parting shofts

Don’t forget to check out
Pat’s Digital Coffee Shop
column that appears
twice a month in GCN’s
weekly e-newsletter.

To subscribe to the
newsletter, visit the GCN
home page and click on
the “news” drop-down

menu,

Best job in The business

big part of my weird job is to
Akccp tabs on what's going on in

the wide world of golf, and, not
surprisingly, the World Wide Web is an
enormous resource for me. Every morn-
ing, I get up at O-Dark-Thirty, fix a pot
of coffee, fire up a Marlboro and begin
surfing to find a bunch of golf-related
Web sites to catch up on news and opin-
ions of the day.

One of the Web sites I visit regularly
is GolfClubAtlas.com. It's an interesting
discussion group that’s largely populated
by serious golf junkies who compare notes
on great courses throughour the world.
Although I respect the views of many
GCA members when it comes to design
and playability, 'm often bemused by the
crap these folks post regarding turf species,
mowing heights, green speed and other
conditioning topics.

For example, most posters are big on
“fast-and-firm” conditions without really
understanding how they're achieved. I
occasionally jump into the electronic de-
bate to try to insert a note of agronomic
or business reality, but they often don't
want to hear it. They have their opinions
and won' be swayed. It reminds me of
the old-time reporter’s axiom: Don't let
the facts get in the way of a good story.
Except in this case it’s, “Don't let facts
about turf health get in the way of my
golf game.”

But, despite its faults (or perhaps
because of them), visiting the GCA dis-
cussion group is a great way for superin-
tendents and owners to understand what
the average low-handicapper, semicrazed
golfhead is thinking. It’s like a focus group
populated with the guys who tend to be
the loudest, most insistent, insufferable
members or players on your golf or green
committees.

Recently, there was a discussion thread
about the best superintendent’s job in the
nation. Predictably, from their somewhat
warped perspectives, the focus was on
famous old courses designed by one of
the dead Scottish guys. Classics like Yale
University Golf Course in New Haven,
Conn., Augusta (Ga.) National and Cy-
press Point Club in Pebble Beach, Calif.,
were cited.

No doubt those are great jobs. But,
it occurred to me that hundreds, if not
thousands of superintendents believe they

have the best job in the business based on
their own individual criteria.

So, what are the reasons a particular
superintendent wants to stand on the 18th
green and shout, “I love my job!” Here are
a few possibilities, and some observations,
about each:

Prestige. Want to be ata Top 100 club?
Host a big televised event? The good
news is youre the man. The bad news is
... you're the man. Prestige usually equals
pressure to perform and sometimes ridicu-
lous expectations. It also means dealing
with the Tour, the USGA, a bunch of con-
sultants and the boneheads from network
TV. Ready for that?

Money. I'm making a wild guess, but
I'll bet only around 2 percent of all head
superintendent jobs garner more than
$150,000 a year. That's about 350 or so
jobs out of 16,000-plus facilities. Let’s
be honest. About one-third of those jobs
belong to guys who worked for Paul
Latshaw earlier in their careers. Another
third are guys who caught the eye of Bruce
Williams, the industry’s preeminent place-
ment guy. The final third are people who
worked their butts off, made good contacts
and found themselves in the right place at
the right time. Which route will you take?
And, if you lose that job, how long will it
take you to find another one in the same
pay grade?

Outside opportunity. You might be
thrilled to find yourself at a low-impact
course that allows you to do other things.
Maybe you want to consult, buy or man-
age a couple of other courses, or even run
a little landscaping business on the side.
With the right ownership, a good assistant
and a creative approach, you could be in
heaven. Then again, if you neglect your
primary job or your world-class assistant
moves on, you could be on the unemploy-
ment line.

Inside opportunity. As a kid, you loved
to play in the dirt with your Tonka trucks.
Now, your sandbox is a 150-acre golf
course that's doing big construction jobs.
Score! The facility has a couple of million
dollars to spend on bunkers, greens recon-
struction or irrigation, and you get to ride
shotgun during the entire process. Pretty
cool, but it can be perilous if things aren’t
done just right. You have to be confident
enough to know what you can handle, but
savvy enough to know when to turn things

over to the right architect, builder or irriga-
tion consultant. Also, beware of catching
“construction fever” and wandering the
world for the next 20 years riding a D-6
Cat bulldozer and being a site gypsy.
Owner relationship. We probably all
know one or maybe two superintendents
who managed to hook up with a special
owner (or one of those rare club presidents
for life) with whom they miraculously
agree on everything and who stay at the
same facility for 30, 40 or 50 years. Think
that happens often? During my 20 years
in the industry, I can count the number of
individuals who've lucked their way into
one of these deals on 10 fingers and maybe
a couple of toes. These happy accidents
occur once in a blue moon. Always be on
the lookout for one, but don’t bet the farm
on it. Also, remember that if your golden
goose dies, the golden eggs stop too.
Stress level. So you've found a job
that comes complete with an “assistant
for life” who knows everything there is
to know but doesn’t want your title. Or,
you've stumbled into one of those rare
positions in which everyone that matters
at the facility respects what you do and
likes you. Your stress meter is pegged at
zero most days. You could end up being
one of those lucky fingers-and-toes guys |
mentioned earlier for decades to come if
you play your cards right. Just remember
low stress doesn’t mean low expectations
and things can change in a heartbeart be-
cause of bad weather, bad luck, a change
in ownership/management or a bad hire.
One warning: As secure as things might be,
beware the new general manager.
Other stuff. How about a chance at
a sweat equity ownership share in the
course? That could be a dream for someone
who doesn’t just want to collect a paycheck
for life. Or, you find a job that allows you
to stay close to family or friends. Maybe
that’s the deciding factor. Last, but not
least, you're simply having a ball because of
a combination of factors. When you wake
up every morning knowing that your job is
actually fun, your biggest problem is all the
speeding tickets you get racing to work.
So, who really does have the best job
in the business? I bet hundreds, if not
thousands, of you reading this right now
are saying, "I do!” But, seriously, the best
job in the business ... sorry, I already have
it. GCN
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