
The Politics of 
Modern course design involves 

a mix of egos, miscommunication, 

beliefs and bureaucracy. 

Boy, do we have some funny 

(but disturbing) stories for you 

When amateur architect George Thomas and 
his engineer sidekick Billy Bell were building 
Riviera CC in 1926, they had one annoying 
problem. It wasn't the site, their crew or their 

budget — it was developer Frank Garbutt, who didn't play golf 
or know anything about it. But that didn't stop Garbutt from 
visiting the site regularly and offering architectural sugges-
tions for each hole. 

Since Thomas was providing his services for free, he didn't 
have to listen to Garbutt. But instead of insulting the developer 
by telling him to bug off, Thomas and Bell agreed to talk to 
each other nonstop whenever Garbutt visited, never allowing 
the clueless client to get a word in. Eventually, Garbutt stopped 
making site visits. 



PlayingPolitics 

Design 
Times have changed in golf — sort of. There are no ama-

teur architects and only a handful of designers who have the 
clout to overrule problematic clients without fear of being 
canned. In most cases, client design ideas become the focal 
point of projects regardless of the clients' architecture back-
grounds — just like green committees when they cluelessly 
overrule superintendents and then blame everyone but them-
selves when things go wrong. 

Modern course design involves a peculiar mix of clashing 
egos, miscommunication, artistic beliefs, maintainability and 
politics — all converging as dirt is moving, but rarely to the 
betterment of a project. Yet this power struggle in the golf busi-
ness goes on because, unlike a building or home design that 
relies on precise engineering, a golf course can be built and 

B Y G E O F F S H A C K E L F O R D 

maintained no matter how many odd ideas are injected into 
the design. 

However, the balance between client involvement and ar-
chitectural wisdom has tipped so far into the client's favor that 
many of the courses opening cost millions more than neces-
sary. Worse, many of the courses are falling apart because the 
architect wasn't given enough freedom to make the holes work 
or because superintendents weren't hired during construction. 

Several architects shared their horror stories with Golf-
dom, all off the record out of fear that even the mention of their 
names will be used against them by future clients and their 
peers. Many of these tales are humorous, but others are dis-
turbing, considering what's at stake. 

Continued on page 32 
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Continued from page 31 
A few architects did share their advice on dealing with pol-

itics in golf (see sidebar), but as anyone involved in the business 
today knows: There are no clear-cut answers to dealing ap-
propriately with tricky political situations. Because as super-
intendents, managers, professionals, contractors and architects 
are finding out too often, golf course jobs live and die by 
who treads most carefully through a set of land mines laid out 
by developers, who are usually doing their first and often last 
golf projects. Now, for the stories: 

Par 4s equal bad fortune 
One architect, who deals with several overseas projects, offered 
his worst client nightmares, including the story about the Chi-
nese fellow who didn't want any par 4s because "four" in Chi-
nese means "death." The fellow said par 8s were good, though, 
because they mean prosperity. "The more par 8s on the course, 
the better," the architect recalls the man telling him. 

Then there was the client who insisted on combining French 
Renaissance garden design philosophy into golf course archi-
tecture. "That was interesting, too," the architect says. 

Trees of life 
We've all heard of hugging memorial trees, but how about the 
famous club that desperately sought a U.S. Open, but told 
USGA officials it wouldn't cut down problematic trees nor even 
trim them because human souls were entrenched in the bark? 

Right, left, right, l e f t . . . 
Another successful architect told of the client who bitterly com-
plained about the fairway bunker built on the right side of the 
first hole. The client said, "It shouldn't be there because every-
one slices [their balls]," the architect recalls. 

"I was confident he would like the second hole, with its fair-
way bunker on the left," the architect said. "But when he saw it, 

h e.spicL JWh Vipip-ji {p inwav Ditiunker left if no one hits there?' " 

Tee-d off 
A popular and respected architect recounted this typivl dvde-
velopment nightmare: 

"One day, the money half of the partners was making a rare 
site visit. As we walked the holes, I tried to give him a play by 
play of what was going on, and what the finished product was 
going to look like. When we got to a par 3,1 figured there 
was no way our tour could not brighten, especially with such a 
naturally wonderful golf hole. I explained that the back tee 
played to about 185 yards and the angle of the wetland bank 
favored a right-to-left shot. Pointing out the first peninsula, I 
showed how the angle was less difficult and the distance on the 
hole was reduced to about 140 yards [from the middle tee]. 
Then [we moved on] to the last tee setting and a hole of about 
105 yards. I turned to the money guy expecting him to toss me 
a crumb, and he said tersely, 'Why so many tees?' Only mildly 

Do Your Research 
Several architects note that researching who you might be work-
ing for is one of the best ways to avoid tense situations during the 
designing of a course. It's simple but important advice. Consider 
this story from a former American Society of Golf Course Archi-
tects president relating a classic example of someone not re-
searching his client, which led to disastrous results: 

"An architect went to a prestigious club in the Minneapolis area 
to be interviewed for a potential remodeling project During the 
course of the interview, he extolled the virtues of Rain Bird Irriga-
tion Products. Had he done some research, he would have known 
that some board members were executives of the Toro Corp." 

