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B Y PAT J O N E S 

Championing a cause 
Roger Stewart's experience at prepping courses for senior events is 
second only to his reputation for environmental responsibility. 

At first glance, Roger Stewart 
seems an unlikely poster boy 
for environmental golf course 

management. He hardly appears to be 
a granola eater and I suspect he does 
not own a pair of Birkenstocks. Rare 
steaks and well-shined Foot Joys are 
more his style. 

Yet, Stewart has been persistent 
and consistent in his efforts to both 
improve the ecological performance of 
the facilities he's managed and to spread 
the gospel of eco-golf in the communi-
ties and states he's lived in during his 
career. All that done while smoothly 
preparing perfection for nearly a dozen 
Champions Tour events at three very 
different sites. 

Stewart is a Midwesterner who's 
blended in like a chameleon into di-
verse environments in Chicago, New 
Jersey and, now, Minneapolis. Few 
top superintendents have had three 
successful tenures in three entirely 
different locales, but Stewart has pulled 
it off nicely. 

He might have come by his peripa-
tetic nature genetically: his dad was a 
career officer in the Marine Corps, the 
family bounced around and Stewart 
"grew up everywhere." He landed in 
Chicago as a teen where he started 
working at courses and getting to know 
superintendents, including the legend-
ary Bob Williams at Bob O'Link. He was 
hooked and went to the University of 
Nebraska for his degree in agronomy. 

He earned his first superintendent 
job at Midlane CC in Waukegan, 111., 
in the mid-'70s before moving up to 
Chicago's venerated Riverside Golf 
Club for a decade. In 1988, he took the 

job of opening Stonebridge CC, a high-
end Fazio facility where he hosted six 
Ameritech Senior Tour events and cut 
his teeth on televised tournament golf. 
After eight years, he joined the TPC 
Network and left Chicago for Princeton, 
N.J., to oversee construction, grow-in 
and maintenance of TPC Jasna Polana. 
In New Jersey, his environmental in-
terest came into full blossom as he led 
the facility to become one of the most 
prominent Certified Audubon Sanctu-
ary courses in the nation. And again, he 
found himself hosting the seniors for 
the old Instinet Classic. 

Two years ago, he rotated back west 
to take on management of the TPC Twin 
Cities in the Minneapolis suburbs. It's a 
new facility for Stewart, but his role is 
similar: host a Champions Tour event... 
the 3M Championship...and run an 
environmentally excellent operation in 
an ecologically aware community. 

In his spare time, Stewart has pre-
sided over three (count 'em) different 
state and local chapter and, being a 
glutton for punishment, recently be-
gan a term on the board of his newly 
adopted home state's association. Oh, 
and he's taught turf seminars and even 
junior college classes for decades. And 
he's won more Environmental Leaders 
in Golf Awards than just about any other 
human on the planet. 

YOU HAVE A COUPLE OF MINNEAPOLIS 
WINTERS UNDER YOUR BELT NOW. HOW 
HAS IT COMPARED TO YOUR PREVIOUS 
LOCATIONS? 
In a word, the winters are long! But, 
it's not a whole lot different than the 
Chicago area. There are a lot of similari-

ties in the way you grow turf, but we're 
more sensitive to snow mold and winter 
dessication here. The golf course is built 
on 100-percent sand here at TPC Twin 
Cities,/which helps a lot when it comes 
to growing bentgrass and hosting the 
3M Championship. Paul Grogan (who 
preceded Stewart) did a great job. He 
used Trimmit to keep the Poa at bay, so 
we're still predominantly bentgrass. 

SO YOU LIKE IT? 
Winter is a little colder, there's more 
snow and it lasts longer, but the sum-
mers are beautiful. Culturally, it defi-
nitely differs from New Jersey. You're 
struck right away by the Midwestern 
values and the way people look at life. 
People are accommodating and there's 
a saying, "Minnesota Nice," that really 
tells the story. 

The best thing is the outdoors stuff. 
You get just minutes outside the metro 
and it gets rural pretty fast. I've done 
some deer hunting and fishing and I 
want to get into snowmobiling. The 
fishing is great and it's been fun find-
ing the places to go and the people to 
go fishing and hunting with. I've been 
ice fishing, but I haven't caught much 
of size or substance. 

HOW'S THE LOCAL GOLF MARKET DOING? 
I had no idea how much golf has grown 
here. There's a huge golfing presence 
with a pretty fair number of courses for 
a city of this size. People play early in 
spring and late into fall. Last year was 
amazing with Minneapolis hosting two 
majors - the Women's U.S. Open and 
the PGA Championship - plus our an-
nual 3M Championship. 



