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I
by Michael R. McCall

f there’s one thing 
Michael R. McCall learned

in his five years as a naval officer, it’s the
importance of being not just an effective
manager of people and practices, but a strong
and equitable leader.

If there’s one thing he’s learned in his 10-
year association with the turfgrass industry,
it’s that superintendents may recognize the
role leadership plays in building and main-
taining an effective team, but few see it as a
skill critical enough to warrant serious study
and training.

Mike first got an inkling of this when he
was studying turf management at Penn State
University. Curious about the skills most
important to superintendents’ success, he
surveyed 250 superintendents, many of them
Met members, asking them to rank in order

of importance a series of agronomic and
management skills (see graphic on page 3).
While the agronomy skill of Water Manage-
ment came in above all else, Verbal Com-
munication topped the list of management
skills, with Leadership close behind.

Once out in the real world, however, Mike
discovered the scales were tipped far more in
favor of agronomic skills, which everyone
works to improve—and rightly so—through
experience and continuing education. What
many fail to realize, argues Mike, is that

even the most astute agronomists can’t
inspire their crew to execute their plans
without providing effective leadership.

In the article that follows, Michael
McCall, now superintendent at Casperkill
Country Club in Poughkeepsie, NY, not
only emphasizes the importance of strong
leadership, he describes what he’s discovered
it takes to become a truly effective leader. He
weaves personal experience and anecdotes
into valuable advice for any superintendent
seeking to improve their leadership abilities.
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It was during my three-year tour in the
Navy as officer of the deck aboard the USS
Independence that I first observed true
leaders in action and began to gain experi-
ence as a leader. It never ceases to amaze
me just how much responsibility is
entrusted to young military personnel. (I
was only 25 at the time.)  

Since then, I’ve observed and read many
philosophies and strategies about becoming
an effective leader. I have personally imple-
mented many suggestions from the experts.
There is no shortage of material on leader-
ship, much of it in excruciating detail. (See
“Good Reads on Great Leadership,”page 5.)

But when all is said and done, I believe
the very foundation of leadership—and any
truly successful person—is integrity.
Unfortunately, it seems this single word has
diminished in value in recent years. When
people describe a successful person, in-
tegrity is rarely on the list of necessary
attributes.

Golf is a game that holds integrity as its
keystone. Yet how many times do you see
golfers violating the rules of golf and proper
etiquette on the course?

As golf course superintendents, we can
ensure our success by maintaining a high
level of integrity in our dealings with col-
leagues, members, vendors, and, probably
most important, in how we lead our people.

How do we lead with integrity?  Here’s
what I’ve learned firsthand:

1. Be Honest
We can begin by being honest to our staff
and to our colleagues. It’s an act of respect
that will go a long way toward creating a
motivated and cohesive team—and overall
work environment.

2. Take Responsibility
“You are the problem;you are the solution.”
In the Navy, the captain of the ship is ulti-
mately responsible for any mishap under his
command. The same applies to our indus-
try. All problems come back to the superin-
tendent. If your pesticide applicator makes
a mistake, the blame falls on your shoulders.
It could be that you didn’t train the person
adequately or double check his or her cal-
culations. Maybe the sprayer wasn’t cali-
brated properly. There are myriad things
that can go wrong on a golf course, but it’s
up to you to take responsibility and move
on. Your employees will respect you if you
take this approach rather than assign blame
to them when talking to your superiors.

A few years ago in September, we were
aerifying tees. I went to play golf in a
superintendent outing. After nine holes, I
could tell that it was a very drying day. I
came home to black and blue tees. Yes, my
assistant should have stopped aerifying to
begin watering, but I took full responsibil-
ity. I could have provided better guidance,
after all, by putting a limit on the number of
tees to be aerified or by calling in after my
first nine holes.

3. Lead by Example
How can you ask your employees to keep
their carts and break room clean if your cart
and office are not clean and organized?

How can you ask your employees to be
on time in the morning if you can’t be there
on time?  If you are going to be late—
whether it’s because you had a late meeting
the night before or you’ll be staying late that
day—make sure your staff knows.

The same principle applies to your ap-
pearance, attitude, and enthusiasm. How you

look and behave sets the standard.
One of my pet peeves is trash on the golf

course. I have a standing order that if there’s
not a fire or a major irrigation leak that no
one—including me—should drive by a
piece of trash without picking it up.

