
The economy in Detroit isn't exactly 
humming along. The city is the epi-
center of the sagging U.S. auto in-
dustry as well as ground zero for the 

subprime loan and foreclosure meltdown. The 
city is working diligently to make a comeback, 
but it's a slow and painful process. Yet, there 
are glimmers of hope that energize the Motor 
City and light the way for the future. 

One of those bright spots is the 2008 PGA 
Championship. This August, the world's great-
est players - and a hundred thousand or so of 
their closest friends - will convene at Oakland 
Hills Country Club to experience great golf on 
a fabulous old course. And Steve Cook will be 
there to welcome them. 

Cook, one of a only a handful of superinten-
dents who've earned both the CGCS and Master 
Greenkeeper designations, understands the 
challenges of hosting a major and the value of 
the event in his adopted hometown. 

"Economically, if the rest of the country has 
a cold, Detroit has a bad case of the flu," Cook 
says. "Our club is in really good shape, but the 
PGA Championship is a much bigger deal than 
just our club." 

Cook was raised in the Quad Cities area and 
eventually headed off to the University of Illi-
nois in the early '80s with visions of becoming 
a forest ranger dancing in his head. The forestry 
program required summer classes, and he ended 
up at a tree farm in southern Illinois where he 
observed how telephone poles were produced. 

"They had this huge, long machine that cut 
the tree, trimmed it, treated it and injected it 
with creosote to preserve it," he says. "The guy 
running the machine was completely black 
with creosote, which is nasty stuff, and he had 
a master's degree in forestry. That was the end 
of my interest in forestry." 

Fortunately, Cook had a buddy, Dan Ander-
son, who was majoring in turf, and he soon dis-
covered what would become his life's work. 

"I thought, 'It's a job where you take your dog 
to work, you're required to play golf, and you 
get to be outdoors all the time - how bad could 
it be?'" he says. 

Apparently, not too bad, since he secured 
a position as an assistant at Chicago's famed 
Medinah Country Club after college and later 
helped host the 1988 U.S. Open. From there, he 
took a bit of a detour and spent two years as the 
superintendent at Golf de Joyenval near Paris. 

"I found the job through the GCSAA's job 
listings and thought, 'Why not?'" he says. "Best 
of all, I met my wife, Robin, while I was learn-

ing French before I went over. It was a great 
time. We still go back to France every couple 
of years." 

Eventually, he returned to the U.S. to be-
come superintendent at Wakonda Club in Des 
Moines, Iowa, for several years before securing 
his current position at Oakland Hills in 1997. 
In the decade since, he's hosted a U.S. Ama-
teur Championship and, of course, the 2004 
Ryder Cup. 

We decided it was time to check in with Cook 
- who's a huge Chicago Cubs fan - as he goes 
into the stretch drive for the Championship and 
throw him a few curveball questions about his 
life, what he's learned along the way and what 
it takes to prepare for a Motown major. 

How'd you end up with one of the best jobs 
in the industry? 
I found out about Oakland Hills through the 
GCSAA. From my time at Medinah, I knew I 
liked the bigger operation and the tournaments. 
I applied and got the position. I was fortunate. I 
clicked with the general manager, Rick Bayliss. 
He was relatively new and wanted a younger 
guy in the position. I was shocked when he 
offered it to me. 

What knowledge about hosting a major 
would surprise your colleagues? 
It's surprising how much time is spent on 
things other than turfgrass management. All of 
the infrastructure that gets built, the member 
communication and an endless list of issues that 
consume your time mean you need a good staff 
to attend to the golf course. 

Most people think the superintendent is 
wrapped up in scheduling and fertilization 
and water. But, at this point, I only walk the 
course once a week - and I have to schedule 
that time. What keeps me busy is working with 
vendors and dealing with construction issues 
and nonagronomic stuff. We take 10 semi-
trailer deliveries a day of flooring, bleachers, 
etc. I'm working closely with the construction 
superintendent, Ron Bentley, and the tourna-
ment director to make sure everything gets 
done. It's like a big ship. All you're doing as a 
superintendent is trying to get it steered in the 
right direction. 

