e r e d 
together another group of men for a round tab le discussion 
to follow up on the ear l ie r interviews. In addit ion to maga-
zine staff , those par t ic ipat ing in the discussion were : 

• Gene Burress, CGCS, supervisor of golf, City of 
Cincinnat i , Ohio 

• David C. Harmon, super in tendent , Golden Horseshoe 
Golf Course, Will iamsburg, Va. 

• Gene Palrud, grounds super in tendent , Playboy Resort 
& Country Club, Lake Geneva , Wis. 

• Tom J. Rogers, CGCS, super in tendent , Garden City 
(Kan.) Country Club 

• Pau l T a l i a f e r r o , s u p e r i n t e n d e n t , Wil low Spr ings 
Country Club, Morrison, Colo. 

• Tom Wolff, super in tenden t , Manito Golf & Country 
Club, Spokane, Wash. 

Burress, Harmon, and Rogers are m e m b e r s of the GOLF 
BUSINESS advisory board . Palrud, Tal ia fer ro , and Wolff 
a re bright young men we met at the show and invited to par-
ticipate. 

T h e d i s c u s s i o n b e g a n wi th q u e s t i o n s by G O L F 
BUSINESS Editor Dave Slaybaugh relat ing to the cur ren t 
status of the golf course super in tenden t , but the partici-
pants ' conversat ion eventual ly dr i f ted to the GCSAA 
organizat ion itself. We fee l the comments made he re a re 
interest ing and enl ightening — and although some may be 
critical or controversial , they were m a d e and are pr in ted 
he re to h e l p improve the industry and the association. We 
invite our readers to add their opinions by using the 
postage-paid Reader Forum card bound into the front of this 
magazine or by writing to Editor, GOLF BUSINESS, 9800 
Detroit Ave., Cleveland, OH 44102. 

GOLF BUSINESS: Do you think superintendents today get 
the recognition and respect that they deserve, particularly 
a m o n g other people in the golf business — c o u r s e owners, 
golf professionals, general managers? 

David Harmon: It's obvious, as far as the PGA Tour goes, 
there is practical ly zero recognition on tournament tele-
casts. I talked with the nat ional GCSAA staff , and they said 
they send out letters and information on the super in ten-
dents for each of those tournaments , but very seldom do we 
ever hear on television who takes care of the golf course. It's 
a lways " the pro did an excellent job." Without the super in-
tendent they wouldn' t have the golf course in the first place! 

Gene Burress: I app roached Pat Sumera l l a few years 
ago at Inverrary dur ing the Jackie Gleason Classic, and I 
also app roached Chris Schenkel down at the New Or leans 
convention on the same subject that Dave is talking about . 
They f rank ly don't care . They look at that guy as a 
g reenskeeper , and they don' t place any impor tance on how 
well groomed and manicured the course is. I did hear a 
positive note, in watching the Phoenix tournament , a f t e r 
they had floods out there. They did ment ion the man 's n a m e 
and did give him credit for the f ine job he did in turning that 
golf course around. But you rarely hear that. 

I'm not sure that the GCSAA has really done the job that 
they should do in terms of public relat ions with the 
networks. If they struck out with the networks, then they 
should publ ic ize the fact that they 're not getting the suppor t 
of the networks so that everybody knows that the b lame lies 
here. But has the association made the effort with the 
networks? 

Gene Palrud: Super in tenden t s who do get recognition on 
televised tournaments have done it on their own. They 've 
made themselves known in the press tents. They have pro-
jected themselves and rece ived the recognition. A super in-
tendent ' s not going to be able to sit in a ma in tenance 
building or be behind the scenes and expect to get recogni-
tion. It doesn ' t happen . You have to be ab le to project your-
self — almost push yourself right into the limelight. I think 
this is one a rea whe re supe r in tenden t s a r e lacking and this 
is w h e r e some strength should come f rom the national. The 
same with our educat ional sessions. To me main tenance of 
f a i rways and Poa annua and automat ic irrigation have 
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b e c o m e r edundan t , b e c a u s e it 's the s a m e p rograms yea r af-
ter year . I would l ike to see more f r o m the na t iona l on 
pub l i c relat ions, on pe r sonne l re la t ions , on pro jec t ing our-
selves . 