While our administrative duties have
increased over the years,we must still get out
of the office and spend time with the troops.
You can’t provide good leadership if you’re
not there to lead.

4. Hire the Right People
No other investment of time will go as far as
hiring the right people. There will always be
times when people you hire don’t work
out—no matter how hard you try to train or
motivate them. If they are unwilling or
unable to perform their job, it’s your respon-
sibility to prevent disruptions in your ability
to achieve your overall goal.

I started my first job as superintendent
during the month of May. My first assistant
and the general manager warned me about
the personality of the second assistant, but
I’ve always been one to give an employee
the benefit of the doubt. In this case, how-
ever, it didn’t take me long to realize that this
person was not going to mesh with the team
I wanted to build. He did not have the nec-
essary technical or managerial skills when
given the position, and worse, the entire
grounds crew disliked him.

He was not a bad person. In fact, he had
had his church prepare meals for my wife
and me when our first daughter was born in
June. Nevertheless, I knew I had to termi-
nate him. It was one of the hardest things
I’ve ever had to do. It also meant going
through my first summer on the job without
a second assistant. I survived, and I have no
regrets. He’s much happier, now, in his new
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career as a carpenter.
Part of having integrity—and good lead-

ership ability—is having the courage to do
what you know is right, no matter how dif-
ficult or unpleasant.

5. Take Care of Your Employees
I believe in supporting my staff both per-
sonally and professionally. Whether an
employee is struggling with a health issue, a
death in the family, an income tax problem,
or a personality conflict on the job, I believe
in standing by and doing what I can to
guide that person through any trouble
spots. That’s not to say you should have to
fight all your employees’ battles, but there
are some situations that clearly warrant—
and could genuinely profit from—your
involvement. Even if you lose the battle,
your people will respect you for your con-
cern and efforts.

My first chief engineer on the USS
Independence was a screamer. I learned
this firsthand when someone had made a
fuel transfer within the ship without his
authorization, and I, as a junior officer, had
to deliver the bad news. I had never—and
to this day still haven’t—been so verbally
abused in all my life . . . and for someone
else’s mistake.

Despite this character flaw, the engineer-
ing officers admired this man, partly
because he never stayed angry for long, but
more because he went to bat for us—for
liberty, promotions, awards, and anything
else we needed.

At Casperkill, we have an Employee of
the Quarter award. Before my arrival, only
one ground’s staff member had won it in
the past four years. When I got here, I lob-
bied for my staff. As a result, someone on
my crew has won the award four out of the
past six quarters. One of the crew members
even went on to win Employee of the Year.

Do you think that paid dividends to our
department?  You bet it did!

6.  Love What You Do
This may sound trite, but it has far-reaching
effects—beyond your personal job satisfac-
tion. Take my third chief engineer aboard
the Independence. He was the most pas-
sionate leader I’d ever seen. He loved his
job. He would spend many hours in his
stateroom discussing how we were going to
become the best engineering department in
the Navy. I could not help but feel the
energy radiating from him. Had he not
liked his career, that would have been infec-
tious too, no doubt affecting the morale and
performance of everyone beneath him.

It’s much the same in our profession—
and especially during the height of the golf
season. The long hours and daily pressures
of our work are sure to deflate the spirits
and motivation of a crew whose superin-
tendent is deflated himself. If you don’t like
being a golf course superintendent, you
have two options: Change your career, or
learn to love it.

After managing turfgrass for four years, I
went to work with some members from my
country club in the financial services indus-
try. It didn’t take long for me to discover
that I did not like this field. I took a hard
look at what I could do to change my per-
spective about being a superintendent. I
realized that before entering the financial
services industry I had been focusing only
on the downside of being a golf course
superintendent. I had forgotten the reasons
I entered the profession in the first place. I
was good at being a superintendent, and
that brought me a sense of accomplishment.

From my experience, increasing your
professional knowledge and experience
does breed confidence, and that, in turn,
ignites a passion for the job.

7. Be Humble
Most great leaders, but certainly not all, have
a humble side to them. Good to Great by Jim
Collins is the story of 11 companies that
managed to make the leap from mediocrity
to excellence, evidenced by stock price per-
formance. One of the key components of
these companies is that they had what
Collins refers to as Level 5 leaders. A Level 5
leader is one who “builds enduring great-
ness through a paradoxical blend of personal
humility and professional will.”

