
One year ago there was specula-
tion some turf equipment manu-
facturers were on shaky ground. 
Today, that thought seems ludi-
crous, with manufacturers saying 
there may be too many companies 
and a shake-out is likely. 

Furthermore , two more U .S . 
companies are preparing to enter 
the commerc ia l turf equipment 
market and there is concern Japa-
nese manufacturers are studying 
the market. U.S. manufacturers are 
concerned about "copy-cats". 

Weeds Trees & Turf editors vis-
ited Iron Country in March and 
April to get the full story. We spoke 
to representatives of more than a 
dozen companies to get their opin-
ions and to learn of their plans. 

Most of the activity by far is in 
commerc ia l mowing equipment , 
especially in the walk-behind in-
termediate (30- to 60-inch) rotaries. 
George Schaefer, Jr., of F.D. Kees 
Mfg. Co., said, "In 1975, a survey 
we did showed a void in the 32- to 
50-inch walk-behind rotaries and 
we focused our attention on that 
void. Three years ago, Toro did a 
similar questionnaire using a Kees 
mower as an example. They are 
aware of the potential." 

Price, maneuverabi l i ty and 
speed are reasons contractors cite 
for buying walk-behind intermedi-
ates. They are replacing some of 
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their trim mowers and large riding 
mowers with the in termediates 
(see M o w e r Ef f i c iency , April is-
sue). 

The concept of walk-behind ro-
taries was developed in the 1930's 
by two men, each separate ly . 
Howard Phelps, the founder of 
Sensation, in Nebraska and Leon-
ard Goodall in Missouri. "My first 
rotary had b icyc le t ires and an 
electric motor from a Hoover vacu-
um cleaner," says Phelps. "I've still 
got it here in my living room in 
Raleston, Nebraska , a suburb of 
Omaha. I also hold the patent for 
the first grass catchers for rotary 
mowers." Phelps began commer-
cial production in 1940 and sold 
the company in 1966. Last year 
Gilson Brothers purchased Sensa-
tion and is stepping up its market-
ing efforts. 

,Leonard Goodal l of Warrens-

burg, Missouri in the 1930's, built a 
company and distribution network 
which included the then Bunton 
Seed Co., in Louisville, Kentucky. 
"Bunton had the Eastern Seaboard 
for Goodall until we started mak-
ing our own mowers and Foley 
bought Goodall in the mid-50's," 
said Gilbert Brown, Bunton vice 
president. In 1969, Bunton bought 
all rights to the Goodall line. "Be-
tween 1949 and the mid-70's the 
market for walk-behind intermedi-
ates was served by only a few 
companies . Today, there are 9 
companies with similar products 
and more coming," Brown says. 

Ransomes Bobcat claims to be 
the largest current manufacturer of 
walk-behind intermediates. Bob-
cat intermediates were first pro-
duced in the mid-70s. Ransomes, a 
British company, purchased Bob-
cat in 1977, adding a reel line to 
Bobcat's rotaries. Many landscape 
contractors speak highly of the 
Bobcat intermediates. Dick Leh-
man of R a n s o m e s attributes the 
company 's success to s impli f ied 
operation and maintenance as well 
as a good distribution network. 

F.D. Kees also entered the walk-
behind intermediate market in the 
mid-70 's af ter market research 
showed potential. Sensation and 
Yazoo were o ld- l ine companies 
with products in that category. 



Cushman-OMC Lincoln's Grass Caddy typifies a new emphasis on grass 
collection. 

Since then Gravely, Deines, and 
Exmark have jo ined the group. 
Still, Toro and Jacobsen wait to en-
ter the intermediate market. Rep-
resentatives from Toro and Jacob-
sen did not want to reveal their 
plans for this type of mower but 
distributors have told Weeds Trees 
& Turf both companies have proto-
types in testing with introductions 
not far off. 

One potential problem may be 
what happens to distributors who 
carry Toro or Jacobsen lines with 
another company's intermediates 
when Toro and Jacobsen introduce 
competitive models. One distribu-
tor felt it will take two years or 
more for Toro and Jacobsen to 
build up inventories of walk-be-
hind intermediates if they choose 
to enter that market. This would 
give distributors time to evaluate 
the compet i t iveness of the new 
products and whether both lines 
can be together on the same show-
room floor. He also expected price 
and new engineering by Toro and 
Jacobsen to make a difference. 