You have to have enormous trust in your staff. 
Superintendents at big events who try to do a 
lot themselves tend to face challenges. You have 
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to make decisions quickly. You have to know 
when to say no. You have to be good at picking 
your battles. Most importantly, you can't let the 
event go by without having some fun. You have 
to stop and smell the roses. I try to take pictures 
and keep a diary. You have to savor every mo-
ment, or else the event goes past so quickly. All 
of the sudden it's over, and you look back and 
say, 'What the hell did I do that for?' 

What do you fear most as you prepare for 
an event? 
I fear the things I can't control, such as the 
weather. We have a rain plan that covers every-
thing, including a worst-case scenario such as 
six inches of rain in two hours on Wednesday 
night. It specifies a lot of detail about pumping, 
different kinds of pumps we'll use, squeegees, 
other equipment, etc., all on a color-coded list 
that's broken down by teams. One of the huge 
differences between now and '88 at the U.S. 
Open at Medinah is technology. It's a tremen-
dous help when planning the details. 

How has the club changed during your 10 
years there? 
Physically, we've renovated the golf course to 
add more 'teeth' by adding some length and 
narrowing the fairways. Rees Jones has done a 
lot of that work. Unlike some old clubs, Oak-
land Hills is still interested in hosting majors, 
which is more difficult to do because there are 
more good golf courses out there now than 
ever before. 

From a business standpoint, we try to posi-
tion ourselves as the best game in town. It's a 
tough market in Detroit, and everywhere else, 
I guess. We have become a little more cost 
conscious. Frankly, that's healthy for us and for 
golf in general. It's a difficult process, but I'm 
happy to see it. I'd rather be working in that kind 
of environment than one where people spend 
money foolishly on things that don't matter to 
the success of the club. 

Who's the most superintendent-friendly 
player you've met? 
It's funny - 1 don't know I've ever met a profes-
sional golfer. Within our club, I'd have to pick 
Steve Yzerman, the now-retired captain of the 
Detroit Red Wings. He's a member, and he's 
obviously a legend here in town. But any time 

www.jiuKcour c!'si! JUNE 2008 21 

http://www.jiuKcour




How can a product that's so tough on grubs 
be so gentle at the same time? 

It's a little miracle we call Acelepryn1 

Nearly 500 independent university trials prove it: New DuPont™ Acelepryn™ 

insecticide delivers excellent control of the 10 toughest grubs, plus other 

key pests, in as little as one application—and at the lowest application rate 

ever utilized for white -grub control. No other grub product can match the 

outstanding environmental and toxicological profile of Acelepryn™ Or its reduced-

risk classification from the EPA. Tough on grubs, yet gentle at the same time. 

DuPont™ Acelepryn™. Learn more by visiting us at proproducts.dupont.com. 

Kill them. With kindness. 

DuPont Professional Products 

mm 
The miracles of science " 

DuPonf Acelepryn™ may not be available in all states. See your local DuPont representative for details and availability in your state. The DuPont Oval Logo, DuPont,m The miracles of science,w and AceleprynM are trademarks of 
DuPont or its affiliates. Copyright © 2008 F. I. du Pont de Nemours and Company. All rights reserved. 



SUPERINTENDENT PROFILE 

he sees a staff person, he sits down and talks with him and buys him 
lunch. He's just a down-to-earth guy who treats people so well. He even 
brought the Stanley Cup over one day for everyone to check out. I'm not 
a big hockey fan, but that was pretty cool. 

What key things do you try to teach the interns and other young 
people who work for you? 
I try to teach that if you do your job, you get a paycheck. If you want 
something more, then you have to do something more than just your 
job. You have to go the extra mile. 

