
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

BUILD UP A 
CAREER 

SUPERINTENDENTS NEED VERSATILITY, OPTIMISM 
AND BUSINESS SAVVY TO SUCCEED 

W) 
B Y M I C H A E L C O L E M A N " V " W TTelcome to the challenge of life - a career. Between the jagged rocks and the icy slopes, 

there's a path to the top for those that are up to it. Reaching the pinnacle of your career 
is like climbing Mount Everest - you need to hang on because an avalanche of challenges 
will convince you it's just that. 

The real question is: Can you reach this goal? 
To get to the top of the mountain, you have to keep your professional eye on the summit, whether it's 

a prized location or maybe the perfect family scenario. Achieving success as a golf course superintendent 
depends on how you define it and go about it. 

"I never targeted myself for any one club or name," says Jon Jennings, CGCS, who's been at the Chicago 
Golf Club for the past eight years. "You also need to have a clear vision and communicate with the people 
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that work for you, whether it be your assistant, 
technicians or staff." 

Jennings' approach has been to keep an 
open mind about opportunities. If an opening 
put him on a road to where he wanted to go, he 
looked into it. He started as an assistant at the 
private Onondaga Golf & Country Club near 
Syracuse, N.Y., and then at En-Joie Golf Club, 
a municipal course in Endicott, N.Y. Then he 
stepped up to Hiland Golf Club, a resort in 
Queensbury, N.Y., and later Patterson Golf 
Club in Fairfield, Conn., a private club where 
he was superintendent for seven years. 

Relocating is a job aspect that needs to be 

considered as a career progresses, especially if 
you have a family. 

"We've discussed it openly with our children 
and let them know there's a possibility we could 
move at some point," Jennings says. "They're 
aware of it ... but I don't know that it makes 
it any easier." 

Balancing family priorities can have a signifi-
cant impact on a career. For those who strive to 
keep the family happy, a lot of movement might 
not be the best option. Not every family can pick 
up and move like a MASH unit. 

Experience in many areas contributes to 
a successful career, says Joe Baidy, CGCS, at 
The Alps Club in Moscow. Willing to relocate 
doesn't hurt, either. Armed with an agronomy 
degree from Penn State and experience at well-
conditioned golf courses, Baidy landed the posi-
tion in Russia after previous stints at Oak Hill 
Country Club in Rochester, N.Y.; Fox Chapel 
Golf Club in Pittsburgh; Acacia County Club 
in Lyndhurst, Ohio; and Turning Stone Casino 
Resort in Verona, N.Y. 

However, relocating doesn't guarantee suc-
cess. Charles Dey has been the superintendent 
at Springdale Golf Club in Princeton, N.J., since 
joining the club in 1974. His professional posi-
tion at Springdale was his second one. 

"I thought it would be a stepping stone and I 
could move on to any place I wanted," he says. 

"And then I thought, 'Why not make this a place 
to have a career?'" 

Since that day, Dey has been improving the 
course while his experience and knowledge have 
grown, bringing the club up the ranks along with 
him. He attributes his ability to balance career 
and family as a factor of his success in life. 

"I was very fortunate," Dey says. "I still have the 
same wife, and I put two kids through college." 

Family time is seen as optional in the eyes of 
some employers, says Joe Flaherty, CGCS. The 
42-year veteran has been able to successfully bal-
ance family and career through his progression 
at Baltusrol Golf Club in Springfield, N.J., from 
1964 to 1999 and, since then, in his position 
as superintendent at Hyatt Hills Golf Course 
in Clark, N.J. 

"The biggest pitfall, as far as career devel-
opment and maintenance, are the absolutely 
crazy hours some courses ask guys to work," 
Flaherty says. 

Working 60 or even 70 hours a week has 
become too common at many courses, Flaherty 
believes, and is a pitfall he's been able to avoid 
throughout the years. 

"To me, you're not well-rounded if you're 
working those kinds of hours as a young per-
son," he says. 

Flaherty encourages assistant superinten-
dents to find a balance and use time off to re-
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"The biggest pitfall, as far as career 
development and maintenance, are the 

absolutely crazy hours some courses ask guys 
to work." 
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charge because it's difficult to be sharp at work if 
you never get a chance at downtime. Worse than 
that, it's hard on the family constantly working 
10- to 12-hour days. 

"You can do it, but it'll wreck your personal 
life," he says. 

Overworked staff is often caused by poor man-
agement, says Flaherty, who was president of the 
Golf Course Superintendent Association of New 
Jersey in 1978-79. High-quality superintendents 
don't simply work their staff until dark; they 
plan ahead and manage the crew so tasks are 
completed in an efficient time frame. Because 
keeping experienced staff helps a club run bet-
ter, treating employees fairly is good business, 
good management and good for your career. 