GOLF BUSINESS: As far as upgrading the superinten-
dent's image in general, I believe part of the public relations 
f unc t ion of the GCSAA office is to go to tournament sites 

Rogers: "A PR 
department is fine, 
but if the 
superintendent 
isn't motivated to 
do something for 
his own image, the 
GCSAA can't do 
the job for him." 

and talk to the press to play up the superintendent's role. 
Has this really been done in the past? 

Tom Rogers: I think so. I 've been to f ive out of the last 
seven O p e n s and Doug F e n d e r did a lot, and so did Dick 
Hale . T h e y did a lot to p romote the s u p e r i n t e n d e n t s and 
what they w e r e doing. T h e y tried to get le t te rs or ar t ic les out 
to the m e d i a in all cases . A lot of t imes i t 's the s u p e r i n t e n -
dent that doesn ' t p resen t h imself . I 've s een it at M e d i n a h 
w h e n Jackman wou ldn ' t even go out on the green to collect a 
p l aque . A couple of t imes s u p e r i n t e n d e n t s have b e e n asked 
to wr i t e ar t ic les for the t o u r n a m e n t p rogram, and they won ' t 
even do that. 

A PR d e p a r t m e n t is f ine , but if the s u p e r i n t e n d e n t isn ' t 
mot iva ted to do some th ing for himself or his own image , 
then t h e r e ' s no way I can tell him to change or that the 
GCSAA is going to come in and do the job for him. 

Burress: Yes terday s o m e o n e I w a s talking to used the 
ph ra se " O l d Jake in the b a r n . " I think it's t ime that w e forgot 
about Old Jake in the b a r n . The s u p e r i n t e n d e n t s that a r e 
coming on now a r e a n e w young b r e e d , and I be l i eve that 
you ' re going to f ind that the image w e ' r e looking for is in 
these young men. The old guys that a r e these Jakes in the 
b a r n a r e wha t ' s dragging the image of the golf course s u p e r -
i n t enden t down. They a r e the guys we don ' t need in the pro-
fess ion. 

Harmon: But these guys w e r e the b a c k b o n e of our 
bus iness , and just b e c a u s e they ' r e not the young b r e e d , w e 
can ' t kick them as ide a n d forget about them. If it wasn ' t for 
them, you wouldn ' t be h e r e . 

Palrud: Can' t w e e d u c a t e these p e o p l e ? 
Harmon: We ' r e t rying to. That ' s w h y w e have these con-

f e r ences . 
Palrud: What a r e these con fe r ences? 
Rogers: Every year t h e y ' r e the s a m e thing. 
Palrud: They a r e just shop talk, l ike w h e n s u p e r i n t e n -

den t s get together off in a b u n c h and talk abou t f a i r w a y s and 
turf on g r e e n s and so fo r th . That ' s wha t eve ry e d u c a t i o n a l 
session is he re . 

W e s t a r t ed off this c o n f e r e n c e M o n d a y with a g rea t 
keynote r that got into p e r s o n n e l m a n a g e m e n t , mot iva t ing 

peop le , and so for th — and then it d ied . Why don' t w e h a v e 
a coup le b ranch sess ions going on at one time, and if a guy 
wan t s to listen to shop talk he can l isten to shop talk. O t h e r 
peop l e a r e in te res ted in publ ic re la t ions , motivat ion, pe r -
sonne l m a n a g e m e n t , and m a y b e food a n d beve rage o p e r a -
tions — so that we h a v e some insight into what goes on in-
side the c lubhouse . Ins tead of sitting back and crying l ike 
b a b i e s b e c a u s e the m a n a g e r s a re taking over gene ra l 
m a n a g e r s h i p s of clubs, show them w e a r e in te res ted and 
show them that w e ' r e not going to give the job to t hem 
wi thout a fight. Our na t iona l does not suppor t us in this. 
Tha t ' s w h e r e they fall down, and I fee l that 's a c r ime . 

Rogers: Every t ime w e change educa t ion d i rec tors the 
who le concept of educa t ion changes to the extent that w e ' r e 
going through a pe r iod now that w e had 10 years ago. T h e 
s a m e stuff is being p r e s n t e d . 

