MARGOT BRISCOE-KNIGHT

The PGA European Tour recently became
a Golden Key supporter and Scott
MacCallum visited their Headquarters to
find out more about the importance they
place on sound greenkeeping.

he European Tour is one of sport’s great

success stories of the last 25 years. Over
that period it has grown from a division of the
Professional Golfer’s Association to the extent
that the overall standard of golf played can
rival the US Tour, which was historically the
benchmark for any golf Tour.

The truest measure of that is the Ryder Cup
which was an enjoyable picnic for the Ameri-
can superstars until the early 80s. since when
Europe has held the famous Trophy from
1985 to 1991 and again from ‘95 to the pre-
sent day.

The beauty of the European Tour is its
diversity and any player who succeeds must
show an ability to adapt his game to any num-
ber of different conditions, while at the same
time coping personally with the different cul-
tures, languages and food with which life on
Tour brings him into contact.

To highlight the point let’s count the coun-
tries the 1997 European Tour visits. 1. Aus-
tralia 2. South Africa 3. Dubai 4. Morocco 5.
Portugal 6. Spain 7. Italy 8. England 9. Ger-
many 10. France 11. Ireland 12. Scotland 13.

Helping hand: John Paramor, right, with Bernhard
Langer and his family CHARLES BRISCOE-KNIGHT

Holland 14. Sweden 15. Czech Republic 16.
Switzerland. Of course if you take into
account Approved Special Events you can add
the United States to that list.

While there are so many variables one thing
the Tour likes to keep consistent is the condi-
tion of the course. The responsibility for that
falls to the Director of Tour Operations, John
Paramor, who works closely with the Director
of Greenkeeping, Richard Stillwell.

BIGGA
GOLDEN KEY
CIRCLE

It could be said that Richard is a little like
Peter Mandelson. While the acknowledged
architect of Labour’s election win is now the
Minister without Portfolio Richard is the
greenkeeper without a course. Like Mr Man-
delson, though, Richard’s influence is all per-
vading and he ensures that when the
professionals arrive on the week of the tourna-
ment the conditions are as near ideal as is
possible in the circumstances.

It was in a brand new suite of offices at the
Tour’s Headquarters at The Wentworth Club
that John and Richard described what the
Tour looks for in a venue.

“What we are trying to produce is firm
greens whereby if a professional misses a fair-
way he's going to have the devils own job to
stop the ball on the green but if he hits it on
the fairway he's going to be able to provide
enough backspin to stop it on the green,”
explained John, speaking just a week away
from one of his main duties of the year - Tour-
nament Director of the Volvo PGA Champi-
onship.

Wentworth is anything but a typical venue
for the Tour. It's right on their doorstep and in
Chris Kennedy they know they are dealing
with a Course Manager who knows exactly
what is expected for the flagship event of the
Tour’s season.

A more typical venue for the Tour would
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involve Richard, the Tournament
Director and usually the Tourna-
ment Promoter visiting the course
just as soon as it has been chosen
as a venue.

“We would check the whole
course with the Head Green-
keeper, Course Manager or Super-
intendent depending where in the
world we were,” explained
Richard.

“We cover every aspect from
tee to green as well as the prac-
tice ground. One of the most
important thing is to get the tees
level and weed free. However, we
can’t just demand what we want
done because it may be that the
greenkeeper already has a policy
of his own.

“All these things have to be
taken into consideration but you
generally find the more talented
the greenkeeper the more likely
he is to welcome you with open
arms. The less talented see you as
a threat.”

The usual requirements for a
tournament are level tees, firm
fast putting surfaces and a spe-
cific depth of sand in the bunkers.

“We ask for an inch of sand or,
abroad, we normally ask for half
a golf ball. I's a nice, easily
understood yardstick.

“We then put in a programme
of what we recommend should be
done with the single biggest prob-
lem usually being the eradication
of thatch. If the club agrees we
would go back nearer the time to
make sure it was done,” said
Richard.

Depending upon the expertise
on tap at the club the Tour might
put in one of their own green-
keepers to work on the course in
the run up to the tournament.
They are Roger Stillwell, Richard’s
son, Mark Lewis and Martin
O'Rourke. At the Moroccan Open
in March a Tour greenkeeper was
on site seven days a week for five
weeks and was joined for the final
fortnight by another.

The Tour also receives great
support from Ransomes and Lev-
ingtons. Ransomes indeed sup-
plied a container load of
machinery for the Moroccan
Open and greenkeepers have a
direct line to Ipswich for any
assistance they require while Lev-
ington’ have been particularly
important with regard to soil
analysis and preparing papers on
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| believe that BIGGA should
be all over Europe and feel
that is where the Tour can
help the Association

European legislation for each
country the Tour visits.