KEEP LEARNING 

As far as successful maintenance operations are 
concerned, Dey encourages superintendents to 
be frugal with money and understand budgets, 
which isn't a common skill right out of college. 
In other words, Dey suggests superintendents re-

Education shift 
Education is an integral part of a 

superintendent's success. Here's an 

eight-year comparison: 

1998 

Master's and beyond 3% 

Bachelor degree 37% 

Associate degree 23% 

One to two year certificate 17% 

Source; GCSAA 

spect the courses for which they're responsible. 
"Treat it like it's your own, but remember it's 

not yours," he says. 
Dey also reminds veterans to stay hungry 

and be open-minded. Learning from a techni-
cally savvy assistant can be a bonus for veterans 
that started before computers were on every 
desktop. 

Baidy also says learning is important. He 
attends seminars, conferences and GCSAA 
activities to keep abreast with new trends in 
the business. Complacency can be a drag on 
one's career advancement, he warns. Assistant 
superintendents should look at options outside 
a traditional superintendent position such as 
course construction, irrigation installation and 
commercial opportunities. 

Jennings says he generally attends his com-
pliment of classes for continuing education in 
fewer than two years - but he doesn't stop there 
because learning is crucial to being the best you 
can be. 

"The information is growing so fast, you've got 
to stay on top of it," says Lyne Tumlinson, direc-
tor of career services for the GCSAA. 

Tumlinson recommends focusing on the ar-
eas that might hold a superintendent back. For 
superintendents with more experience, it's the 
skills far from turf care that tend to lag behind. 

"A lot of them don't have as much knowledge 
or education in the areas of business, communi-
cations and leadership," she says. 

While the soft skills such as leadership and 
communications are helped by experience, 
educational opportunities can speed learning 
significantly. The GCSAA has numerous classes 
on its Web site to address common gaps. 

In addition to learning, just keeping a positive 
attitude and enjoying the work and coworkers is 

a big part of success. 
"I'm pleased with my career," Baidy says. "I've 

been connected with golf since I was a caddy at 
the age of nine, for more than 50 years. I enjoy 
the challenges and people I've met during my 
career." 

BUILD RELATIONSHIPS 
Remembering the names of colleagues one 
meets is beneficial, too, Jennings says. Little 
things like that help you stand out from others 
and can lead to opportunities to discuss the next 
phase of your career. 

"The key is, when you meet someone, to 
follow up with them," Jennings says. "Send an 
e-mail or a quick note afterward to help the 
memory of you stick in their mind so that if, 
down the road, there's something you might 
need assistance with, that person recalls who 
you are." 

All superintendents need to build relation-
ships at the local and national levels, Tumlinson 
says. She recommends finding a superintendent 
that holds the kind of position to which you as-
pire, get together with him and learn the profile 
of his career and how he attained success. 

Dey agrees networking is an important factor 
to success, especially for younger professionals. 
He recalls working side by side with his first 
superintendent and talking with him even after 
getting the Springdale job. When you have a 
good relationship with colleagues at nearby 
clubs, even borrowing equipment occasionally 
is a possibility. 

EXPERIENCE AND MENTORS 
For younger professionals, versatility comes in 
handy. Early on in a career, a superintendent 
should plan ahead, examine all the options and 
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not jump at the first plausible opportunity. Tum-
linson cautions that some rookie assistants say, 
"I'm gonna go to the highest level private club," 
but they don't look at all their options. 

Superintendents shouldn't limit themselves 
once they've chosen a path either. It's quite pos-
sible to move from a public course to a private 
one or vice versa because the skills needed at 
both are similar. 

"There's not a great deal of difference be-
tween private, where I've been all my life, and 
the place I'm at now, a high-end municipal 
course," Flaherty says. 

The size of a club is something to think about 
because larger facilities often give assistants 
opportunities to grow, Tumlinson says. They 
can learn about negotiating, budgeting and 
planning, how to run a crew and top-flight 
management skills. 

"If they don't know those things before they 
get to be a superintendent, they aren't going to 
last very long," she says. 

Tumlinson believes the best first job is a 
quality internship that gives you a look at the 
entire industry. 

"If they spend their internship raking bunkers 
then they're not going to get an idea of operating 
any kind of facility," she says. "But if they spend 
their internships learning about the profession, 
then they'll be better prepared." 

Whatever your goals, you should make the 
best use of your time gaining experiencing to get 
to the top, but you should be patient as well. 

"It's a fact - assistants today have to remain 
assistants longer than they did 10 years ago," 
Tumlinson says. "But it's invaluable time under 
the right mentor." 

A mentor, too, is critical to your long-term 
success, especially at the beginning of your 
career. Finding your first position should be as 
much about finding an excellent mentor as it is 
about location, prestige or pay. A mentor will 
help you learn how to deal with agronomic is-
sues, but the nuances of the political pitfalls at 
a highly visible course can be a bigger challenge 
to navigate without a guide. 

