When two assistants formed their own contraction company it was the start of a long road to the big time

hen Bob Savine and Chris

Gilroy spent more and
more time building tees and
bunkers when they were assis-
tants at Mid Herts Golf Club they
saw an opportunity to combine
their 22 years of experience and
start a business of their own.

That was seven years ago and
was the start of S&G Ltd which
has slowly developed into one of
the best regarded small construc-
tion companies in the country.

At the beginning of this year
they were joined by Chris Fore-
man who added Project Manager
experience and opened the door
to potentially bigger contracts
and possibly their own 18 hole
golf course to construct.

“Our aim as a company is to
construct an 18 hole golf course
but we’re quite happy to do the
work we're doing at the
moment,” said 35 year-old Bob,
as we surveyed the nine new
greens and surrounds the com-
pany was building at Hessle Golf
Club in Hull.

“Then I think we'd feel ready to
compete with the big contractors.
We are tendering for 18 holers at
the moment and if we get one I
would feel we were on our way.”

Chris and Bob started the com-
pany as finishers and with the
introduction of Chris Foreman as
Project Manager, one of them can
go with Chris to construct, finish,
grow in and maintain a golf
course leaving the other to carry
on the work which they have
always done.”

In many ways the arrival of 29
year-old Chris Foreman has
meant that the company has
reached a cross roads and given
the two founders much to con-
template.

The works which we can now
compete for are bigger, larger
contracts. We would compete
with Southern Golf but on the
other hand we couldn’t because
we don’t have their labour force
or their back-up. If we did want
to compete we would have to say
to all the small jobs, I'm sorry we
can’t do them but these are the
jobs which S&G has been brought
up on. These are the jobs we
enjoy doing,” explained Bob.

The benefits of being first and
foremost greenkeepers are enor-
mous according to Chris Gilroy.

“As greenkeepers we have a
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‘As greenkeepers we have a
good eye for the finishing of
greens and, for cutfing
purposes, where a mower
can get round and where it
can’t from a maintenance
point of view."

good eye for the finishing of
greens and, for cutting purposes,
where a mower can get round
and where it can’t from a mainte-
nance point of view.

“We also have the knowledge
that we are being paid by the golf
course to do a job and we respect
the fact that the members pay a
large amount of money to play
golf on a private golf course. We
appreciate the fact that they want
to play golf and they don’t want
to see people working in front of
them stopping them from playing.
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“We also work alongside the
Head Greenkeeper so as we can
give the job that the Head Green-
keeper and the committee wants.
At the end of the day, when we
finish on site, it is important
everyone is happy — most of all
the Head Greenkeeper because
what we leave he’s got to main-
tain,” explained 30 year-old
Chris.

In the last few days on site we
go out with him and ask if it’s
how he wants a particular job
left,” he added.

The downside is that green-
keepers are sometimes wary of
having other greenkeepers on
their course.

Some greenkeepers get intimi-
dated by Chris and myself
because from a greenkeeping
aspect we know as much as they
do but from a construction point
of view we know more than they
do because we've been out here
for seven years and learned a hell
of a lot in that time - especially
as specialist finishers and in

growing in. We've picked up tips
from the likes of Chris Foreman
as contractors and the like and
we use their techniques to make
ourselves better and a lot of
greenkeepers feel intimidated by
us,” said Bob.

Both began their greenkeeping
careers in the ‘70s.

Chris Gilroy started as an assis-
tant at Welwyn Garden City GC
and remembers seeing Nick Faldo
practising there before he became
well known. He then moved to
Wheathampsted GC Mid Herts
and went to college and passed
his exams. He stayed there for
three or four years before moving
on to the Japanese-owned Hat-
field London Country Club.

Bob started at Mid Herts then
went to Welwyn Garden City as
an assistant before going to Hat-
field London as Assistant Head
Greenkeeper.

“I'd known Chris for a while
but we ended up together at Hat-
field London and in the early
days were doing regular green-
keeping but then a new company,
Tokyo Leisure, took over and they
wanted to revamp the whole golf
course,” remembers Bob.

“The Japanese took a shine to
us because of our work rate. It
must have been the Japanese
work ethic. We were putting the
hours in, doing the overtime,
chasing money reconstructing
tees, greens, bunkers, doing
ditching work and draining and
they gave us more and more to
do. Eventually we thought we
could combine our experience
and give it a go on our own.”

It was a major step to take as
Bob had a mortgage and
although Chris didn’t he had the
usual living expenses.
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‘It’s a case of getting the course in play as quickly as possible’

“We discussed the idea for
about a year before we went out
on our own. It was a big gamble
and we lived on our savings
which got us on our way for the
first three years which was a
struggle.

“We went blind we didn’t
sound out the guys we knew to
find out if there was an immedi-
ate supply of work. There was
one club which gave us work the
rest didn’t want to give us work
for fear of upsetting the Head
Greenkeeper/Course Manager so
all our work was away from our
regular area. We took a job in
Stratford we picked up work at
Hanbury Manor, doing remedial
work then we got all the bunkers
to shape up and sand on the front
nine . That was five years ago.

They then wrote to all the big
construction companies asking
for finishing work to be subcon-
tracted to them. The only com-
pany which gave them work was
Southern Golf.