If you want to stand out, you have two choices - you can be really 
good or really bad. Everything else is average, so make the right choice. 
I give the same speech every time we hire interns: How do you want to 
be remembered? The choice is up to you. 

I'm always impressed with young guys who take work home at night 

Two keys to success are hiring great people and focusing 
on the things you can control, says Steve Cook. 
Photo: Jim West 
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and things like that. I had a guy who came up with a new spray program 
on his own time. He just showed up one day with a complete manual 
that had photos, step-by-step instructions and the whole works, all in a 
nice binder. If you want to get ahead, you have to do things like that and 
go the extra mile. The list of things you can do to succeed is endless, but 
the list of things you can do to fail is pretty short: be late, be disrespectful, 
don't get along with co-workers, etc. 

Who was your mentor, and what did he teach you that's stuck 
with you? 
My dad was my mentor. He taught me hard work, loyalty and effort 
matter. He grew up in the country and was a farm guy. He never went to 
college, but he was successful because of his great work ethic. He moved 
up through his company and ended up being the right-hand man of the 
owner - all because the boss could trust him. Watching him, I learned 
that honesty, integrity and treating others with respect are the foundation 
of any successful career. 

Why does integrity seem to come up a lot with you and other top-
end superintendents I talk with? 
None of us are perfect, but integrity means a lot. If you try to do the right 
thing all the time, you'll get there 99 percent of the time. Unfortunately, 
we're in a business that can potentially lend itself to inappropriate behav-
ior. Superintendents, pros, club managers: We're all, for the most part, 
unsupervised. The average board usually stays out of things unless there 
are problems. If you don't have honest people, bad things can happen. 

What do you do in your spare time? 

I like to backpack, hike and work out, and I love to watch the Cubs. 

Being a Cubs fan seems painful to me. 
It's a great but strange life. We have a couple of other Cubbie fans on 
staff so we get to cheer and cry together. The worst thing that could 
ever happen would be if they won the World Series some year. It would 
change the whole dynamic. 
What can every superintendent do to be more successful in an 
environment like yours? 
Understand you can't do it alone, and you have to hire great people. 
Also, focus on the things you can control and not worry about the things 
you can't. 

You can't forget it's a team effort. Don't be the Lone Ranger. That's a 
pretty thankless thing to do, and it's not effective. Check your ego at the 
door, and you'll be better off for it. And be open to learning things from 
the people around you. I've learned from every assistant, superintendent 
and golf pro I've ever worked with. 

What's your advice to a candidate for a job like yours? 
At the end of the day, when it's down to the final five in the search process, 
they're going to hire the guy they think they can have a beer with after 
the round. They want to be comfortable with you. You have to be able 
to relate to the members on a personal level, but you can't forget you're 
still an employee. No matter how good you are, never start to believe that 
it's your golf course. It's the members' course. You work for them. The 
moment you forget that, you're dead. GCI www.golfcourseindustry.com/readerservice - #20 
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The agronomic practices that seem to be the most beneficial to grasses and soils 
are the most contentious with members, says Donald Singlehurst, golf course 
superintendent at Royal Colwood Golf Club. Photo: Royal Colwood Golf Club 



Good governance is the 
common denominator at 
the most successful clubs, 
says John Gravett, g.m. at 
the Granite Club. Photo: 
Granite Club 

* s keepers of the green and guardians 
i \ of privileged playgrounds, golf course 

LJJL superintendents at private clubs have 
j to navigate political waters daily. 

From potentially controversial turf 
maintenance practices such as aerification, tree 
removal and pesticide use to large course renova-
tion projects, superintendents need a degree in 
diplomacy as much as a degree in agronomy. 

Several superintendents at clubs throughout 
North America make it clear there are common 
ways keep this gamesmanship to a minimum: 
have an open mind and maintain good com-
munication with membership, use consultants 
to validate your decisions and have a long-range, 
approved master plan. 

