
GOLF IN THE FLATLANDS

Three Simple Questions
By Pat Norton, Golf Course Superintendent, Nettle Creek Country Club

Inmy mind lately there are a few simple questions
that keep bugging me. These questions are the nag-

ging, recurring sort... as opposed to the life and
death ... or meaning of life type of unanswerable ques-
tion. The life, death, and the meaning of it all type of
questions are really not possible to answer. There are
many different interpretations and opinions to the
deep questions of life.
Rather, these three simple questions pertain to the

world of golf. Golf is unique in that the philosophers
among us can find the quiet and solitude needed to
explore the human mind and answer a few questions ...
while playing or working ... out on the golf course!
This ad libbed little essay will attempt to answer

these questions... that nag at all of us golf course
types from time to time.
The first question ... has many subquestions ... and

is one of course management and the management
team. The question is what constitutes a good team ...

the superintendent, golf pro, and club manager all
working harmoniously, I would suppose? How often
does this truly happen ... and for what duration? And
why, when a good management team is developed
over a period of time... do external circumstances
always seem to screw things up?
Over the last five years, our little group at Nettle

Creek worked very closely and harmoniously ... to the
mutual benefit of all. The main staff people were
myself and our PGA professional. Our working rela-
tionship was just about as ideal as possible... largely
due to the fact of both of us having ownership stock.
We were also overseen ... quite closely at times ... by
four other owners who always had a keen interest in
everyday happenings and our mutual long term future.
Too many owners resulted in the end, though, in

there being too many chiefs and too many strongly
held, incorrect opinions. As the season progressed
and finished up last fall, it became apparent that
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changes were due and something monumental was in
the wind.
Our group mutually agreed to sell the course to one

of our existing owners who had the most interest by
far in staying involved. In the course of the negotia-
tions it also became apparent that our PGA profes-
sional. .. who had done so much for us in terms of
sales, marketing, and promotion of the game of golf to
our golfers ... was not going to be retained!
So this guy ... who is arguably the best PGA profes-

sional that I have ever worked with ... who was a large
part of our success from 1995 - 1998... was not going
to be asked to join the new management group!
Something was very fishy here ... I thought!'
So the original first question of what constitutes a

good management team... is answered in that it's
always good people working together!
And we had it! Why didn't it last for a longer

duration? The answer is so simple and always the
same ... people screw things up! The successful PGA
guy let his ego get a bit out of hand ... creates a few
adversaries for himself. The adversaries overreact
to the max ... and make sure that the guy gets his

GOLF IN THE FLATLANDS

wings clipped.
Or the good superintendent is too concerned with

the course itself ... and forgets that in a public situa-
tion ... lots and lots of people must play the course for
it to succeed. Small problems become big ones ... and
people end up leaving for greener pastures.
This question is sort of like why any professional

sports team has such a difficult time repeating for the
championship ... it's much easier getting there than it
is staying on the top! But it does tick a guy off when
external forces or 'powers that be' tinker with a good
course management team and do nothing but make
the situation so much worse!
The second question posed is simply this. .. does a

golf course superintendent need to play golf in order
to succeed in this business?
Obviously the answer must be... definitely not!

Logic show us that there are plenty of very good, very
successful superintendents that choose not to play
this great game ... yet their courses are clearly as good
as any other! Does a successful baseball manager or
basketball coach need a playing background in order
to achieve success? Of course not!
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