“Each golf course is an individ-
ual and you treat the greenkeeper
in a different way. If I go to The
Oxfordshire 1 ask him how he’s
doing and we go for a coffee
before having a walk round the
course. At other courses you have
to cajole them, bully them, but
the main thing is to become their
friend and be close to them. We
are there to help.”
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Richard is in his 11th year
working on the Tour, having pre-
viously been Course Manager at
Royal Porthcawl, and he can still
remember his first brief.

“It was that we must never take
credit and we are never there at
the prize giving and never there
to say ‘we did it’. Once the green-
keeper has learned that you are
not going to pinch his kudos, or
his job, he welcomes you the sec-
ond year.
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Our communication level is
very high. We get endless phone
calls from foreign greenkeepers
asking our advice and we pick up
loads of information helpful to
other greenkeepers. Guys get very
worried when an event is coming
to their course,” said Richard.

“I believe that BIGGA should be
all over Europe and feel that is
where the Tour can help the Asso-
ciation. If we want information
we know we can contact BIGGA
and ask for it,” said Richard.

Some of that worry might be
generated from the reputation
the Tour acquired for killing golf
courses — demanding perfection
for the one week of the year and
to hell with the other 51.

“Some years ago a greenkeeper
might prepare his course by cut-
ting everything down, stopping
watering, all sorts of strange
things, just to get it right. Then the
course would die and he’d blame
the tournament. That's how repu-
tations like that get around.



“The truth is now we make it
very clear that we are removing
the thatch. We never turn off the
water — we may use judicious
amounts of water but we do not
turn it off and we rarely cut
below 3.5 mil.”

John reinforces that view by
saying the Tour is very much of
the opinion that they don’t want
a greenkeeper to kill his course.

“Our main priority is to provide
a fair golfing test. We want the
greens smooth and if that means
9.5 on the stimpmeter instead of
10 we'd say to the players ‘That’s
it guys. That's the best we could
get' We will ger the maximum
speed provided it doesn't affect
the smoothness of the putting
surface,” explained John.

What is achieved is often a rev-
elation to the Course Manager
himself.

“I'd say that at 60% of events,
at some stage during the week,
they come along and say this is
fantastic how can we keep it like
this,” said Richard. “They could,
the greens would have to come
up a bit but from tee to green it
could be. “Most people could do
what we do if they used the cor-
rect technique and managed their
man power to the best of their
ability.”

From his position John is well
placed to comment on greenkeep-
ing and greenkeepers.

“I get very frustrated when I
see the Chairman of Green at pri-
vate member clubs, without any
formal training in soil, grass or
irrigation, trying to tell someone
who has spent his life learning
the job what to do. Somewhere
along the line that is not right,”
said John. “I like to think that
where we go we try to raise the
profile of that greenkeeper,” he
added.

While the quality of greenkeep-
ing has improved over the last
few years so has the interest level
and knowledge of the players.

“The average member plays
something like 25 tournaments
on Tour but taking in the other
courses he plays and other events
in the rest of the world he plays a
great many courses.

“He wants to learn why he
putts better on certain greens. Is
it the speed, the smoothness, the
climatic conditions or the grass
plant?” said John.

Richard added, “I worked for a
year on the Tour and no-one
knew who I was. Now the players
just love sitting down and talking
with me in the evenings. A lot of
players are getting involved in the
business and I know Rodger
Davis, for example, has his own
turf nursery.”

The downside is that detrimen-
tal comments occasionally appear
from disgruntled players in the
press.

“I do feel that the players are
put on pedestals nowadays. Some
generally believe that it must be
the golf course’s fault if they miss
a putt and unfortunately they say
it to the press and get headlines
for it,” commented John.

What advice would the Tour
give to a BIGGA member
who learns that his course is to
host a European Tour event next
year?

“I'd say to the greenkeeper
enjoy it and I know that he will
enjoy it. He'll meet a whole lot of
new people and everyone is
extremely friendly,” said Richard,
who added that it was normal
practice to invite a greenkeeper
to another event before his own
s0 he can learn how things oper-
ated.

“He'll also come out of the
event with an awful lot more
than he went in whether that be
more machinery or a better
watering system. Personally they
also benefit. There is a Spanish
greenkeeper who has written a
book on how to prepare a course
for a tournament and now works
for the King in his botanical gar-
den as a sideline,” revealed
Richard.

The Tour also holds a Green-
keeping Conference in Penina,
Portugal every other year.

“It is a way of getting all our
tournament greenkeepers and
some club officials together and
getting them to communicate in a
social atmosphere.

“There is a universal language
of greenkeeping and this is
tremendous because as well as
the formal lectures much
of the information is exchanged
in the bar afterwards,” said
Richard.

“It is the brotherhood thing as
they are all in the same boat - in
charge of tournament venues,” he
added.
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