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If I Could Only Afford A Corvette 
As a youngster I was an enthusiastic car buff. October 
was a special time of year for me, especially October of 
1963. That's right, in the fall of 1963 Chevrolet was 
unveiling the all new, redesigned Corvette Stingray. I can 
still remember traveling into town one evening with my 
parents and my brother to see a dream come true. There 
it was, in the middle of the showroom floor, gleaming in 
red with an appeal that was unmatched by any other car 
in the world! It was a type of car that seemed unattaina-
ble, ultra expensive, exotic and wow, by the time I would 
be old enough to drive, who knows how much they would 
cost. Twenty three years later, that $5,000 sticker price 
would prove to be the steal of the century, and that's 
what this article is all about. The cost of machinery — is it 
really overpriced, or is it the buy of the century. 

The golf course maintenance industry is much like the 
high priced market of exotic sports cars. After all, there 
are respective similarities. Both are limited to low volume 
production, hand built with care, fulfilling a very specific 
market need and thereby, the end result produces a 
piece of machinery that is typically more expensive than 
what the average consumer can appreciate or afford. 

The 1980 G C S A A Conference and Show in St. Louis 
proved to be an exciting conference for me. No, it wasn't 
because of the fact that Budweiser is brewed in the 
Gateway Town, but rather that St. Louis was the home of 
the Chevrolet Corvette Assembly Plant. My brother and 
I toured the plant one afternoon and three hours later 
our comments were, "How in the world can G.M. afford 
to sell a Corvette for such a low price." We were in awe of 
such large scale production. After all, look at the sheer 
acreage of the plant facilities, all those overhead con-
veyors and belts and the humongous machinery swing-
ing axles, engines and fenders into place at just the right 
moment for what ultimately would beocme a new Cor-
vette. It is staggering to observe just how many compo-
nents from who knows how many different suppliers 
must come together to actually create an automobile. Of 
all the thousands of jobs, I asked the plant manager, 
"What is considered the most prestigious job on the 
assembly line?" He quickly responded, "We have an 
elderly gentleman who bolts the last component on the 
car before it's driven off the assembly line, and that's the 
steering wheel." Just a few feet from the end of the line, 
the wheel goes on and off goes my dream car. 

Now let's get back to reality and further explore this 
comparison to the turf industry. Upon my graduation 
from Eastern Kentucky University in 1977, Dr. Barkley, 
the Horticulture Department Chairman, asked if I would 
like to be the representing student to attend the Jacob-
sen Student Seminar? So, of course, there I was in 
Racine, Wisconsin, with 29 other graduating students 
from across the country spending a four day seminar 
studying engines and machinery and taking various 
tours of production and lectures. I guess I was expecting 
a little bit of a sales pitch but, to the contrary, I witnessed 
a strong, dedicated commitment to build quality. It was 
my first exposure to the real world of big business. Sure, 
there were deadlines to meet and sales quotas to sur-
pass, however, there was also a sense of confidence in 
the employees with great respect for their employer. 
After touring the Jacobsen plant, I thought it would be 
neat to someday have the opportunity to tour the Toro 
plant. 

Well, little did I realize, nine years later I would actually 
get such an opportunity. This past summer, Toro spon-
sored the first annual "Toro Turf Professional's Seminar" 
in Minneapolis, Minnesota. The meeting attendees in-
cluded a customer from each Toro supplier within the 
country, and most of these individuals were golf course 
superintendents. Ironically, three of those students who 
attended the Jacobsen Seminar with me in '77 would 
meet again for the Toro Seminar. That's right, I found 
that Dennis Osborn of California and Gary Geottech of 
Texas were joining me, as the representative from Flor-
ida, in attending this seminar. I believe we have now 
become enough of businessmen and understand the 
industry well enough to not be overwhelmed by sales 
propaganda. However, once again, we were overwhelmed 
by employee commitment and dedication to manufac-
ture a product that one can be proud of. Much like a golf 
course superintendent who takes pride in his course. 