Being hired at a top-notch club isn't as hard 
as one might think, Dey says. He recommends 
assistants approach the superintendents they 
work for directly and offer to take on whatever 
work is available. 

"There's always a job out there, and if you shine, 
they're gonna move you up," Dey says. GCI 

Michael Coleman is a freelance writer based 
in Olathe, Kan. He can be reached at mike. 
coleman@comcast.net. 

Some say having a successful career depends on one's ability and 
attitude, as well as following some common-sense guidelines. 

1. Pay attention - most superintendents that get fired aren't doing this. 

2. Hire good people - those that are as happy with their job as 
you are with yours. 

3. Be a jack of all trades. 

4. Play golf at your course and others to get a true read on 
conditions. 

5. Attend seminars and take every opportunity to learn. 

6. Be loyal, but not blindly so, when it comes to equipment dealers. 

7. Focus on training your staff well, 

8. Develop a strong portfolio - show and tell about the problems 
you faced and how you solved them. 

9. Hire people that balance your traits - if bookkeeping isn't your 
bag, hire an assistant that loves numbers. 

10. Learn more Spanish. 

11. Step back and look at how your course fits into the market mix 

of your area. Hone the features on the course to attract more golfers. 

12. Find your niche. 

13. Be confident but not arrogant. 
14. Don't become close friends with individuals at your private club. 

Politics has doomed many good superintendents. 

15. Use more than one vendor for purchases if possible. 

16. Like what you're doing. 

17. Don't hold grudges against coworkers. Professionals can get 
along with anyone. 

18. Be patient. 

19. Weigh the higher salary of private clubs against the better 
retirement at most municipal courses. 

20. If you need help, ask for it. 

Source: Gotf Course Industry research 

mailto:coleman@comcast.net


PREPARING FOR THE FUTURE 
TURFGRASS STUDENTS AND GRADUATES RECEIVE ADVICE 
FROM SUPERINTENDENTS DURING A CAREER-MINDED PROGRAM 



The industry values the people of its future like a 
child values a stuffed animal or blanket. Once 
again, that was evident at Jacobsen's annual 

Future Turf Managers Seminar, which returned in May 
from a brief hiatus. The program, which had its 31st 
session this year, started in 1971 and has had more than 
600 students participate throughout the years. This year 
was the first time it was held at the Jacobsen University 
training center at the company's new headquarters in 
Charlotte, N.C. 

The program provides participants with an oppor-
tunity to learn and interact with turf professionals in 
an educational environment under the guidance of 
industry leaders. 

Fourteen turfgrass students and recent graduates from 
throughout the country attended this year's event, which 

included plant tours, equipment testing, golf course visits 
and guest speakers. 

Mark Wilson, CGCS, at Valhalla Golf Club in Louis-
ville, Ky., was one of the speakers. Wilson gave attendees 
advice about entering the superintendent profession 
and golf course maintenance industry. Wilson, who has 
been in the business for 36 years, a superintendent for 
26 years and at Valhalla for 18 years, has survived the ups 
and downs of the business, including dealing with mil-
lionaires and workers who could barely read and write. 

"It's not about the money," he says. "It's the value of 
what you do. Love your job, be humble no matter what, 
and have a good work ethic. At the top of the profession 
it's still very prosperous." 

Wilson says he has always been around good people. 
He employs 25 to 35, many of whom who have turfgrass 



Jacobsen's new training center 
is located at the company's new 
headquarters in Charlotte, N.C. 
Photo: John Walsh 

degrees, and hires five interns a year. He has 
three assistants (who make $35,000 to $40,000 
a year) - one in charge of the front nine, one 
in charge of the back nine and one in charge of 
the grounds. He has one full-time worker for 
every three holes. 

"The past 10 years, I've always promoted 
from within," he says, adding that assistants can 
expect to put in 60 hours a week. 

Currently, Wilson and his staff are renovating 
the course in preparation for the 2008 Ryder 
Cup, which he says will generate $125 million 
of economic impact the week it's in Louisville. 
For tournament preparation, there will be 70 
volunteers and 30 staff workers to maintain the 
course. The $3-million renovation includes: 

• Renovating 14 holes; 
• Regrassing all greens; 
• Rebuilding five greens; 
• Building a $400,000 waterscape; 
• Rebuilding three new tees; 
• Renovating all bunkers; and 
• Lengthening the course to 7,515 yards. 
The course, which opened in 1986, featured 

Penncross bentgrass on the greens. Now they're 
being changed to an A-l/A-4 bentgrass mix. 
Renovating the greens includes stripping the 
sod 1 inch, aerifying 3 inches deep, deep tining, 
making slope changes, applying methyl bromide 

then seeding. After the greens are grown in, 
they're mowed as soon as possible. During the 
grow-in, Wilson applies fertilizer every week. 