“We've got a good relationship
with Southern Golf. In our opin-
ion they are one of, if not the,
best constructor in this country.
Through Southern Golf we've met

Jack McMillan and George Shiel —
some of the big boys in our indus-
try,” said Bob.

The newest member of the
team has great respect for his two
new colleagues.

“Without a word of a lie I
believe they are the best finishers
in the country and where major
constructors fall down, almost
without exception, is in their fin-
ishing,” said Chris Foreman.
“They just can’t finish a golf
course. They don’t know how to
but ex-greenkeepers do because
they know what it should look
like. Most of the big companies
are not geared up for that.

“We thought that by my joining
the company we could become a
major force in the country. We
feel that we have something a lit-
tle bit unique to offer. I really do
believe that,” said Chris Foreman.

S&G has six full time staff who
have each been trained in they
ways of the company by Bob and
Chris Gilroy. “They would sooner
get things right the first time than
have us come and tell them to do
it again,” says Bob.

“At Hessle we have 10 people
on site, including Chris and

myself, two shapers on big
machines who are owner drivers
tied to us but if we have nothing
for them have to find their own
work — it is the most economical
way of doing it. It is not worth us
buying two big machines and
having them sitting around.

Not that anyone connected
with S&G will spend much time
sitting around. The company has
portable bedrooms which are
moved on site to allow the teams
to work from 6am to 9pm to get
jobs completed.

“We have enough people so we
can run three jobs at any one
time. We'd like to do more but
wouldn’t want to spread our-
selves too thinly,” said Bob, who
readily admits to have got it
Wrong on one occasion.

“We were offered a job at Pen-
ina recently which I jumped at but
having spoken to the two Chrises I
realised I was wrong as we would
be overstretching ourselves.”

“Unlike the big boys we can
still send our “A” team to every
job we do,” said Chris Foreman.

The company has worked in
Ireland and France and in future
would like to do more interna-

tional work.

S&G picks up a lot of its work
from word of mouth and it is
testemonials from clubs like
Hessle which lead to more work.

Hessle GC has been extremely
impressed by the quality of the
work done by S&G.

“We are an ambitious club and
wanted the quality of the greens
and the course to match the qual-
ity of golf we wanted to play on
them,” said Chairman of the
Greens Committee, Geoff
Hardaker. “David Hemstock re-
designed the greens and sur-
rounds and we chose S&G for the
construction work.”

“We were extremely pleased
with S&G as they struck us as a
growing company with a good
pedigree. We were impressed by
their initial presentation and they
took the trouble to send both Bob
Savine and Chris Foreman to take
a look at the site before we inter-
viewed them.

- “We had an excellent relation-
ship with them while they were
on site and cleared up the site
superbly at the end. Also they fin-
ished on exactly the day they said
they would, having taken nine
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weeks to complete nine greens,”
said Mr Hardaker.

Another avenue for business
comes when the company is
brought in to finish work which
has been left incomplete through
disputes between other develop-
ers and contractors.

“Mid Sussex — another of the
company’s recent works — was a
case where the developer ran out

of money and the banks took
over and sold it on to the com-
pany we worked for. We'd
worked for him previously and he
knew what we could do and
wanted us to continue. He was
the third owner and he’s the one
making the money. He has a
great golf course,” said Chris
Foreman.

“It’s a case of getting the course

in play as quickly as possible and
it's a case of the devil you know
and getting in people they know
do a good job and not going out
to tender,” he added.

Another good provider of work
has been the VAT windfall which
is producing money for work on
courses and an area which S&G
has a policy of chasing.

“It is opening a large sector of

One of the re-designed greens and
bunkers at Hessle

the market up and hopefully the
big boys aren’t interested in it. It's
work that Chris Gilroy and I have
been doing for the last six years,”
said Bob.

Speaking with the Bob and the
two Chrises it is hard not to be
impressed not just by their work
ethic and commitment to excel-
lence but by their ability to carve
a place for themselves in a very
competitive market.

WHAT I'D LIKE FOR CHRISTMAS

Paul Tatlow,
Kedleston Park GC:
“To have all our members do

the fairway divoting

for a year."

So

And that’s the Reelmaster 2300-D.

on Toro’s new dedicated tees mower to

give a precision cut around bunkers,

Variable speed and backlapping controbs.

to turn in a matchless exhibition time after time.

This greenkeeper knows he can rely

greens, tees, collars and approach areas. An

excellent choice for intermediate roughs, tackling all

we'll walk your course with you and recommend

the best machine for your needs.
You can trust Toro expertise and quality.
Simply telephone 01480 476971 and we'll

arrange for a local dealer to contact you.

SEE US ON STAND B4| AT BTM

TORO DISTRIBUTED BY LELY (UK) LIMITED, STATION ROAD, ST NEOTS, HUNTINGDON,
CAMBRIDGESHIRE PE19 1QH TELEPHONE 01480 476971

PRECISE, IT CUTS THE GRASS DOWN TO ‘ANY SIZE’.

There’s one performer on the course who can be counted on

kinds of grass and terrain,
including early morning wet grass, it’s ideal
for sports fields too.

All new in design, engine, drive, main-
frame and more, this trim mower boasts a
hydraulic reel system with variable speeds
and comes complete with backlapping for
ease of maintenance.

If you appreciate a precise cut, give us a call and

TORO.

to play.
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