Roger Stewar t has b e e n pers is tent 
a n d cons is ten t in his e f for ts to 
improve the eco log i ca l p e r f o r m a n c e 
of the faci l i t ies he's m a n a g e d du r i ng 
his career. 

I was also amazed at how many 
newer courses they've built in the 
past 20 years, particularly up north of 
Minneapolis in the "wilderness." And 
they're mostly stand-alone courses and 
casino resorts. Most seem to be doing 
OK, but there are a few that have been 
sold or are going out of business. Even 
the ones that are struggling can't sell 
and can't afford to close. The value gets 
upsidedown versus the debt, but you 
have to keep them running and main-
tained to make them worth anything in 
the market. They're in a pickle. 

ARNOLD PALMER ONCE TOLD ME THAT 
THE CHAMPIONS TOUR "IS ALL ABOUT 
KIDS AND FUN." TRUE? 
It really is focused on fun and enter-
tainment. That doesn't mean it's not 
competitive - these guys can sure still 
play golf. But they've finished their 
time on the PGA Tour and people still 
want to see them. The PGA Tour can 
be hugely entertaining as well - just 
look at the Waste Management Open 
at TPC Scottsdale. But at the 3M and 
other Champions Tour events, it's 
competitive, but the players have more 
opportunity to interact and talk with 
people and they're more available. 

HOW ABOUT CONDITIONING STANDARDS 
AND THE RUN-UP TO THE EVENT? 
The events in the TPC Network are dif-
ferent. The ones I did in Chicago were 
challenging and you're kind of on your 
own. There's a lot more support in the 
network. We have regional agronomists 
working with us throughout the year. If 
you're not in the network, you might see 
a PGA Tour agronomist a couple times a 
year. Mark Johnson is our TPC Regional 
Agronomist and our 3M Championship 
guy, so he's here several times a year. 
The PGA Tour Agronomists have a busy 
schedule, so they rely on TPC Director 
of Golf Course Maintenance Operations 

goifcour :om APRIL 2010 13 





F 
ilMMIMtiflP ' ' 

Our focus is Bermudagrass Greens... 
• Over 40 Years of Planting Bermudagrass Greens 
• Installing Greens on Over 500 Courses in 16 States 
• Breeders of CHAMPION Dwarf Bermudagrass Released in 1995 
• Breeders of EMERALD Dwarf Bermudagrass Released in 2007 
• Creators of the No-Till Renovation Process Used to 

Convert Over 300 Courses to CHAMPION 
• Developing Numerous Innovations in Production and 

Planting Techniques 

Nobody does it better... 
• Guaranteed Purity 
•Guaranteed Establishment 
• Refrigerated Transportation Of Planting Stock 
• Sprigs Treated With Fungicides Before Shipping 
• The Fastest Grow-In Possible 
•No Contamination During Installation 
• No Nematodes In The Planting Stock 
• No Weeds In Planting Stock 
• No Soil In Planting Stock 
• No Heavy Equipment On Your Greens 
• We Are Always There In Person To Install Your Greens 

Follow-up support after installation... 
Because we are the breeders of the grasses we install, 
we will be there to ensure your success for the life of your greens 
We make follow-up visits, take soil tests, and make agronomic 
recommendations for every set of greens we install. 

Specializing In 
Bermudagrass Greens 

Since 1966 
www.championtur f fa rms.com 
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Collier Miller and TPC Regional Agronomists 
like Mark Johnson and Dennis Ingram to 
handle events at TPC facilities, as well a few 
other tour events each year. 

Once you've done a few of these - if you've 
been paying attention - you know what 
they're looking for. Champions Tour player 
expectations are pretty much like the PGA 
Tour player expectations especially as more 
veterans of the PGA Tour come on to the 
Champions Tour. Firm and fast, so irrigation 
management is very important. Obviously, we 
do minimal watering during the tournament. 
Other than that, we strive for consistency 
from green to green - smoothness, true lines 
of putt, bunker consistency, consistently 
mowed rough at a consistent height. If we 
do that, then the players, rules, officials and 
agronomy team are all on the same page. 

any wh iners among the champions? 
I'd be lying if I didn't say I hadn't had to deal 
with player complaints. I had a couple of them 
when I was at Stonebridge. Thankfully, it has 
been pretty good during my TPC events. It's 

usually the odd comment to a rules official or 
Mark (Johnson) or Cal (Roth). I've never had 
anyone get in my grill (laughs). 

you mentioned c a l ro th , t p c s longtime 
agronomy chief. does he ever get mad? 
Cal's pretty calm and collected most of the 
time. The only time he might show the other 
side is when things don't go how they're sup-
posed to go during last-minute tournament 
prep. He doesn't like rain or lightning or other 
acts of God. He can steam a little when that 
stuff happens. He's a pretty firm guy. He'll let 
you know when you're outside the ropes and 
he needs you to be inside. But he's very fair 
and very knowledgeable, and that makes him 
a great guy to work for. 

