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Failures in Course 
Construction Result 
of Corner Cutting 

Numerous mistakes ore due fo ignorance, incompetence, dishonesty 

. . . It's time investors started d e m a n d i n g performance bonds 

By H. B. MUSSER 
Author of "Turf Management" 

Hp he increase in the number of new 
courses that already have been built 

in the past decade, are under construc-
tion, or arc on the drawing boards, has 
almost reached the proportions of a crash 
program. Rut mistakes have been and are 
still being made. They will have to be 
lived with for a long time to come or it 
will take costly correction to fix them. 
Some of these are honest. They are due to 

hazards of weather, errors in judgment 
which can be forgiven, or to changes in 
organization or demands thai couldn't be 
anticipated when the original plans were 
made. 

Unfortunately, there is another class of 
mistakes that can't be readily excused. 
These are errors of ignorance, incompe-
tence, or of dishonesty stemming from 
the opportunity to make a "fast buck" 



in cutting construction corners, "i iicy arc 
the tuiderlying causes of most of the dis-
satisfaction and irritation which results 
when new courses do not measure up to 
expectations. 

Expert G u i d a n c e Needed 

When greens have to be rebuilt, fair-
ways drained and renovated, or tees re-
constructed within a year or two after 
the course has been opened, it is almost 
a foregone conclusion that "somebody 
goofed". Such things should not happen. 
When we try to [ustify them, we aggra-
vate a situation that won't be resolved 
until there is full recognition that the 
extremely important items of site selec-
tion, course design and construction 
should be placed in the hands of someone 
whose experience and performance has 
demonstrated his ability to handle them. 
It has been shown over and over again 
that a very moderate increase in the cost 
for competent course maintenance super-
vision — the employment of a good super-
intendent — will be saved many times 
over in increased player satisfaction, oper-
ating efficiency and avoidance of costly 
repairs. The same applies as well to the 
establishment phase. Invariably, the very 
modest increase in the cost of top design 
and construction will return a handsome 
profit within the first few years of oper-
ation, both in reduced maintenance and 
repair and in better playing conditions. 

Mistakes of Ignorance Avoided 

Let's examine the avoidable and largely 
inexcusable mistakes. Poor courses may 
be the result of errors due to ignorance. 
These must be classed as avoidable. Arch-
itects and contractors should have the 
experience and technical information that 
are necessary to escape such mistakes. 
The selection of an architect should be 
predicated upon a demonstrated ability 
to handle all elements of design. The fit-
ting of the course into the terrain, under-
standing of strategy of play, adjustment 
within reasonable limits, without sacrific-
ing basic concepts to budget limitations 
all are essential to a well planned course. 
These must be given important consider-
ation when a man is selected who will 
have the responsibility for turning out a 
good job. 

This is not the whole story. The best 
design will not compensate for poor con-
struction. Failure to understand the need 
for good drainage and soil modification 
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on greens and tees and how to provide 
for these can completely offset the value 
and pleasure of a good design. A lack of 
knowledge of the ability of grasses to ad-
just to differences in climate, soils, and 
maintenance, of how to meet fertility 
needs, correct soil acidity, etc., results 
in "hit or miss" construction. 

Demonstrated Abil ity 

Mo individual should be given the re-
sponsibility of planning and supervising 
the building of a course unless he has 
demonstrated an ability to prepare a 
sound, practical set of construction speci-
fications. These must contain all details 
of proper soil preparation, drainage, and 
modification; of the quality and quantity 
of all materials (lime, fertilizer, seed, 
etc,,); and directions as to exactly how 
and when each is to be used. If specs are 
clearly written and there is proper super-
vision of how they are carried out, chances 
of poor construction results are negligi-
ble. 

Errors of ignorance resulting in poor 
or mediocre courses are not confined to 
planning and supervision. Those charged 
with original site selection must take some 
responsibility. The National Golf Founda-
tion has had for some years a publication, 
"Planning and Building the Golf Course", 
which emphasizes the extreme import-
ance of soil adaptability. 

