
After this year's Memorial Tournament in May, the turf around the 18th green and concession area was bare 
from attendees trampling on the rain-dampened turf. With intense overseeding, by September it was perfect. 

JACK'S BABY 
Muirfield Village Golf Club is the home of the Memorial every year, and in 
1987, the Ryder Cup. It is a well-maintained course—some say the best in 

the country. It has to be. It's the course that Jack built. 

by JeffSobul, assistant editor 

This is a stadium golf course. Not 
in the sense that Pete Dye's 
c o u r s e s a r e s t a d i u m g o l f 

courses , with e m b a n k m e n t s con-
toured into grandstands and the like. 

R a t h e r , M u i r f i e l d Vi l lage Golf 
Club was designed to handle the 
40,000 to 50,000 daily spectators who 
each year attend the Memorial Tourn-
ament. The Dublin, Ohio, course was 
essential ly built for the Memorial , 
and was also the site of 1987 Ryder 
Cup matches. 

W h e n L A N D S C A P E M A N A G E M E N T 
v i s i t e d s u p e r i n t e n d e n t M i c h a e l 
McBride on September 1, the course 
was entering final preparations for the 
Ryder Cup, about t w o - a n d - a - h a l f 
weeks away. 

Play on the course would soon be 
limited to member play only, up until 
the day before the week of the Cup. 
Guest play would be cut off two weeks 
before the Ryder began. 

From the day the Memorial ended 
on May 31, preparations began for the 
Ryder Cup. 

Rain on the third day of the Memo-
rial caused problems. " T h e r e was no 
turf here at the end of May," McBride 
says, indicating with a sweep of his 
arm the areas around the 18th green 
and the main concession area adja-
cent to the clubhouse. "It was bare. 
We did a pretty intense overseeding 
program right after the tournament. 
I 've b e e n happy with the way it 
turned out so far. A couple of weeds in 

it yet, but we'll take care of those." 
Standing along nearly every hole 

are television towers. Usually after 
the Memorial they are removed from 
their permanent in-ground founda-
tions and placed in the outside TV 
complex until the following year. But 
with the Ryder scheduled, they were 
left in place to avoid the hassle of put-
ting them up again just a few months 
later. 

Alterations 
" T h i s is one of my favorite holes," 
McBride says, standing on the tee of 
the picturesque par-three eighth hole. 
Thick trees line the right side of the 
hole, providing a buffer between the 
course and the expensive houses just 



McBride's staff raised the left side of the eighth green slightly 
to aid drainage and reduce wear on the walk-off area. 

on the other side. The cart path winds 
down the left side to the green. 

" W e made this little mound here 
right after the Memorial/' he says a 
few minutes later, standing just off the 
left side of the green. " T h i s was raised 
about two inches b e c a u s e (water) 
came off and it was really flat here and 
we didn't have any good surface drai-
nage. The water would sit here and 
we couldn't grow good turf. 

" W e contoured it just a little b i t — 
not a lot, just enough to get good sur-
face drainage. Actually, the surface 
drainage comes in toward the center 
of the green and then out the front 
(through a drain tile in a bunker and 
into a catch basin). It was that or re-
construct the whole (left) side, which 
wasn't going to work. 

" W e just brought this together and 
put a drain in there. We top dress this 
(left) side about every four days to 
bring it up and keep the level of the 
green together. Once we take it down 
to tournament cutting height, it all has 
to be even. You can't have any scalped 
areas or areas that are too low getting 
growth that's too long and hairy. It's 
important to keep an area like this top 
dressed and the transition area top 
dressed so it all smooths out ." At the 
time, the cutting height was at 9/M of 
an inch. It would be taken down to 5/M 
for the Ryder. 

" T h i s has always been a tough 
green to mainta in , " he says of the 
eighth. " O n e of the problems on this 
green is that we don't have enough air 
movement. Usually, you have a wind 
coming out of the west. We've thinned 
out this whole area through here just 
to get additional air movement. Espe-
cially working with bentgrass, you've 
got to have s o m e air m o v e m e n t , 
you've got to have a lot of sun to grow 

good turf. We've got another area on 
12 that's stagnant as far as air move-
ment goes." 

Work on 12 is more extensive than 
just thinning the trees. The par three 
covers 160 yards over a sprawling 
pond below the elevated tee. T h e 
worn walk-of f area straddling the 
bunker to the back of the green has 
been dug and painstakingly leveled. 
"We' l l get the sod in there, pin it, and 
use a good starter fertilizer high in 
p h o s p h o r o u s a n d p o t a s s i u m , " 
McBride explains. "That stuff's just 
like glue. It'll stick. (The roots) will be 
down in there in another four or five 
days, and in two-and-a-half weeks 
you won't even know it was sodded." 

Tickling the fairways 
A l ightweight t r iplex mower cuts 
across the seventh fairway at a 45-
degree angle, making the alternating 

light and dark green pattern so appeal-
ing to TV cameras. McBride takes a 
couple of golf balls from the golf car 
and drops them onto the freshly-cut 
fairway. 

"It 's a nice l ie ," he comments from 
one knee. "It 's only at a half an inch. 
I'm not a real believer in having them 
(cut) too tight. You ever want to hit 
your three-wood off a tee without a 
tee? Would you think you could hit 
the shot? Even for some pros it 's 
tough. T h e y need to have a l i tt le 
cushion." 