name the big inf luences on y o u r career? 
Cal's certainly high on that list. He's taught 
me so much. I'd also say John Krutilla, who's 
retired now. I worked for him when I was 
a kid in high school, clear through college 
and as an assistant at the Elks Club course in 
Kankakee (111.). He got me interested in this as 

a career. Then, of course, there was Bob Wil-
liams. I worked at Bob O'Link as a trainee out 
of college and I didn't know how important it 
was to have worked for Bob until I became a 
superintendent and I found his words coming 
out of my mouth about twice a day. And, of 
course, I got to know his son Bruce Williams. 
We were about the same age and we were 
heavily involved in the MAGCS and national 
political stuff together. We've been friends for 
all these years and we still teach (seminars) 
together. You have to have a lot of respect 
for Bruce and what he's accomplished in this 
business and I am fortunate to have him as a 
friend and as a mentor. 

you've become something of a poster 
boy f o r envi ronmental go l f . why? 
I'm not sure when the first seeds were plant-
ed, but I just gradually became more aware 
of our role as superintendents in protecting 
the environment and how easy it was for us to 
become leaders. It just doesn't take that much 
effort. I'm not a card-carrying environmen-
tal maniac by any means. When the whole 

Drought tolerant grass backed by complex technology 
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environmental movement got started, I was 
like most superintendents and didn't know 
quite what to think about it. Then I did the 
construction at Stonebridge and had a lot of 
decisions to make on the maintenance facil-
ity and chemical storage, rinsing area, etc., 
and it started me thinking. My interest grew 
exponentially at TPC Jasna Polana in New 
Jersey because about that time the TPC Net-
work really started emphasizing ecology and 
the Environmental Leaders in Golf Awards 
program got started. 

At the time, I'm working in New Jersey, 
which may not have the greatest reputation, 
but their regulations are tough and you have 
to be on your toes. It usually takes lots of 
concessions to get permits. It was a little in-
timidating to do monthly water quality testing 
and follow some of the stringent rules, but you 
had to figure out a way to convince people 
that we were a positive, not a negative. I really 
bought into it and got interested in it. 

WHAT KIND OF THINGS WORKED? 
I met with a lot of environmental leaders in 

the area and tried to get to know them. Then 
I went to see Dr. Roy Meyer, with the NJDEP, 
who was responsible for all the groundwater 
testing on golf courses in the state. I figured 
it was better to know your enemy, as they 
say. But he turned out to be anything but an 
enemy. He was a huge help and his role was 
to be an advocate and a source of information 
for people like us. 

HAS IT BEEN A BURDEN TO BE GREEN? 
I just haven't found it to be that difficult. It's a 
lot of common sense. You have to know a bit 
more about the products you use, but it's not 
too hard to find that information and tailor 
your agronomy plan around that information. 
There were a few things in New Jersey that 
we couldn't use because of the testing, but 
we knew that. The NJDEP told us. The one 
time we did experiment with something on 
the no-no list, it tested positive. They weren't 
lying to me. 

HOW IMPORTANT HAVE YOUR INTERPERSONAL 
SKILLS BEEN IN YOUR SUCCESS? 

It's a huge part of success in this business. 
People like Bob Williams told young gradu-
ates back in the late '60s, 'Mark my words, 
agronomy issues will be relatively small in 
your future - communications and fiscal 
management and personnel management 
will be critical.' That doesn't overshadow the 
agronomy, but it grows every year. 

SO WHAT DO YOU TELL TODAY'S YOUNG BUCKS? 
Like Mr. Williams said way back when, 
agronomy is not the biggest of your concerns 
once you become a superintendent. Do every-
thing you can now, as an assistant, to become 
active in your local, do some speaking, get on 
a committee, learn how decisions get made 
and expose yourself to those kinds of non-turf 
experiences at every opportunity. 

I also tell assistants to apply for as many 
jobs as possible and go to the interviews -
even if you're not 100 percent interested in 
that job - to get the experience. That confi-
dence is really important. 

Finally, on the job, I coach them in their 
dealings with employees. It starts there. GCI 
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WORLD'S 
FASTEST 
GRINDERS 

The E X P R E S S D U A L spin grinder 

is much faster than back-lapping with no 

messy cleanup. Fifteen minutes floor-to-

floor for a reel grind makes lapping a 

thing of the past. 

And everyone knows a freshly 

ground mower delivers a 

better cut to grass than 

lapped mowers. Instead of 

grass blades that are 

torn; you get a smooth, 

surgical cut resulting in greener, 

healthier turf. 