I still find it incomprehensible to make such a large com-
mitment to large scale production. We are not talking 
about backyard mechanics who dream of fabricating 
some sort of home made lawnmower, but rather manu-
facturing turf equipment on the scale of a Ford or G.M. 
The cost of a tool and die machine alone can exceed 
$40,000! And this machine is just one of several produc-
tion procedures on the assembly line to manufacture 
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something that looks so simple to produce from a lay-

man's point of view. 

Perhaps the most impressive piece of machinery on the 
assembly line was at the Toro irrigation Assembly Plant 
in Riverside, California. (That's right, I also toured that 
facility while in Anaheim for the GCSAA Conference and 
Show in '81.) Within the plant, there was a discussion on 
the exorbitant expense of purchasing springs for the 600 
series lawn sprinklers from a supplier. The results of a 
cost analysis showed that it would be more profitable to 
purchase a hugh spring manufacturing apparatus at a 
cost of $10,000 whereby springs could be manufactured 
in house. I witnessed a huge coil of metal being fed into 
the machine turning out those springs that I used to 
think were over priced and simple to make. It would 
seem a spring is worth only a few pennies. However, after 
being behind the scenes, think of how many springs must 
be sold to justify the initial outlay. No, I'm not naive 
either. When is the last time you've seen a McDonald's 
fold? 

The point is, the next time you order a special diameter 
spring of a specific spring weight and tensile strength, 
you might appreciate such costs better. 

How often have you echoed the frustrating comment of, 
"Why does that damn little pulley, bearing, or shaft cost 
so much?" when you know that part is not even worth 
half that price. I can sympathize with such thoughts, yet 
seldom do we consider the full view of the picture. What 
I'm talking about is the absorbed cost for engineering, 
research and development, marketing, production, in-
ventory, shipping and finally.. . an ultimate decent profit 
for the manufacturer, distributor, and retailer. 

versus the manufacturers suggested inventory list, their 
shipping quotas, back order fill rates, customer satisfac-
tion. and so on. It was acknowledged that some distribu-
tors do not operate up to standards and therefore dis-
tributors are sometimes terminated. However, this might 
not be such an easy task. A more competent distributor 
must follow, and that is not always easy to come by. Have 
you ever let an employee go for some relatively slight 
infraction and several weeks later wished you had that 
employee back. Well, imagine that magnitude for a 
national manufacturer. Just as much as there were com-
plaints, there were also overwhelming compliments. The 
problem, however, is that we, the fortunate few who have 
attended such seminars, can appreciate the problems 
behind the scenes of manufacturers and perhaps are 
more understanding and patient. When you, or your 
mechanic, experience a major complaint such as a 
delayed back order, an incorrectly shipped part or war-
ranty clerim, don't just complain to your fellow superin-
tendent. Instead, call the owner of your distributor and 
write a letter acknowledging your problem. Records 
show that those who talk but do nothing to correct the 
problems seldom see results. Companies cannot make 
profits unless they sell to satisfied customers. 

I must say that I am very fortunate to have toured such 
facilities and I could just keep on writing about the many 
things that I have learned from these tours that I would 
like to share. However, here are a few helpful notes that 
might be interesting: 

— It can take anywhere from two to five years to create a 
piece of equipment that ultimately reaches the hands of 
the consumer. 
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If you or I were a stockholder you can bet we would like 
the best return possible or at least what the given market 
will bear. On the flip side of the coin, we the consumer 
like to see competition. And you can sure bet that's why 
we've seen new market entries in the last few years. 
Don't be fooled by the so-called smaller competition. I 
have also toured the Lesco Manufacturing Plant in Seb-
ring, Florida. There too you will find those expensive tool 
and die machines fabricating components in much the 
same fashion as Toro and Jacobsen. There are respec-
tive differences between the manufacturers. Some might 
be owned and operated by a larger parent corporation, 
some might accept a smaller percentage of profit, some 
might operate with smaller overhead, while some are 
structured with privately owned and operated suppliers 
under a parent name. Within our lectures and discus-
sions at the Toro Seminar, fellow superintendents from 
throughout the country voiced varied comments about 
their respective distributors. In the case of Toro, each 
distributor is privately owned and operated. They are 
not directly owned by the manufacturer. We superin-
tendents have observed that some distributorships do 
not participate in nationally offered sales incentive pro-
grams, rebates, and discounted specials. If you are not 
satisfied with your distributor, they want to know about 
the problems. It truly is a two way street. I was intrigued 
to learn that each distributor is reviewed annually by the 
parent company much like a student taking an exam. 
Each distributor is reviewed for their stocked inventory 
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— CAE, CAD, and CAM computers (computer aided 
engineering, design and manufacturing) are employed to 
design turf equipment just like the one you see on G.M. 
commercials. Everything from a lawn mower housing to 
a complex hydraulic pump can be simulated on the com-
puter screen and actually be stress-tested to determine 
points of weakness or wear. 