"It takes two weeks from the time you seed 
to the first mow, and you have 95-percent cov-
erage," he says, adding that A-l grows in more 
quickly than A-4. 

Valhalla, which is owned by the PGA of 
America, has 250 members and a liberal guest 
policy, Wilson says. It generates between 18,000 
and 20,000 rounds a year, 60 percent of which 
are with caddies. 

Before coming to Valhalla, Wilson worked 
at public and private courses in Ohio, Florida 
and Kentucky. 

"At a high-end course, you're basically a 
people manager," he says. "You make deci-
sions and motivate people. The team concept 
is important to wipe out any big task. You find 
solutions to problems. The trend is how quick 
can you fix things." 

Wilson believes one out of every five turfgrass 
graduates eventually will become a golf course 
superintendent, pointing out some of the harsh 
realities of the industry, including that of 250 
golf courses in Kentucky, 50 have budgets of a 
half million or more, and seven out of 10 golf 
courses are struggling. 

Another speaker, Fred Gehrisch, CGCS, at 



Highlands Falls Country Club in Highlands, 
N.C., emphasized the need to be a member 
of local, state and national superintendent as-
sociations to reach the top of the profession. 
Associations have relationships with professors 
and help get students jobs. Associations also 
provide benefits such as: 

• Research 
• Networking 
• Education 
• Scholarships 
• Industry promotion 
• Lobbying 
• Best practices 
• Political power 
• Public relations 
• Retirement programs 
• Insurance 
• Discussions forms 
• Seminars 
• Trade shows 
• Marketing tools 
• Resume service 
• Career development 
• Negotiating. 
Gehrisch advises those entering the profes-

sion to work through superintendent associa-
tions to volunteer at major tournaments. 

Gehrisch, who is working to finish his MBA, 
also emphasizes continuing education. He says 
being certified helps superintendents land jobs 
in the top 20 percent of the market. 

Jeff Kent, golf course superintendent at Quail 
Hollow Country Club in Charlotte, N.C., told 
attendees they need to want a job more than the 
next guy. Preparedness is the key to moving up 
in the profession, he says. 

"You need to make sure you're prepared as 
much as possible before you say you want to be 
a superintendent," he says. "You need to swim 
at the deep end of the pool and swim with the 
sharks to know if you can do it. It's tough to 
get into the business and get to the top. Details 
are important. Set yourself apart and surround 
yourself with good people." 

The panel of Wilson, Kent, Texas Agricultural 
Experiment Station Research & Extension Cen-
ter professor Milt Engleke, Ph.D., and Clark Cox, 
sports turf manager for the University of South 
Carolina, gave other advice to attendees: 

• Know some Spanish. 
• Know the game of golf. 
• A degree qualifies you, but doing hands-

on work is an important part of the learning 
process. 

• Work at a top club and at a smaller club 
where you do it all. 

• Volunteer to work preparing for tourna-
ments. It's the little things that count. 

• Grin and bear it. There's no room for whin-
ing. You need to be willing to put in the time. 

• Be able to explain agronomics in layman's 
terms and the consequences of your agronomic 
decisions. 

• Sacrifice, work late and work overtime. Be 
patient because you won't be on a fast track'to 
the top of the profession. 

• Las Vegas is a hot market right now for 
golf. Go there to get in on the ground level of 
a project. 

• Be willing to relocate. 

FEEDBACK 
Steve Loughran, one of the attendees, will earn a 
Bachelor of Science degree in urban horticulture 
and turfgrass management from the University of 
Rhode Island in December. Currently, Loughran 
is an assistant-in-training at Fairview County 
Club in Greenwich, Conn. Loughran, like the 
rest of the group, was nominated by one of his 
turfgrass professors to attend the program. 

"I thought it would be a great opportunity to 
network with peers with the hope of becoming 
a superintendent," he says about attending the 
seminar. "The Jake staff treated us like profes-
sionals, not students. This was geared for us. 
It was awesome that we had so many guys we 
could talk to about different concepts and ideas 
about running premier golf courses. Jeff Kent 
shocked us all back to who we really are and the 
difference of the industry compared to 25 years 
ago. This ¿vent is a resume builder." 

Jason Frank, a 2005 University of Florida 
graduate with a degree in turfgrass science, is 
in graduate school earning a master's degree in 
turfgrass science. Frank says he's always looking 
to meet new people and learn new things. 

"Everyone has four-year degrees," he says. 
"It's things like this that set you apart and fur-
ther yourself. All the prominent members in the 
industry that spoke on a personal level stood out. 
Jake brought these tops guys in to advise us and 
help us get to where they're at. Attending this 
event might open connections in the future. 
Maybe a job opens up, and somebody I saw 
here could open a door, or maybe a job opens 
up with Jake. As a result of all the networking 
with other students here, maybe we each know 
of a job opportunity." GCI 