In many instances, considerations of 
first cost and accessibility are permitted 
to completely outweigh adaptability for 
the production of good turf. It may be-
come so expensive to move or adequately 
modify sufficient soil to improve natural 
defects, that the cost of such modifica-
lion may compensate for the higher price 

(Continued on page 112) 



Construction Failures 
(Continued from page 32) 

of a more favorable site. Too often, these 
things are not sufficiently considered when 
a site is selected. When the final estimate 
comes in, the usual decision is, "We can't 
afford it, but let's go ahead and get the 
best we can with what is available." This 
creates an almost impossible situation for 
the architect and builder and results in 
a mediocre course that satisfies no one. 

C h a n g e s A r e Cost ly 

There is another area vvheTe ignorance 
is sometimes responsible for the failure 
to achieve expected results. This is a lack 
of understanding of problems and costs 
of making major changes in design after 
construction is under way. It results from 
a lack of study and understanding of plans 
and specifications before they have been 
approved. Often changes are demanded 
which not only greatly increase costs but 
delay completion dates. 

Increased costs, if recognized, can be 
provided for. But reconstruction that 
throws seeding schedules into unfavorable 
periods for germination and turf estab-
lishment can't be compensated for by in-

creased appropriations. When a contrac-
tor is pushed to complete the job he will 
take a chance. If the hazards are not 
thoroughly understood and he is not per-
mitted to delay seeding or planting, a 
poor thin stand of grass usually is the 
penalty. 

Often there is failure to apply even 
ordinary, simple business caution in 
consummating contracts as an assurance 
of acceptable performance. In what other 
construction undertaking of similar size is 
there found such a widespread disregard 
Of the general practice ol requiring an 
adequate performance bond as a prere-
quisite for acceptance of the contract bid? 
"Shake-hands" agreements may be okay 
for bets on golf scores but they have no 
place in the design and building of a 
course. When a bond is required it must 
not be forgotten that it protects only 
against failure to carry out the provisions 
of an accepted contract. It cannot be 
used, and rightly so. to force later changes 
in design or construction that would ma-
terially increase costs or throw the entire 
project off schedule. From this stand-
point, it actually represents a two-way 
obligation and is a protection to both 
contracting parties. 

Poor construction may be the result of 
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plain in competence. This takes various 
forms. It may be due to inability of the 
contractor to accurately estimate construc-
tion costs. If his bid is too low, he will try 
to get "out from under" by cutting cor-
ners. To save time and labor, he may 
handle soil when too wet, operate seed-
ing and fertilising equipment too fast, 
or take other short cuts. It also may be 
the result of indifference or a lack of 
appreciation of the care required to do 
a job right. 

Disregard of Specifications 

An illustration is the failure to thorough-
ly mix the ingredients used for modifying 
the surface layer of soil on a green. Pock-
ets of peat or sand invariably result in 
poor quality turf and playing conditions, 
The placing of tile lines that do not ade-
quately drain wet areas on fairways is 
another example. Such illustrations can 
be endlessly multiplied. The "letter of 
the law" may be thoroughly understood, 
but carelessness in applying it can result 
Only in disappointment with what has 
been produced. 

It is difficult to judge the dishonesty 
factor as a cause of poor construction. 

fl exists, but where nature plays such an 
important role in the success or failure 
of a job, it sometimes is hard to define 
the line between honest errors and in-
tentional acts that produce poor courses. 
Low bidding to "freeze out" competition 
is a factor. This can only happen when 
specs are so loosely drawn that cheap 
substitutes in materials can be used, or 
operating methods modified. Or, it may 
occur during the course of construction 
when unanticipated problems arise that 
require added expenditures that the con-
tractor can't recover. 

It may take the form of reduced opera-
tions of seedbed preparation or the cut-
ting on quantities and quality of ferti-
lizers, seed, and other materials. It may 
be due to burying of stones and trash 
under an inch or two of soil instead of 
following specifications for their removal. 
Almost invariably, the covering layer of 
soil settles or washes away within a short 
time, leaving a mess that can only be cor-
rected by a major repair job. Dishonesty 
may occur in the installation of inferior 
drainage or irrigation equipment that will 
keep costs within bid figures. 