All the excitement is not walk-
behind intermediates . Toro has 
been pleased with the reception of 
its 11-b laded reels it introduced 
last fall. "We have more products 
in development at Toro for the 
commercial market than we have 
ever had before , " says S teve 
Williams, manager of the commer-
cial products group. "We will intro-
duce more new products this year 
and next year than any previous 
time. This reflects our continuing 
commitment to product research 
and development." Toro will an-
nounce its 1983 introductions in 
August at its annual dealer con-
vention. 

Denny Brown of Toro is spear-
heading an experimental program 
using a computer to balance a cus-
tomer's needs with an appropriate 
mower. "Construction of a mower 
can mean the difference between 
two years and eight years of relia-
ble service," Brown says. "Down 
time is critical in the commercial 
market . S o m e mowers may cost 
less at first, but cost more later 
when they don't hold up or last as 
long." 

Both Toro and Jacobsen have in-
stalled computer-aided design sys-
tems to speed up product develop-

ment. Jacobsen Vice Pres ident 
Roger T h o m a s c lear ly states his 
company's goal, "We are making a 
unique product for the industrial 
marketplace . W e are not in the 
throw-away business." "More and 
more mowers will be hydraulic," 
Tom Carter, Jacobsen vice presi-
dent of engineering said. "At first 
we had to get parts from aircraft 
parts suppliers , but now we are 
custom designing our own parts to 
increase the efficiency and relia-
bility of hydraul ics . Sol id state 
components may tell the mower 
operator of the future that the hy-
draulic fluid is too hot or the pres-
sure has dropped; preventing dam-
age and prolonging equipment 
life." 

Hydraul ics are credi ted for 
reducing the weight of mowing 
equipment, improving the cut by 
increasing the rotation speed, sim-
plifying changeover of attach-
ments, and eliminating a number 
of moving parts subject to wear. 
Hydraul ics were first appl ied to 
rotary equipment by Excel. 

National Mower , the oldest 
manufac turer of powered reel 
mowers in business, has built cus-
tomer loyalty on keeping their 
mowers as simple and as rugged as 
possible. "Rotaries are not as safe 
around people , " says John Kin-
kead, National's president. "Reel 

mowers operate with less horse-
power and at lower rpm, saving 
fuel consumption and engine 
wear. Traditionally they are more 
popular in the Northeast and West. 
Reels have difficulty cutting grass 
higher than the radius of the reel, 
usually 3- to 4 - inches . Beneath 
that, they tend to cut cleaner than 
rotaries. Regular blade sharpening 
is needed and is admittedly more 
difficult than with rotaries. Distrib-
utors are going to have to change 
their reel service to satisfy markets 
like lawn care," Kinkead said. 

The reel market is growing as 
wel l . In addition to the older 
companies such as Toro, Jacobsen, 
National, Locke, and Roseman, are 
recent entries to the U.S. market, 
Brouwer Turf Equipment Ltd. of 
Ontario, Canada, and Ransomes of 
the Uni ted Kingdom. T h e reel 
gang, especially hydraulic reels, is 
holding its own in the golf and 
parks markets as a good cut for 
large areas . Tr ip lex mowers, as 
well, are being used more in fair-
ways to reduce Poa annua and dis-
ease by clipping removal. 

Clipping removal for both reel 
and rotaries is growing in priority 
for product designers. A major part 
of the new commercial line about 
to be announced by a new entry 
this fall is a grass catching system. 
Cushman's new Grass Caddy for 



Walk-behind intermediate rotaries 
from Ransomes-Bobcat. 

its Front Line riding rotary mower 
is a good example of the attention 
to grass collection. Much of this is 
in response to the growing impor-
tance of commercial lawn care. 

Another important item in prod-
uct development is a zero turning 
radius heavily promoted by Excel 
with its twin joy stick steering. Ex-
cel has also responded quickly to 
the grass collection and multi-use 
concepts. 

Mechanical thatch management 
is another feature being consid-
ered by c o m m e r c i a l equipment 
manufacturers as a partial result of 
lawn care. The simple device of-
fered by Snapper in its consumer 
mowers may work its way into the 
commercial market as an option to 
powered rakes and vertical mow-
ing. 