Palrud: Nothing agains t Pa lmer Map le s , but wha t do w e 
hire for an educa t iona l d i rec tor but a s u p e r i n t e n d e n t ? I 
know seve ra l s u p e r i n t e n d e n t s in the f i e ld that h a v e the i r 
e d u c a t i o n a l degrees . T h e y a re t eachers ; they a re educa to r s . 
If w e w a n t to get a s u p e r i n t e n d e n t to b e our educa t i ona l 
d i rec tor , that ' s great , but w h y don ' t we go a f te r one that h a s 
an educa t iona l backg round? 

GOLF BUSINESS: Have you learned anything in the ses-
sions that you didn't already know? 

Palrud: No. It b e c o m e s r e d u n d a n t . 
Paul Taliaferro: I think that some of the r e sea rch they ' r e 

doing might be in teres t ing , but some of it is r e d u n d a n t . I 
think you have to give gene ra l background to lead into this 
r e s e a r c h too. 

Palrud: Research is a n o t h e r ba l lgame . I 'm not saying that 
you comple te ly wipe out your shop talk or r e sea rch or any-
thing like that . That is a ve ry de f in i t e and big par t of our pro-
fess ion, and it's someth ing that we should be kept up to d a t e 
on. T h e point I am making is that w e shou ldn ' t just limit our -
se lves to such a small a r e a . We have to b r o a d e n ourse lves . 
The C lub M a n a g e r s Associat ion is giving its m e m b e r s an 

Palrud: "We need someone 
who has the intestinal 
fortitude to grab this 
organization by the boot 
straps and shake it up and 
put it on its feet." 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g of turf , giving them an u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the 
p ro shop and so for th , so that they can m o v e into the g e n e r a l 
m a n a g e r ' s posit ion. 

Harmon: I think w e ' r e losing sight of what our job is. 
Wha t ' s our job desc r ip t ion? W e ' r e golf course s u p e r i n t e n -
dents . T h e y h i red us to ma in t a in a golf course , and if w e 
start b r a n c h i n g off in all these a r e a s it 's going to spel l dis-
as ter . T h e gene ra l m a n a g e r can ' t run a golf course any m o r e 



GOLF BUSINESS/MARCH 17 

Harmon: "We're 
not in the golf 
business to get 
rich. We're in it 
because we like 
it." 

than we can run a c lubhouse . I tried that at Colonial 
Will iamsburg. They hired me as the di rector of recreat ion 
and activities. I was trying to take care of the pro shop, grill, 
cocktail lounge, golf course, swimming pools, tennis courts 
— but you can' t do that. You can ' t be in that many places at 
one time. 

Palrud: No, you can't . But that 's w h e r e delegating re-
sponsibili ty comes in. 

Harmon: That ' s right. I don ' t want that job, though. I like 
being a golf course super in tenden t . I f inal ly gave all that up. 
They took all that stuff and put it on one s ide and put us on 
the ma in tenance side. 

Burress: The re are individuals who aspi re to be genera l 
managers . I bel ieve that the association should have some 
type of training program that will permit that small number 
of people to become a genera l manager . 

I'd like to say one other thing. There is a h ie ra rchy in golf 
and the h ie ra rchy will a lways be there and the re ' s nothing, I 
believe, you can do about it. At the bottom is the golf course 
super in tenden t . He will a lways be there. It's a caste system 
and I don't bel ieve you'll ever be able to e l iminate it. 

G O L F BUSINESS: What about the young people coming 
into the business? Are the colleges and universities turning 
out people qualified to be golf course superintendents? 

Palrud: I have a large s tudent t ra ining program at 
Playboy. I am finding that a lot of the young people coming 
into the market are not qua l i f ied . They don ' t have the 
basics. I mean graduates of schools that have 2-year pro-
grams. 

I would say that a lot of them that have come through 
would make good assistants. They may make good super in-
tendents some day, but not in the amount of time that a 
young person wants to do it in. I would like to see 2-year pro-
grams that don' t really accept anyone until they have 3 to 5 

v years ' exper i ence on a golf course . Then you know that they 
have the love for the profession, and they have then 
genera ted enough quest ions in the back of their minds that 
they are real ly willing to dive into the books. They 've 
matured a little bit and a ren ' t right out of high school. They 
will get more out of and put more into the program than the 
younger people . 

GOLF BUSINESS: W h a t about graduates of 4-year turf 
management programs? 