"The impact politics plays at a golf club, 
especially a private club, can make or break a 
club in terms of maintenance and membership 
satisfaction," says Donald Singlehurst, golf 
course superintendent at Royal Colwood Golf 
Club in Victoria, British Columbia, Canada. 
"As a superintendent at a semiprivate club, 
I'm aware there will always be some form of 
governance model made up of club members, 
and these members will have a direct impact on 
the direction the club will take. 

"As Spock once said in 'Star Trek,' 'The 
needs of the many outweigh the needs of the 
few,'" Singlehurst adds. "This also holds true 
in a private club. I've always believed we defend 
par and set up the golf course for all to enjoy. 
Ironically, the agronomic practices that seem to 
be the most beneficial to the grasses and soils 
are the most contentious with members. The 
demand for ideal conditions all the time puts 
added stress on those who have to make the 
difficult decisions to schedule the work, and on 
those who actually do the work." 

THE RIGHT STRUCTURE 
One key to ensuring politics play a minimal 
role in course maintenance is good govern-
ance. There need to be clearly defined roles 
and responsibilities for the superintendent, 
the general manager and the chairs of various 
member committees. Good governance is es-
sential to ensure superintendents and members 
get along and are always working toward the 
same goal: making the golf course a better place 
to play. Just as in the corporate world, without 
good governance at a club, divisiveness, abuse 
of power and infighting arise. 

While there's a different dynamic at every 
club when it comes to the relationship between 
the superintendent and the members, good 
governance is the common denominator at the 
most successful ones, says John Gravett, general 
manager at the high-end, private Granite Club 
in Stouffville, Ontario, Canada. 

"My personal preference is the governance 
model in which the superintendent and the pro 
report to the general manager, who then reports 
to the board," Gravett says. "That's been the 
trend at successful clubs these days. This model 
protects the superintendent more from political 
influence because it's dealt with by the general 
manager at the board level. 

"At clubs that don't have that structure, you 
might have the superintendent reporting to the 
green and property chair, the director of golf 
or the pro reporting to the club captain, and 
someone else reporting to the general manger," 
he adds. "That's when you get into the worst 
political games." 

Whatever the structure, when it comes to 
working with committees, retired superintend-
ent Gord Witteveen, who's a recipient 
of the GCSAA Distin-

Gravett 



guished Service Award, 
advises superintendents 
can't win 'em all. 

"Give in on things that 
don't matter much so you 
can have your way with 
the important stuff," Wit-
teveen says. "With commit-
tee governance, you'll inevitably antagonize one 
or two members every year. That adds up and is 
the chief cause of superintendents being eased 
out before they're ready to retire." 

At Des Moines Golf and Country Club in 
Iowa, Rick Tegtmeier, the director of grounds, 
says the committee structure at the 1,500-mem-
ber, 36-hole private club is a key to its success. 
Instead of having a golf committee and a green 
committee, the club has a golf, green and 
grounds committee. 

"This works well," Tegtmeier says. "Both 
groups want what's best for the golfer, and by 

having the groups meet together, we work to 
meet that common goal. The director of golf and 
I help facilitate these meetings, along with our 
green chairman, who serves as the committee 
chair for one year and then moves up the ranks 
to president. This is a very good system because 
by the time he's our president, he has a good 
working knowledge of what we do in the golf 
course maintenance department. 

"At our committee, I give all members the 
USGA Green Committee Guide," he adds. "I 
urge all members of the group to read it and 
try to abide by it. One of the things stressed 
in this book is how important it is to not have 
personal agendas. The committee is in place 
to do what's correct for the good of the entire 
membership." 

Tegtmeier and his staff also attend board 
meetings to present brief reports each month 
and answer any questions that might arise about 
their department. 

"It's important to have a leader who helps you 
and guides you, but also lets you do your own 
thing in your department," he says. 

