The Sad Loss of a Greenkeepers’ Man

The passing of Neil Thomas will

but all our thoughts will be with
Elaine and their children at this sad
time.

Neil was a very private person
and for many, who were not
privileged to work closely with him,
never really got to know him.

He was a dedicated and proud
family man, and he had much to be
proud of. Elaine, his wife, who
Marion and | got to know over the
years, and their four children are a
close-knit family. | am sure that once
the grief becomes a little more bearable, they will look back and feel that
yes, Neil was taken too young but they were lucky to have had such a fine
husband and father for so long.

Neil was a keen sportsman and was still playing cricket up to his
illness. He was an avid Rugby Union man, especially for his beloved Wales.
He took great pride in the sporting and academic achievements of all his
children.

Neil's appointment in 1987 to run the affairs of BIGGA was indeed a
very wise move, and credit to the Board of the time that made the
decision. Without Neil in the driving seat it is hard to imagine the
Association being where it is today.

Having worked as a Regional Administrator then becoming a Board
member and later two years as Chairman, | got to know him better than
most. | saw his dedication and drive first hand. These qualities played a
big part in elevating greenkeeping and BIGGA to the position of respect
we enjoy today. Greenkeepers everywhere have a lot to thank Neil
Thomas for. He never gave up trying to improve our lot with his cajoling of
companies and organisations to support us, and with great success. He
promoted BIGGA and greenkeepers to such an extent that even many old
fashioned and backward clubs started to take notice. Even at social events
he would never miss an opportunity to slip greenkeeping and the
Association into the conversation. He had the ability to talk to anyone and
seemed to know just what to say to get the best reaction from him or her
for our benefit.

Neil persuaded the National Board to increase staffing numbers so
BIGGA could become more efficient, and he was proved right. On the other
side, he never let staff forget that their departments had to succeed, and
they have.

On a personal note, Neil and | had disagreements and he was a hard
man to get to change his mind, but then again he didn’t often have to,
because more often than not he was right. | had high regard and respect
for Neil, both as a man and an Executive Director.

Neil Thomas was not, and never claimed to be, a greenkeeper, but he
was a greenkeepers’ man who fought our cause for 17 years with success
unrivalled. You only have to look at the platforms around the world where
greenkeepers from BIGGA have a major input.

We have all greatly benefited from the friendships he has forged on our
behalf all over the world, making us truly international. Our own BTME and
ClubHouse Exhibition, which improves each year, The Education
Conference, National Tournament, all very successful and achieved under
his guidance, but most of all the greenkeepers’ status is far and away
higher than ever before. Neil has had a big impact on our lives he will be
sadly missed...

Gordon Child

A Man with Natural Diplomatic Skills

“Pity you are Welsh,” I'd say to Neil and he would spar back with some
suitably disparaging comment about the state of Scottish rugby. Such is the
nature of many human relations that cordiality and friendship are often
disguised behind such jocular badinage.

Neil was a friend. Not only did he demonstrate real personal friendship
to me but his actions and dedication showed how great a friend he was to
greenkeeping and the trades that supply it.

My early dealings with Neil took place when we were establishing the
Hayter Challenge Tournament that became the centrepiece of BIGGA
sponsorship for five years. It was also the framework that led naturally to
the Hayter International Cup — | believe one of the most significant
initiatives ever to bond international greenkeeping and cement lifelong
relationships. Throughout the period of establishing these events and for
their duration, he remained a source of encouragement, strength and
initiative without which the events would never have been so successful.

Although his primary concern was naturally to his membership, he was
ever mindful of the commercial requirements of his sponsors. He managed
to strike the right balance with quiet aplomb, reaching satisfactory
outcomes for the disparate needs. Many other suppliers witnessed his
natural diplomatic skills during the tenure of his office and greenkeeping
will remain a beneficiary of his talents.

For the seven-year period that both tournaments spanned, Neil and |
traversed the length and breadth of the country in support. However, here
Neil demonstrated he possessed a shortcoming. Fortunately for me, |
always arranged to meet him at the destination — that way there was a
sporting chance that one of us would get there! Road maps were an
anathema to Neil and his skills in this department provided ample
ammunition for public, good-humoured humiliation. He took it all in good
part and always seemed to get there in the end. Fortunately his
navigational skills for BIGGA were vastly better.

From personal experience | know that Neil was a kind and sensitive
man — | can testify he was there when people needed help. He was
seldom outwardly demonstrative but that could not belie the sincerity of
his feelings.

First and foremost he was a family man and it would be my earnest
desire that Elaine and his children derive strength from the knowledge that
the great legacy he leaves from his life's work is appreciated and cherished
by those who knew him. All of us, not just the Association, will be the
poorer for his passing but rejoice in his life.

Kim Macfie

Greenkeeper International 13