Burress: I don't care if a person has 2 or 4 years or 
whatever . Of course, educat ion-wise, the re ' s much more 
learned in a 4-year school, but as a golf course super in ten-
dent , only 10 to 15 percent of your day-to-day activity has to 

do with agronomics. The rest of it is hand l ing people, 
priorities, work schedules, and what have you. That, f r i end , 
you don't learn in the universi ty. The fact that you've got 
your degree or associate degree doesn' t mean that you ' re 
going to be a golf course super in tenden t . If you can't hand le 
people, hand le work priorit ies, and know what to scratch at 
the right time, you're not going to be a good super in tenden t . 

Palrud: I formulate it this way. It's 20 percen t technical 
knowledge and 80 percent good old common sense. You're 
only as good as the people who work for you. When you're a 
manager that 's one thing that has to be very prominent in 
your mind. You're only as good as how you can motivate the 
people working for you. If you ' re a good motivator and know 
how to s t imulate them, and you can genera te that pr ide and 
enthusiasm in them, you're going to be great . Your job will 
be easy. But if you can't motivate your people , you're going 
to be out doing the work yourself . 

Taliaferro: I agree with you, but you can init iate only so 
much pr ide and enthusiasm if the pay isn't there . I have one 
fellow working for me who had been a stock boy at Sears 
making more money than he ' s getting at my place. I told him 
we couldn' t pay any more, and he 's getting mar r ied pretty 
soon, so he' l l probably be leaving me. 

Palrud: But you're giving him something you can't put in 
a paycheck. You have a med ium of being out-of-doors, being 
in a heal thy environment . 

Taliaferro: You're getting back to the supe r in tenden t ' s 
role. That 's why he stays in the business. The re ' s no pay, but 
he likes what he 's doing. That shouldn' t be. 

Wolff: "I think 
superintendents 
fall in love with 
their golf courses 
and won't move 
— that's where 
they make their 
biggest mistake." 

Harmon: We ' r e not in the bus iness to get rich. We ' re in it 
because we like it. 

Tom Wolff: I think that is a fault of the major i ty of golf 
course supe r in tenden t s — they fall in love with their golf 
courses and won' t move. I think what the aggressive super-
intendent will do is say, "This is what I can do for you for X 
amount of dol lars ," and if they deliver, stay there. If they 
don't , look for a new home. You don't owe them anything. 

Palrud: Take your supe r in tenden t who 's b e e n at a c lub 
for 5 or 10 years . He knows the idiosyncrasies of that p iece 
of proper ty like the back of his hand . He knows under which 
wea ther condit ions what ' s going to h a p p e n w h e r e on what 
green, what fa i rway, etc. If he changes, it's not like a club 
manager who changes f rom one c lubhouse to another ; it 
takes him 6 months to set up his new type of operat ion and 
know the c lubhouse inside out like the back of his hand . 

The super in tenden t , on the other hand , thinks "this 
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means now that I've got to establish a whole new crew, es-
tablish a whole new rappor t , get to know a whole new mem-
bership, get a whole new working re la t ionship with other 
people, and learn a whole new property over again," which 
is going to take several years to do. He also thinks, "Am I 
going to get that much more remunera t ion to make the move 
wor thwhi le?" A lot of t imes they figure it's eas ier to concede 
and stay there. 

Wolff: I think that 's w h e r e super in tenden t s make their 
biggest mistake — not being willing to move. 

GOLF BUSINESS: Why are you attending the GCSAA 
conference and show? 

Taliaferro: I think the biggest part of the educat ion 
process h e r e is the intermingling with other super in ten-
dents and the exchanging of ideas. 

Palrud: I have two reasons . One is the camarade r i e of my 
fel low super in tenden ts — sitting down h e r e or going out to 
d inner with Tom here f rom Spokane and someone f rom 
New Jersey and maybe someone from Florida or Cal i fornia . 
Over d inne r we discuss the year; the prob lems and situa-

Burress: "Some 
of us are ready 
to make some 
changes for the 
good of the 
profession, but 
people are 
resistant to 
change." 

tions that have arisen, what we ' re expecting, whe re w e ' r e 
going, what directions we a re taking. I do this all dur ing the 
week. I end up visiting with f r iends that I have accumula ted 
over the years from not only my peers, but also the commer-
cial end of things. I sit down with the people from Toro or 
jacobsen or whatever and discuss my needs , what I would 
like to see, what I feel we should have, what they can 
deliver, what they have on the drawing boards , etc. 