STRONG LEADERSHIP 
One of the best ways to avoid political problems 
is to have strong leadership at the presidential 
level, says Paul Scenna, golf course superintend-
ent at Beacon Hall Golf Club in Aurora, Ontario, 
Canada. 

"A dictatorship in a private club works best 
because sometimes people are just dancing 
around the issues and are afraid to offend their 
friends," Scenna says. 

While a dictatorship is seen by some as the 
ideal management model to avoid contro-
versy when it comes to the superintendent's 
decision-making and recommendations, the 
larger the group one works with - in terms of 
the membership and the number of committees 
involved - directly relates to how much time 
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Instead of having a golf committee and a green committee, the Des 
Moines Golf and Country Club has one committee for golf, green and 
grounds. Photo: Des Moines Golf and Country Club 

the political process takes. David Kuypers, golf course superintendent at 
The Cutten Club in Guelph, Ontario, Canada, was lucky to spend a year 
at Winged Foot Golf Club in New York right before it was awarded the 
2006 U.S. Open. 

"They had a very small group of decision-makers - only four guys -
whereas here at The Cutten Club, we have to go through a grounds and 
golf course committee for approval, then the finance committee, then 
the board of directors, then the membership as a whole," Kuypers says. 
"It's democracy in action." 

PLAN AHEAD 
In addition to strong leadership, clubs need a master plan. This long-term 
vision sets the direction of the club and prioritizes maintenance and capital 
improvement issues, to prevent future disagreements. 

Kuypers was hired by The Cutten Club in 2005, when ownership was 
about to make considerable renovations to the course. This also was the 
same time when club members took over ownership from the local uni-
versity. One of the new management team's first pieces of business was 
to draft a master plan. 

"The strategic plan laid out everything from 2005 to 2010, and every 
year it's updated," Kuypers says. "That was the vision of the finance chair 
at the time. As a member-run facility, where each year three directors are 
removed and three new ones come in, you don't want to be at the whim of 
who's in charge that particular year. A five-year plan avoids that problem 
and gives continuity to the club's vision." 

Gravett couldn't agree with Kuypers more. 
"You should sit down with the architect, green committee and board 

every two to three years and say, 'Here's the master plan for the golf course. 
It has everything on it,'" Gravett says. "So, if you have a plan to move a 
cart path or add a bunker, it's on that plan. What that does is it sets the 
priorities without the influence of the green chair or board because the 
architect is involved and the committee is involved. Any deviation from 
that plan has to go back to the board and committee." 
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OUTSIDE OPINIONS 
From a political standpoint, the master plan 
also protects superintendents by validating 
their maintenance decisions and providing a 
strategic focus. Another key is using consultants 
to validate superintendents' decisions. 

"For example, the club at which I previously 
worked wanted to remove six trees that were 
more than 30 years old," Gravett says. "There 
was a fair amount of controversy, not only at the 
green committee level, but also with the mem-
bership, so we brought in a USGA consultant 
and someone who studies trees and sunlight 

angles and those types of 
things, and we got to the 
point where we didn't have 
to remove all the trees. 
Through selective pruning 
practices, we were able to 
remove certain branches 
so a certain amount of sun 

got into the green. 
"It was a win-win because the superintendent 

wasn't seen as someone who just wanted to cut 
trees down," he adds. "Instead, we went out 
of our way to do our homework and brought 

Political problems at private clubs 
can arise when superintendents 
believe they own the course. 
Photo: Granite Club 

consultants in to help out with these recom-
mendations." 

KEEP AN OPEN MIND 
Political problems at private clubs also arise 
when superintendents believe they own the 
course, says Jim Nicol, CGCS, at Hazeltine 
National Golf Club in Chaska, Minn., which 
has hosted several major championship events 
throughout the years. 

"Superintendents who take ownership of golf 
courses by saying 'This is my course' are the 
ones who get in trouble, because it's not their 
course," says Nicol, who has been a superinten-
dent since 1978. Brewster 
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