He walks ahead to an uncut area on 
the fairway. Grooves are visible from 
verticutting. "It brings it up real n ice , " 
he says of the verticutting. " T h e n you 
just cut it off. You see how it brought it 
up?" McBride runs a hand through 
the bentgrass then motions toward 
the mower operator. "He's taking off a 
lot more than he normally would if he 
weren't verticutting. 

"I 'm a firm believer in verticutting. 
This summer, because it was so dry, 
we couldn't go out because it would 
bruise (the turf) too bad. So I didn't get 
to verticut as much as I wanted. This 
is really a greens verticut unit (on the 
fairway). So we're just tickling the top 
to try and train it. It makes a dif-
ference, though. If we do this once or 
twice before the Ryder Cup, then 
they'll be just where we want them." 

Good luck, bad luck 
During the summer , centra l Ohio 
went through a period of about seven 
weeks with less than a half-inch of 
rain. " W e went out a week ago and 
fertilized the rough for the Ryder Cup 
and then it rained." McBride shrugs 
his shoulders and smiles. " I mean, 
what more could you ask for?" 

How about a broken hydraul ic 
hose on one of the triplexes, at the 

McBride is a firm believer in verticutting. In preparation for triplex mowing, 
an operator uses a greens verticutter on the 10th fairway without 
interferring with the golfers. 



time grooming the 15th green? 
It happened on August 23, just a 

month before the Ryder. A portion of 
the green was a mess. "It happens," 
McBr ide says with the comfort of 
knowing that it will recover in time 
for the players and the cameras. "You 
don't know when it's going to happen. 
But it always seems to happen at the 

most unfortunate t ime." A few years 
ago, he recalls, the same thing hap-
pened on the approach to the 18th 
green. Worse yet, it was on the Friday 
o/the tournament. "At least this time I 
have a couple of weeks to recover." 

Indeed, on hands and knees, the 
green of fresh bentgrass is invading 
the brown area. "It 's coming back. I'll 

have to plug out a few areas. It looks 
terrible but it's not as bad as it looks. 
There 's a lot of new growth coming in. 
It won't take long for that to really run 
in . " 

And it won't take long for McBride 
and his staff to have Jack's Baby in 
perfect health for the Ryder Cup ei-
ther. LM 

A BACK-DOOR CAREER MAN 
Six years ago, Michael McBride was selling computer 
systems. The rapid transition he's made to superinten-
dent at Muirfield Village Golf Club is something no 
computer could figure out. 

As an undergraduate at Bowling Green State Univer-
sity, McBride worked the summers of 1973 and 1974 at 
Muirfield, while the course was under construction. "I 
guess what I liked was that I could do something with 
my hands, labor, and you could see it evolve, emerge," 
he says. 

Except, he was a political science major. At the time, 

Michael McBride (right) instills in his staff, the pride 
he holds for Muirfield. He checks the progress of 
verticutting on the 10th fairway with the operator of a 
greens verticutter, used on the fairway to stand up 
the bentgrass before mowing to control lateral 
growth. 

he considered switching to agronomy. "But I was so far 
along I said, 'Aw, I'll just get my degree.' It wasn't a very 
good attitude at al l . " 

He graduated, he sold and he did well for himself. 
"But I had a problem," he explains, "especially in the 
springtime. 

"I was on straight commission as a computer sales-
man. But I'd go by a golf course and—zoom—there I go, 
sharp turn into the front drive. It hurts your livelihood. 
You're not bringing home the money you should. You 
should be out working." 

Things had to change. 
He wrote a letter to friend and mentor Ed Etchells, 

Muirfield's superintendent at the time McBride worked 
there. Etchells, now Jack Nicklaus's right-hand mainte-
nance man for all his courses, suggested contacting 
Muirfield. 

McBride began as seasonal labor. He was eventually 
hired on full-time and then sent to school at Rutgers. He 
would work in the summer and go to school in the 
winter while his wife remained behind in Columbus. 
"It was tough on us. But I came back, got the assistant's 
job and worked my way up. It was definitely a different 
avenue, but everything's worked out ." 

He has been superintendent for two years now. And 
he now has his job and his life in a clear perspective. 

" T h e attention to this golf course and the importance 
of the (Memorial) Tournament, really comes from the 
top (Nicklaus). That's my job, to try to keep him happy. 
It's his baby. 

"It may be 99.9 percent perfect but that's not good 
enough. It has to be better than that. That's why it is 
what it is. He won't settle for anything less than that. As 
long as we have the people, the resources, the funds, 
we're always doing something. If you have all that, 
there's no reason why it shouldn't be perfect. That's 
what makes it challenging for m e . " 

McBride seems a natural for his job, relying as much 
on instinct as on pure facts to make proper decisions 
about managing the course and its staff. He willingly 
accepts these challenges. 

"You work your way to be Number One as far as 
course condition. But once you get up to the Number 
One spot, trying to maintain that spot is the most diffi-
cult because there are hundreds of great golf courses 
that all want to have that recognition. 

" W h e n you've been publicly recognized as the best 
that puts a little more challenge into the job of keeping it 
the best year in and year out. That's what I try to instill 
in these 40 to 50 people, and they understand that. 
They'l l put in that extra effort because they have a lot of 
pride in i t . " 

So does McBride. There 's no where else he'd rather 
work, and with good reason. "If you feel you're at the 
best golf course, where else would you want to go?" 

Perhaps the first tee? —Jeff Sobul 


