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He Helps Keep a Little Part of
This World Green
By Lori Ward Bocher

After writing for The Grass Roots for 13 years, Gabe
Lopez is the first person I've met who was literally

drafted into the golf course business. He had no choice
but to work on a golf course. But it turns out that he
liked it so well that, 15 years later, he's still working in
the business.

Gabe is the irrigation field service manager for
Reinders. He's the one you call when you just can't get
that irrigation system working the way you want it to.
During the golf season he travels all over Wisconsin
and the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. But how was he
initially drafted into the business?

Gabe graduated from Elkhorn High School in 1986.
He then went to work as a night auditor and a front
desk clerk at the Lake Lawn Lodge in Delavan, which
is where he still lives today. In 1988 the resort was sold
to the Anvan Corporation which also owns The Abbey
and the Interlaken Resort in the Geneva Lakes area.

"When Anvan bought Lake Lawn Lodge, one of the
first things they wanted to do was to renovate the golf
course," Gabe explains. "They rebuilt it, adding some
greens and tees, drainage, and an irrigation system. In
the fall of 1988 there were only four or five people
working on the course, not nearly enough for the ren-
ovation project. The hotel management then put up a
draft notice throughout all the properties stating that
all the 'boys' had to go out there and help lay sod. I
was 21 at the time. I had no choice. They said, 'You're
a young buck. Get rid of your pretty penny loafers, go
get some mud boots, and start laying sod. '"
Likes it better outside ...

"Once I got outside, I found that I liked it better than
being inside all the time," Gabe continues. "I could get
fresh air and exercise. So I became part of the grounds
crew. In 1989 we put in the new irrigation system. I
helped put together pipes and did other odds and ends."

In the spring of 1990, the Anvan Corporation began
construction on the Geneva National courses. Gabe's
superintendent at Lake Lawn, John Krutilla, became
superintendent at Geneva National. "He asked me if I
wanted to go with him," Gabe recalls. "They are signa-
ture courses by Arnold Palmer and Lee Trevino.
Because of the big names, I thought it would be fun to
go there and play with the big boys. John then pro-
moted me as the irrigation technician for Geneva
National. It was my job to get the system up and run-
ning and then to maintain it. I worked at Geneva
National for five years. That's how I got to know the
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people at Reinders because I'd call in my orders for
parts or repairs."

But Gabe didn't go to work for Reinders quite yet.
"I left the golf course business for a season and went
to work for a landscaper in the fall of 1995," he
remembers. "I was laid off for two months and so I ful-
filled a childhood dream to get my commercial driver's
license and become an over-the-road truck driver. I
had enough of that after four months.

"Then in August of 1996 I had an interview with
Craig Reinders. I left the trucking business and went
to work for Reinders in the service department," Gabe
continues. "They sent me to schools for both Toro and
Rain-bird, the two main lines of irrigation equipment
we handle. Aside from the school of hard knocks -
managing an irrigation system myself for several years
- this was the first formal training I had in irrigation."
Moves to field service ...

In the spring of 1998, Gabe began going out into the
field to service equipment. "One of the nice things
about being out in the field is that I'm basically my
own boss," he says. "I tend to push myself too hard
and have long hours. But I enjoy the challenge and the
satisfaction of getting irrigation systems up and run-
ning again. Because I worked on a course for several
years, I know how frustrating it can be to have a
system down.

"I like to call the irrigation system the life blood of
a golf course. That's my own little patented word for
it," Gabe points out. "Water is one of the basic neces-
sities. So when a course calls up and says it has a
problem with a pump station or a central or whatever
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else, I enjoy being able to help. I'm helping to keep a
little part of this world green."

Gabe receives most of his service calls directly from
his customers, and he does all of his own scheduling.
From mid March to late November he's on the road 90
percent of the time. With a heavier concentration of
business in the southern part of the state, he is able to
make it home to Delavan all but about two nights a
week. Jobs range from replacing a fuse to replacing
the entire office central and field satellite controllers
which might take two or three days to complete.

He travels in an extended-cab, half-ton pick-up
with an 8-foot bed. "Anyone who has seen my truck
always asks me how long it takes to load it up when I
get a new truck every two years. It averages about two
days to unload, reload, and get everything ready in the
new truck," Gabe says. "Needless to say, the cost to
replace my truck, including parts, if it ever was stolen
would give our insurance agent a heart attack. The
truck is stocked with the most common replacement
items and equipped with all the proper tools and
testing equipment."

Gabe is in constant contact with Michelle Berg, the
office manager at the Elm Grove office of the Reinders
irrigation service department. "A running joke
between me, my wife, and Michelle is that I talk to
Michelle more than my wife in the summertime. I'm
always in contact with her," he points out.
Calls are prioritized ...

At Reinders, they prioritize the service calls. "We
keep pump stations our Number 1 priority," Gabe
explains. "If there's no water, there's no grass. The
pump station affects every part of the course. Second
on the list are the irrigation centrals. Depending on
what type of system it is, they may be able to water
manually if they have to. But it's a pain to do that, so
we try to keep that down to a minimum.

"Our lowest priority is if a head's not working some-

where," he continues. "They can water that part of the
course manually until we can get there. And we will
get there. But we have to put out the biggest fires
first. I strive to keep everybody happy. And 99 percent
of the superintendents are patient and tolerant.

"Work is pretty much non-stop, every day during
the golf season," Gabe adds. "It's a challenge. It's not
boring. That's what I like about it. We tackle all kinds
of problems from a simple fuse to a major lightning
claim."