The same architect points out that simple research - perhaps 
a phone call to a superintendent in the area who formerly worked 
for the client - is the kind of basic research many designers don't 
do because they are too excited about the prospects of working 
for particular clubs or developers. 

"Any club that frequently changes architects is likely the cause 
of its own problems," the architect says. "While architects certainly 
can do poor work or not fit the bill at a particular club, any club 
that goes through four well-known architects for four renovation 
projects is trouble." 

So if you're a superintendent or architect, don't go to a club 
with the idea of removing several trees without knowing they are 
part of the club's current memorial tree program. And don't re-
spond the way one architect did when a green committee chair-
man asked him, "Can you save this tree?" To which the soon-to-
be-unemployed architect replied, "No problem, just tell us where 
you want us to stack the logs." - Geoff Shackelford 

flustered, I waded in with the typical stuff about par 3 and play-
ers of various abilities and playing lengths and angles, and all 
that stuff. I went on for three or four minutes only to again be 
greeted with, in an even more terse delivery, 'Why so many tees?' 

"Then I got more direct, something to the effect of... it's 
a par 3 ... people take divots ... you need the extra space for the 
turf to repair itself... and so on. Giving new meaning to terse-
ness, the money man said, in a totally serious fashion, 'Why 
don't you just use a rubber mat?' With no further words, we 
moved on to the next hole." 

Not funny 
A long-time architect known for his graceful handling of 
tough clients had this to say when we contacted him: 

Continued on page 34 
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"The political issue! Will you make it politically correct? 

Will we have elephants and donkeys? You have a difficult sub-
ject. I have found little that is comical about committees and 
golf course remodeling. Unfortunately, most of this end of the 
business is uncomfortable and often confrontational." 

A failure to communicate 
How do you make situations less confrontational? Architects 
and superintendents, even though sometimes pitted against 
each other on design issues, tend to be the victims in the end. 
Even the consensus of two knowledgeable industry veterans 
is usually not enough to convince committees and develop-
ers to listen to the experts. 

Many of the architects questioned for this article said each 
case is distinct, but there are some ways to handle these deli-
cate political situations. Most say that superintendents and 
architects must find creative ways to give clients an out so they 
can admit they were wrong and not turn situations into tense 
battles. 

"When committee persons have their own personal de-
sign solutions,' I find it best to direct the conversation toward 
design 'concepts' and philosophy,' says Don Knott of Knott-
Brooks-Linn Design. "I'll say, 'I like the concept of your idea, 

but we should look at a variety of design options that ac-
complish your concept.' Or I'll say, 'It's an interesting idea and 
one that I will certainly consider in relation with other vari-
ables and options.' " 

Renowned architect Brian Silva advocates open commu-
nication and involving all parties in the design process as the 
best way to deal with differing viewpoints and to help create 
the best result. 

"Often when looking at a problem, a great deal of good 
is derived from standing there and asking, 'What do you think 
we should do here?' That's key—because a lot of clients have 
a general idea or concept in mind — and it's your job to con-
vert that on the ground to grading, shaping, fine shaping and 
the like," Silva says. 

The bottom line: Most everyone tries too hard to make 
their points or to settle situations without simple non-con-
frontational communication and good listening skills. It's 
always difficult dealing with egos, armchair architects and ex-
perts on everything, but skillful communication is your best 
bet in dealing with the politics of design. • 

Geoff Shackelford, a contributing editorfor Golfdom, knows 
that politics make the world go round. He can be reached at 
geoffshackelford@aol. com. 

WIN A 
JOHN DEERE 

TRAIL GATOR®! 
The Evergreen Foundation 

announces a major 
fund-raiser... 

A raffle drawing for 
the chance to win a John Deere Trail Gator® 

$50/ticket... Only 400 tickets to be sold! 

All proceeds from this event will go to the Evergreen Foundation, a non-profit organiza-
tion dedicated to promoting and funding the creation of a national greenway system. 

The Trail Gator drawing will be held on November 7, 2000, 
at the Green Industry Expo 2000 in Indianapolis, Indiana. 

Ticket holders need not be present to win. 

Tickets are available by contacting the Evergreen Foundation at 
1-877-758-4835 or by visiting our website: www.evergreenfoundation.com 

or contacting any board member. 
evergreen 
wuiAiifiMJirfoundatioii 

http://www.evergreenfoundation.com