Poor or mediocre courses are not always 
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due to the items we have considered. In 
some instances sufficient funds have not 
been made available to build a first class 
layout. The chief concern here is that 
whoever undertakes the planning and con-
struction job is obligated to explain the 
limitations and to be doubly alert to see 
to it that the buyers get the best possible 
return for their investment, If they are 
willing to go ahead on "half-a-loaf" basis 
they must accept the results. Courses of 
this class arc not sources of most of the 
criticism and dissatisfaction over failures 
to meet expectations. The real problem 
arises in cases where courses have failed 
to come up to standard, even though there 
haven't been serious financial limitations. 

Who's to Blame? 
When this happens, we invariably look 

for someone on whom to place the blame. 
Usually, the architect or contractor, or 
both, are the targets. In many cases they 
must accept responsibility. But the trou-
ble often goes much deeper than this. 
They may be only partly to blame for 
the final result, rather than the main 
cause. Who insisted that the course be 
built on a poor site: Who was responsi-
ble for approving a contract, often pure-
ly on a price basis, without a thorough 

check on the competency of the indi-
viduals who were to do the job: Who okay-
ed a set of plans specifications so loosely 
drawn that anything could happen? Who 
insisted on changes in design that threw 
construction programs off schedule? Who 
failed to require continuous and thorough 
supervision of operations? 

Responsibility for shoddy results is not 
always a "one way street". 

Reducing the Risk 

It is obvious that risk of getting a poor 
course, due to avoidable mistakes, can 
be reduced. The principal requirement is 
the application of the same sound busi-
ness principles and common sense that 
are inherent in any major construction 
project. 

First of all, the selection of a site 
should be contingent upon the approval 
of someone (usually a competent archi-
tect) who understands the relation of the 
terrain and soil to the construction of a 
good course. 

just as important is insistence on the 
preparation of a detailed set of plans and 
specs which are so clear and specific 
as to leave no opportunity for misinter-
pretation. If there is any question about 
their con tent, they should be submitted 
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to a competent person for review. 
The contractor should be chosen with 

care. He should be selected on the basis 
of his demonstrated ability and willing-
ness to adhere strictly to the contract 
terms. 

Cont inuous Superv i s ion 

Finally, there should be continuous su-
pervision of the building operation 
through all its stages. If the architect can't 
do this, the alternative is for the owner 
or club to employ someone competent to 
do it, and give him the authority to see 
that the fop is done iu a workmanlike 
manner. This often is desirable even 
though there may be competent super-
vision by the architect. If an arrangement 
can be made with an individual so em-
ployed to assume management of the 
course after completion, he will be in a 
better position to do an efficient job. 

If, these relatively simple rules are 
followed, a great deal of the continued 
criticism of poor course construction can 
be avoided. There always will be some 
failures because of accidents of weather, 
and mistakes due lo honest errors. Also, 
there are bo mid to be cases of poor 
management that will cause a course with 
a good potential to deteriorate. But these 
are not the principal causes of dissatis-
faction. They can be accepted as the 
ordinary hazards in such undertakings. 

C a l l e d in A n Expert 

A supt. and pro at an Illinois course 
were allowing golf car maintenance prob-
lems to ruin a fine friendship until they 
solved them by hiring a neighborhood me-
chanic to take charge in the evening 
after he got through with his garage job. 
Complaints and costs were reduced by 
the services of the mechanic who knows 
how to organize the job and handle it, 
using the simple procedures of automobile 
maintenance and repairs. 

C r a b g r a s s Control I d e a 

Emil Roewert, golf writer for the Shen-
andoah (la.) Sentinel, has contributed 
this idea in his column to crabgrass elim-
ination research: "It's not necessary to 
replace your fairway divots if all are crab-
grass instead of part bluegrass. In fact 
we should make it a rule not to replace 
divots of crabgrass. It would help get 
rid of some of that ah noxious turf that 
way." Emil may not be a turf scientist 
but he sure looks at the cheerful side. 