In fact, a good percentage of their work comes from
lightning damage. "A golf course is one of the worst
places to be during an electrical storm because of all
the wiring that's in the ground," Gabe points out.
"When lightning hits a course it will be induced into
the wiring system and it can damage the field con-
trollers, the power supplies, the pump stations - any-
thing electrical."

When summer storms roll across the state, it gen-
erally takes two or three days before Gabe starts
receiving calls about lightning damage. "Usually
there's a fair amount of rain with a storm, and the
courses won't check their irrigation system until they
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need to irrigate again. That's when they find out
there's a problem and they call us."

Gabe also spends a fair amount of time on lightning
protection. "We want to minimize the damage to the
irrigation system when lightning does strike," he says.
"There is built-in surge protection on the newer con-
trollers. But even with the new controllers, if you don't
have good grounding, all the surge protection in the
world doesn't do any good because the lightning can't
find the path of least resistance. So we'll go in and
assess a course that has been hit numerous times and
we'll add more components to the electrical system to
try to minimize the damage the next time a storm
comes through. We can't prevent it from being hit -
that's up to the Man upstairs. But we can minimize the
amount of damage to the irrigation systems."

Gabe is often called in to fix problems caused by
lightning storms because the course can submit an
insurance claim to pay for the repairs. But other times
the superintendents do what they can before having
Gabe make a house call. "Generally speaking, the
course staff is fairly knowledgeable on how the irriga-
tion system operates," he says. "But they may not
have either the manpower or the testing equipment
required to troubleshoot the issue. So we'll do over-
the-phone support to try to pin down where the

problem is. If we determine that simply changing out
components will get them up and running, then we'll
send parts out. But when it's beyond their abilities or
equipment, it is then our turn to come in and resolve
the issue."

Every now and then, even Gabe is stumped. That's
when he calls in the Reinders in-house techs for
advice or the factory service reps from Toro or Rain-
bird. "Once in a while there's an unusual circumstance
when the damage is so severe that we may need to
start from scratch and track every wire nut connec-
tion," he explains. "I don't have to call them often, but
there are some things that baffle my mind and give me
gray hairs."
National Service Person of the Year...

For his ability to solve most problems on his own, in
October of 2002 The Toro Company honored Gabe
with its National Service Person of the Year Award.
The award was given at a special banquet on the last
night of the company's week-long service and sales
school in Orlando.

During the off season when work slows down, Gabe
attends service schools for the various equipment
manufacturers that Reinders carries. "We're updated
on the new equipment," he explains. "For me, one of
the perks of this job is that I get to travel all over the
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country for these schools. Also, my previous driving
experience with semi-trucks allows me to deliver the
Watertronics show booth at the GCSAAnational con-
ventions throughout the country."

Speaking of new equipment, Gabe doesn't spend all
of his time on service calls. He also assists courses that
upgrade their irrigation or purchase new systems. The
amount of this type of work varies with the market
and economy. "As we are all painfully aware, the cur-
rent economy has taken a toll on course budgets, a far
cry from just a few years ago," Gabe points out. "A
good portion of our business now is renovating irriga-
tion systems. We'll upgrade their old existing con-
trollers and put in new centrals, sometimes in phases."
His life story ...

As you may be able to tell from his accent, Gabe
was not born in the U.S. He was born in Mexico City in
1967. His family was well to do and therefore able to
send him to a private Catholic grade school. At that
school, his parents learned of an exchange program
with the U.s. So when Gabe was just 12 years old, in
the spring of 1979, he moved to Elkhorn, Wis. to
attend school. His mother came with, and they lived
with an uncle who was on a farm near Elkhorn. With a
student visa, he became a permanent resident and fin-
ished high school in Elkhorn. Eventually, most of his
family joined him in Wisconsin.

Gabe knew very little English when he moved here,
so he went to a special class so he could learn English
while in the 6th and 7th grades. He was the only
Hispanic in the school for four years. Was he accepted
by the other students? "There weren't any major prob-
lems, but it wasn't all peaches and roses either," Gabe
answers. "But that's life. Not everybody is going to like
you. It wasn't really bad, it wasn't great - it was just
fine. I did have some great, wonderful teachers who
helped me get through the language barrier."

Besides learning English, Gabe also had to adjust to
the colder climate of Wisconsin. "When I came up here
there was still snow on the ground in spring. Itwas fun
to see my first snow," he says. "But in winter I had to
clear our long driveway with a dinky little snow
blower. It took three hours. That wasn't so much fun.
Now I enjoy Wisconsin. I enjoy the changing seasons."

He also had to adjust from living in one of the
largest cities in the world to living in the country.
"Going from a big city, where everything is concrete,
to a small town in mid America - at first I hated it
because there were corn fields all around me. But I
eventually learned to enjoy the peace and quiet of
living out in the country," Gabe recalls.
Afamily man now ...

Another big change for Gabe was becoming a family
man in 2001 when he married Christine, the woman

he had dated for five years. They now have two very
young children - Anthony, who is one and one-half
years old; and Charlie, who was born in May of this
year. He also has two step-children from Christine's
previous marriage - Jessica, 13, and Joey, 11. He has a
full house.

When he's not working or spending time with
family, Gabe likes to watch car racing on TV - (F 1, IRL,
Cart and NASCAR). He also likes to watch super bike
racing. "Before I got married I had a motorcycle and
used to go riding quite a bit," he says. "I'm getting the
middle-age itch to get a motorcycle again. But I've got
to talk my wife into it first."

All in all, not a bad life for someone who was drafted
into the golf course business. Gabe is glad he turned
in his penny loafers for mud boots 15 years ago. He's
glad he turned in his desk job for one that lets him
work outside and on the road. And golf course super-
intendents across the state are glad Gabe is working
on their side to fix irrigation problems and help keep
their little part of the world green.*
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