The benefits of coring are being 
realized by non-golf markets at the 
same time. Aerifying attachments 
as offered by Ryan, Dedoes, Hahn, 
Kees, Olathe, Turfco, Jacobsen and 
Toro should be more common in 
non-golf markets. 

Tractor manufacturers, such as 
John Deere and Ford, are offering 
medium-s ize tractors with four-
wheel drive and turf tires to help 
golf and landscape managers build 
multi -use equipment systems. 
Ironically, the tractor as the center 
for mult i -use system was w h e r e 
Toro and Jacobsen (then Worthing-
ton Tractor Co.) started and still 
exce l . T h e primary limitation to 
these systems remains maneauver-
abil ity. 

The trim rotary mower market 

faces some increased pressure as a 
result of new safety regulat ions. 
Commercial mowers are exempt 
from blade brake systems now re-
quired on consumer mowers . 
Commercial equipment producers 
are c o n c e r n e d some c o n s u m e r 
mower manufacturers might try to 
use the c o m m e r c i a l market to 
avoid the safety regulations. Com-
mercial buyers should demand the 
higher standards set by commer-
cial mower manufacturers, such as 
ball bearing wheels, heavy-duty 
housing, and c o m m e r c i a l grade 
engines. 

U.S. engine manufacturers are 
fighting back against companies 
l ike Honda who gained market 
share recently. Briggs and Stratton 
introduced a much-improved I.C. 
series of engines last year recap-
turing some of the Honda market. 
T h e c h i e f problem, according to 
George Schaefer of F.D. Kees, is 
Honda developed a 4-cycle engine 
with bet ter oil c irculat ion than 
U.S. engines and claimed longer 
life. This concern also increased 
the popularity of 2-cycle engines, 
such as on Lawn Boy. Briggs re-
sponded with the I.C. engine that 
has greater l i fe and eas ier re-
building. "Our buyers have now 
started asking for Briggs engines 
over Honda," says Schaefer. 
"Briggs was down to 40 percent of 
our production and now its back to 
60 percent." 

Teledyne Wisconsin is reposi-
tioning to increase its engine mar-
ket share under the name T e l e -
dyne Total Power. Teledyne also 
cooperates with a Japanese compa-
ny on the Robin engine l ine. 
Kohler and Onan increased their 
marketing efforts at the Golf 
Course Superintendents Conven-
tion in Atlanta in February. 

T h e engineers of c o m m e r c i a l 
turf equipment manufacturers are 
busy right now trying to meet the 
needs of c o m m e r c i a l buyers. 
There are many test models in the 
field waiting to go into production. 
Manufacturers now have comput-
ers to help their engineers meet 
those demands. Like Toro, other 
companies are working vigorously 
on product development. 

The potential hurdle to the en-
tire process is the distribution sys-
tem. "Next to product quality, is a 

Steve Williams, head of Toro's 
commercial turf equipment group. 

company's distribution," says Dick 
Lehman of Ransomes-Bobcat. "As 
we expand our product lines, dis-
tributors who carry more than one 
company ' s l ine are faced with 
pressure from both the manufac-
turers and the customers. There is 
great potential in certain markets 
for new equipment distributor-
ships." 

M a n u f a c t u r e r s may try farm 
equipment distributors as an op-
tion to turf equipment distributors. 
Farm equipment manufac turers 
have an inside track in that case. 
Farm equipment distributors could 
also use the extra business. 

Garden centers with commercial 
lines are also an option, but con-
sumer equipment manufacturers 
would have an edge there. T h e 
overall situation does seem to sup-
port the need for new commercial 
turf equipment distributors. 

Conrad Langenberger , vice 
president of marketing for Sim-
plicity, told at tendents of the 
Reinders Turf Equipment Show in 
M i l w a u k e e , " M a n u f a c t u r e r s are 
pinched, and many are shoring up 
their distributors. By 1984, housing 
starts will reach the magical two-
million mark. Riding mower sales 
will increase through 1986, go 
down, then resurge again in 1988.1 
expect gas engines of the future to 
have longer life expectancies." 

The volatility of the consumer 
equipment market is dangerous. 
Equipment manufac turers may 
want to stick more closely to the 
stable commercial market. 
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