— Prototype machines are often fabricated in plastic in 
the research lab to analyze design features. (I might also 
point out, cameras are not allowed in these parts and 
only the mind can wonder what sort of new machine 
lurks under those canvas covers.) 

— Engines are dyno-tested in the research lab where 
quite often suppliers' horsepower ratings fall short of 
design specs because legally the engine manufacturer 
can rate the horsepower without a muffler system, 
although the manufacturer will be required to sell the 
machinery with a muffler system. 

— Government standards along with manufacturer spec-
ifications are tested for durability such as the tensile 
strength of a rotary blade and impact shatter tested, to 
determine safety standards for the operator. 

— Welding computer robots can weld an entire mowing 
frame with over 60 welds quicker than the time it takes to 
unload and hook-up the next frame. 

— Irrigation components are commonly molded in plas-
tic because production cost would be exorbitant if pro-

duced in metal. (And I used to think they made them in 
plastic so that they would break easier and need to be 
replaced more often.) 

— The big manufacturers actually have warehouses 
stocking virtually every part ever needed for every 
machine to come off the assembly line over the past 
twenty years. (If you thought the part was back ordered 
because it was not made anymore, think again! Call your 
distributor!) 

— With some manufacturers, if the part is not locally 
stocked, a " D O W N machine" emergency order can be 
placed directly to the factory daily, and the part will be 
shipped directly to your maintenance door. You, of 
course, must pay the shipping cost. 

— Upon delivery of new equipment, ask the manufac-
turer for the "suggested inventory parts list" that your 
supplier has been advised to stock. (You just might want 
to stock the majority of those parts yourself as the fac-
tory tracks the purchase of parts to keep machines run-
ning and sooner or later you will need that part.) 

And now for the inside spy scoop. I just read an article 
that G.M. will introduce, sometime next year, a low cost 
introductory Corvette for around $20,000! To reduce the 
sticker base price such accessories as T-tops, ABS brak-
ing, 16" diameter wheels and the digital dashboard would 
be eliminated to create a stripped down version. Could 
this be the next buy of the century? Twenty years from 
now, you'll probably wish you had bought two. • 
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The C.A.D. System can simulate designs revealing 
fatigue and wear points. 

A bin of blades will ultimately come together to form a 
reel. 

The assembly line is an organized beehive, cranking out 
weedtrimmers by the minute. 

Large scale assembly line production is extensive and 
most impressive. 

Computerized mower blade testing emphasizes tensile 
strength. 

This large, expensive machine punches the holes into 
bedknife frames. 



Manufacturer's Parts Warehouses stacked to the 
sky is where your mechanic can find heaven on 
earth. 

Metal leavings are injected into a whirling blade for 
shatter testing. 

Powder Paint is electrostatically sprayed, then 
oven baked to a shiny gloss. 

Central Florida Turf 

is working hard to provide you 
with superior workmanship in 
construction of new golf facilities, 
irrigation with all turf installations 
or renovation of existing golf 
courses ... 
and all at a competitive price! 

Central Florida 
Turf, Inc. 

Specialists in Bermuda Grass 
47 Lake Damon Dr., Avon Park, FL 33825 

Telephone: (813) 452 2215 