Humility is a great virtue and probably
one of the most challenging to master.
Benjamin Franklin tells in his autobiography
about his attempt to master many virtues.
Humility was not among them—until a
friend of Ben Franklin’s told him how
annoying it was that he was bragging about
mastering his virtues.

Arrogance has no place in our industry.
From the number-one ranked golf course to
the mom-and-pop, nine-hole golf course,
we are only providing a playing surface for
people to enjoy. It is a noble profession but
not one that warrants an inflated ego.

In the End
Integrity is the common thread running
through each and every one of these leader-
ship qualities. It is the key to becoming a
fair and effective leader—and a success on
the job. A leader who is honest and fair
can’t help but provide the kind of work
environment that inspires staff to meet—and
even exceed—expectations. And in the golf
course industry, that means providing the
kind of quality playing surface and sur-
roundings that golfing members can be
proud of and enjoy.

Michael McCall is superintendent at Casperkill
Country Club in Poughkeepsie, NY.

You can’t provide good leadership if you’re not there to lead.
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f the many books out there on the sub-
ject of leadership, the ones I’ve found most
interesting—and insightful—were not the
prescriptive how-to books (though these,
too, are useful), but the biographies of
proven leaders. These books allow you to
view effective leaders in action and dis-
cover, for yourself, precisely how and why
they become influential.

One of my favorite books, Shackleton’s
Way: Leadership Lessons From the Great
Antarctic Explorer, offers the best of both
worlds, combining the how-to approach
with the biographical. Written by Margot
Morrell and Stephanie Capparell, this book
tells the tale of British explorer Ernest
Shackleton and his attempt to reach the
South Pole. During his voyage, his ship, the
Endurance, was wrecked, and Shackleton
and his men battled two years of arctic
climate before they were able to return
home to England. All 27 of the men on the
ship survived the ordeal thanks to Shackle-
ton’s great leadership and masterful crisis
management.

Using the story as the centerpiece of
their book, the authors have woven in their
interpretation of Shackleton’s success using
interviews with modern-day leaders, such
as Apollo 13 Commander James Lovel and
Jaguar’s former chief of North American

operations Mike Dale, and by offering useful
advice at the end of each chapter.

This book holds lessons worth learning
on how to lead with authority, integrity,
humor, and compassion.

In the following two excerpts from the
book, you can see Shackleton’s leadership
abilities at work.

Shackleton leads by example:
“His unfailing cheeriness means a lot to a band
of disappointed explorers like ourselves,” Orde-
Lees wrote. “He is one of the greatest optimists I
have ever known. He is not content with saying,
‘It will all come right in the end.’ It is always
otherwise with him. He merely says that this is
but a little setback not altogether unforeseen and
he immediately commences to modify his program
to accord with it, even working his future plans
out to given dates and to meet various possible
contingencies.”

Shackleton hires the right people:
Shackleton raised some eyebrows when he hired
fifty-year-old T.W. Edgeworth David, a geology
professor at Sydney University, for the Nimrod.
He was twice the age of many on the crew. The
Boss correctly predicted that the scientist’s calm
would be “a great influence for good amongst the
younger men.” He also knew he needed someone
with exceptional experience to coordinate the vari-
ous scientific projects that were being done, which
the professor did very well and Shackleton didn’t
have the expertise to handle.

Other Worthy Reads . . .

It’s Your Ship: Management Techniques
From the Best Damn Ship in the Navy
by Captain D. Michael Abrashoff
“The most important thing a captain can do
is to see the ship from the eyes of the crew.”
This belief has successfully guided D.
Michael Abrashoff, the captain of one of the
U.S. Navy’s most modern and lethal war-
ships. Abrashoff has revolutionized how to
handle such challenging problems as exces-
sive costs, low morale, sexual harassment,
and constant turnover.

Business managers will benefit from

Abrashoff ’s guiding belief that your focus
should be on empowering your people
rather than on the chain of command. By
shifting organizing principles from obedi-
ence to performance, managers will be
rewarded with remarkable productivity. As
Abrashoff explains, the more people enjoy
the process, the better the results. Good
leaders listen to the people under their
command—and use their ideas to improve
operating procedures.