Find out for yourself 

Test Drive a D u a l - 8 8 8 GRIND-IT 

A M E R I C A ' S F A V O R I T E GRINDER 
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BANKRUPTCY: 
The Mother of Invention 

Equipment innovations and an efficient plan have allowed 
Ironbridge Golf Club's crew to move forward despite drastic cuts. 

B y M a r i s a P a l m i e r ! 

Ironbridge Golf Club isn't easy to maintain. 

It's nine miles around, has a 500-foot 
elevation change from the pro shop to the 
tee and is the wintering ground for several 
hundred elk. 

Those variables didn't change when re-
sources were slashed as a result of the facility, 
a holding of financial services giant Lehman 
Brothers, declaring Chapter 11 bankruptcy 
last February. 

Ironbridge's maintenance staff had been 
operating with caution since Lehman Broth-
ers filed for the largest bankruptcy in U.S. 
history on Sept. 15, 2008. But several links 
down the corporate chain, operations at Iron-
bridge in Glenwood Springs, Colo., hadn't yet 
been affected. 

Last February everything changed 
overnight, says operations manager and 
golf course superintendent Eric Foerster, 
CGCS, MG. 

{ FABRICATING SOLUTIONS } 

EDGING CART PATHS 
Old way: Edge cart paths every two 

weeks with disc str ing tr immers, spending as 
many as 9 2 2 man-hours a season. 

New way: Use a hydraulic disc mounted 
to a utility vehicle to edge cart paths about 
once a month. This method takes 16 man-
hours per instance. Ironbridge borrowed this 
item from a neighboring course last year, but 
equipment manager John Weidler plans to 
build one this year. Plus, the crew applied 
preemergent herbicides in cart-path cracks 
and mulch beds to prevent weeds from 
growing rather than having to hand weed 
them. "In other words, we used chemical 
applications in a smart way," Foerster says. 

# SAVINGS; More than 800 man-hours. 

"I got a call from the bank saying our ac- ' 
counts had been frozen," Foerster says. "Be-
fore that there was no indication they were 
going to put us into bankruptcy. It happened 
very quickly." 

The golf course maintenance budget went 
from about $1.2 million to about $600,000. 
The crew used to include Foerster, five full-
timers and as many as 16 seasonal employees. 
Now there are four full-timers (Foerster, two 
assistants and an equipment manger) plus 
only four seasonal crew members. 

"One of the first things I had to do was re-
lease my first assistant, who'd been here since 
I arrived," Foerster says. "He was my number 
one guy. Fortunately, the course right next 
door was looking for someone at the time, so 
it worked out for him. But it was tough. 

"With our seasonal staff, we had a bunch 
of people that would come back year after 
year, and I was forced to only pick four," he 
says. "I had to choose and say no to guys who 
had been loyal." 

Operating as a debtor in possession, which 
Ironbridge remains today, every item pur-
chased - whether it's a pencil, a fuel filter 
or a pallet of fertilizer - has to be approved 
up the chain of command by a development 
consultant. Any purchase greater than $5,000 
needs court and creditor approval. 

Ironbridge typically opens in early- to mid-
April, but after getting "the call" about being 
in bankruptcy Foerster wasn't sure the course 
was going to open. But he had to assume it 
would - and that included operating with a 
bare-bones budget and crew. 

BACKT0THEELK 
As the wintering ground for 300 to 400 elk, 

much of the early spring workload involves 
cleaning up after them - including collecting 
droppings, eradicating urine dead spots and 
removing 11 miles of rope from every green 
and tee and 3,000 wire mesh fences from 
around trees. Before, Foerster always had the 
staff to handle this work. 

Last year, he needed to develop a new plan. 
Thanks to the help of an imaginative staff, he 
came up with one. 

Instead of using vacuums and blowers to 
collect all the droppings, which can take four 
or more workers several weeks to complete, 
they devised a solution to mow over the en-
tire course, chopping up the elk droppings. 
Equipment manager John Weidler fabricated 
a bear-claw-like rotary blade for the rough 
mower (see page 24 for details). 

"The blades chop up the elk droppings into 
tiny bits that disperse," Foerster says. "It's a 
great organic source for the turf. We got the 
benefits from putting a manure application 
out and it cleaned up the course very nicely. 
It's interesting that we saved a tremendous 
amount of time, but we never would have 
changed this otherwise." 

One man can mow the entire course 
(rough, fairways and tees) in one week. 

The crew also streamlined collecting and 
storing the rope. Before, it was an exhaus-
tive process, taking several days to wind the 
11 miles of rope back onto spools. Last year, 
because they didn't have several days to 
spare, the crew developed a tool that fits on 
a battery-powered drill. The winding process 
now takes two days and is much less fatiguing 
for the staff. 

"Some good stuff has definitely come out 
of this whole thing in that it's forced us to 