The second factor is the show. There ' s only one time of 
the year when all the supp l ie r s associated with golf f rom A 
to Z a re unde r one roof. I can spend severa l days just 
browsing and talking, gett ing everything out of that show I 
possibly can. 

Burress: Would you be h e r e if you paid your own dues 
antl expenses? 

Palrud: Yes, because I have clone it. 
Burress: I'm here unde r that situation. I pay my own way 

and my own dues. I'm h e r e on vacation time. I also echo 
Gene 's remarks . I'm not h e r e for the educat ional sessions. 
I'm not sitting in one educat ional session. I'm here for the 
show and I'm here to keep my finger on the pulse of this 
facet of the golf industry. I want to know wha t ' s happen ing 
with equ ipment , with people , and things like this. 

Palrud: One thing that I have to say is that they a lways 
have a fantast ic keynoter. It's tradition, and I always get an 
awfu l lot out of the keynote address . Af te r that I go on my 
way for o ther things. 

GOLF BUSINESS: Are these the reasons you're a m e m -
b e r of the association? 

Palrud: I am not a m e m b e r of the association. I d ropped 
out because I did not like the direction the association was 
going. I did not like the things that we re happening. I got 
f rus t ra ted writing letters, so I d ropped out. When I see 
things making a tu rnaround , then I'll get back in again. 

Burress: Don't you fee l that you would be bet ter off 
fighting it f rom within than from the outside? 

Palrud: I tried fighting f rom within and didn't feel I was 
getting any success with that, and the next way of hur t ing 
any organization that I know of is taking away funds that 
they have to work with. T h e r e are others in my area that feel 
the same way I do. 

Burress: I even see the possibility of dropping out 
myself. I real ly struggle with this thing. I know what you've 
gone through. I'm going to give it a couple more years. I met 
with severa l directors in the last couple clays and tried to 
f ind out what direction they ' re going. It looks like they ' re 
heading in the direction you ' re talking about that you would 
like to see. It can be clone in a couple years . To me that 's 
fast. To do it in 5 to 10 years , no way. 

Taliaferro: What is it exactly that you ' re dissatisfied 
with? Being a new m e m b e r , I'm not fami l ia r with some of 
the things that maybe you ' re dissatisfied with. Can you pin-
point anything? 

Burress: Compare the GCSAA with its sister organiza-
tion, the PGA. The PGA is a powerfu l organization; the 
GCSAA is not. For example , (and this h a p p e n e d in Cincin-
nati recent ly at a couple golf courses) let 's say the m e m b e r s 
of a club real ly do an injust ice to a super in tenden t . I bel ieve 
the GCSAA should step in and investigate the situation and 
if necessary place sanct ions against that club. The PGA can. 

Taliaferro: Are you saying that it lies with the directors? 
That this all goes back to the home off ice in Lawrence? 

Palrud: I think in the pres idency what we need is some-
one who has the intestinal for t i tude to grab this organization 
by the boot s t raps and shake it up and put it on its feet. That 
is the key, and when we get that person with intestinal for-
titude that 's the time this organization is going to turn 
around. 

Burress: You need an agressive, dynamic group of men 
on the board who are willing to make change. People a re 
resistant to change. Some of us a re r eady to make some 
changes for the good of the profession, but coming to the 
national association convent ion is the extent of the involve-
ment of 90 percent of the members . 

A lot of people would not belong to this association ex-
cept for the fact that when they ' re looking for a job, a profes-
sional organizat ion is almost essential . It looks good on a 
resume. If you ' re a golfer, membersh ip will get you into 
some golf courses to play golf. The employment re fe r ra l ser-
vice is pret ty good if you want to know where the job 
openings a re . What else is there? The magazine — you can 
get that without joining the organization. That ' s no big deal . 

I feel that GOLF BUSINESS can do a lot for the GCSAA 
in this a rea . I really feel that it can be a sounding board 
for those of us in the industry who think the GCSAA is a 
very weak organization and needs a change of direction. I 
don't mean a slow change, I mean a fast change. I think that 
you can be a sounding board for improvement in a very 
positive sense , where I don' t -believe the association 
magazine is going to. They ' r e not about to let that be the 
voice. • 