On Becoming a Leader: The Leadership
Classic
by Warren Bennis
This book is a classic that has been updated
to capture the challenges and opportunities
facing leaders today. It delves into the qual-
ities that define leadership, the people who
exemplify it, and strategies anyone can
apply to become an effective leader. The
big payoff comes in the final chapter; this is
where Bennis pulls everything together,
offering a clear path forward to enhancing
your leadership abilities.

by Mike McCall

O

Good Reads on
Great Leadership
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The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership
by John C. Maxwell
Maxwell offers lively stories about the
foibles and successes of Lee Iacocca,
Abraham Lincoln, Princess Diana, and
Elizabeth Dole in The 21 Irrefutable Laws of
Leadership. Drawing from his 30-plus years
of leadership experience, he offers a well-
crafted discussion that emphasizes the core
attitudes and visions of leadership. To
Maxwell, job titles don’t have much value
when it comes to leading. “True leadership
cannot be awarded, appointed,or assigned,”
he notes. “It comes only from influence, and
that can’t be mandated.” Even after
Princess Diana was stripped of her title,
Maxwell says she was still able to lead a
global effort toward banning land mines
because of her sophisticated ability to influ-
ence others.

There are no specific tips on what read-
ers can do during the next workday to help
them become stronger leaders. On the
other hand, Maxwell’s background as a pas-
tor gives him an inspirational voice and a
spiritual context to leadership that many
business leaders appreciate.

The 21 Indispensable Qualities of a Leader:
Becoming the Person Others Will Want to
Follow
by John C. Maxwell
Why do some people consistently inspire
others to follow their lead?  According to
Maxwell, it’s the “character qualities” they
possess. In The 21 Indispensable Qualities of
a Leader, Maxwell identifies these quality
traits. He devotes a separate chapter to
each trait, offering interesting anecdotes
and examples to demonstrate these leader-
ship qualities at work. To be sure readers
walk away with more than just a lot of the-
ory, Maxwell even goes so far as to provide

exercises for improvement to help readers
actually integrate and apply the essential
qualities of leadership in their day-to-day
dealings with others.

Good to Great: Why Some Companies
Make the Leap . . . and Others Don’t
by Jim Collins
This book is about more than transforming
average companies into great ones; it is
about the key role leadership plays in a
company’s success. Good to Great is a well-
researched book that offers insight into
what it takes to be a true corporate—or as
Collins terms it, a Level 5—leader.

Level 5 leaders, he notes, are humble,
fanatically driven, capable of understanding
the need to produce sustained results and of
setting their successors for even greater suc-
cess in the future. These leaders also under-
stand the need to get the right people in
their organization before figuring out
where to drive it. As Collins puts it,“First
who, then what.”

Collins writes in an easy-to-read, conver-
sational tone, offering, at the end of each
chapter, “key points” and “unexpected 
findings” about the various companies’
transformations.

This is a worthwhile read for anyone
interested in not only building their leader-
ship skills, but also in building a better
operation.

Truman
by David McCullough
Cracker-barrel plain in speech and looks, this
seemingly ordinary man turned out to be
one of our most dynamic presidents. Harry
S.Truman was a compromise candidate for
vice president, almost an accidental president
after Roosevelt’s death 12 weeks into his sec-
ond term. Truman’s stunning come-from-
behind victory in the 1948 election showed
how his personal qualities of integrity and
straightforwardness were appreciated by
ordinary Americans.

Truman was the epitome of a thoughtful
and courageous leader as he maneuvered
through enormously controversial issues: He
dropped the atomic bomb on Japan, estab-
lished anti-Communism as the bedrock of
American foreign policy, and sent U.S. troops
into the Korean War.

This is, no surprise, a Pulitzer Prize-win-
ning read.

Undaunted Courage: Meriwether Lewis,
Thomas Jefferson, and the Opening of the
American West
by Stephen Ambrose
Yet another tale of great leadership. Here,
Stephen Ambrose takes on half of the two-
headed hero of American exploration:
Meriwether Lewis. Though this book relies
heavily on the journals of both Lewis and
Clark, it is also backed up by the author’s per-
sonal travels along Lewis and Clark’s route to
the Pacific.

Ambrose is not content to simply chroni-
cle the often heart-stopping events of the
“Corps of Discovery,” as the explorers called
their ventures. He often pauses to assess the
military leadership of Lewis and Clark, how
they negotiated with various native peoples,
and what they reported to Thomas Jefferson,
who spurred their search for a water route to
the Pacific. Though the expedition failed to
find the waterway, it fired interest among fur
traders and other Americans, changing the
face of the West forever.


