
Mount Vernon Signal • Thursday, September 19, 2013 • Pg. A7

Yards to Paradise
By Max Phelps

Creativity In Landscaping
Must Successfully

Navigate a Few Mine
Fields

It is a rewarding labor to
help bring people's dreams
into reality for them. Some-
times it involves helping
them build the dream. Not
everyone knows what they
want. For others it's con-
vincing them you can actu-
ally do what it is they are
asking to have done. And
perhaps the task more chal-
lenging than creating a mas-
terpiece of a landscape for a
client is sometimes resisting
the urge to price a job a little
too cheap to be sure and not
lose the work. Today's topic
may not help with designing
the pretty yard, but if it
clears some of the mines to
succesful landscaping then
it will have helped both the
customer and the land-
scaper.

In 1998 yours truly
earned over $30,000 before
taxes laboring for a land-
scaping partnership in Lex-
ington, Kentucky. The own-
ers paid me once I clocked
in, except for subtracting out
thirty minutes at lunch time,
for all the hours until I
clocked out. Then, just driv-
ing to and from the office
were the only hours I didn't
get paid for.

As a landscape and wa-
ter garden contractor, I may
take more money to the
bank than the $30, 000 per
year, but I would hasten to
say that when all the bills are
paid—then taking what is
left and dividing it up among
the hours driving from the
office to the job, the hours
going to meet someone and
then the hours to accurately
design and calculate costs of
implementing my design—
then searching out and ac-
quiring and transporting all
the necessary materials to
the job site, getting all the
'ducks lined up right'--then
actually using a shovel,
hammer, pitchfork or what-
ever including the old back
and getting the hands
dirty—then when the cus-
tomer is satisfied you've
done your job, get him to
pay for the lovely work
without extra trips to collect
the next day and the like—
then do the banking, the bill
paying, and yes the taxes
too, it takes billing for more
than thirty or fourty dollars
per hour for the time actu-
ally sweating on the job in
order to have even mini-
mum wage when it's divided
among the hours that go into
successful design and
completion of a major land-
scaping project.

Another way to say the
same thing is that in 1998
the efforts of my crew and
one other crew made
enough money to not only
pay our own wages, plus
benefits, but we paid for the
architect and for the sales-
man who obtained the jobs,
as well as paid pretty well
the two owners of the com-
pany. Each hour I worked
had to earn enough to pay
my wage, pay the office help
and pay the owners, and
then actually have a litlle left
for PROFIT, (for growing
the company is a main rea-
son for not just clocking in
and out and going home to
relax when the day is done).

I think some of my good
customers think I should be
able to quote their job for a
whole lot less than the big
company with all the non
productive people getting
paid. Let me say, as a do-it-
all contractor, I am those
other people doing the 'un-
productive' chores too. And
if I am like one self em-
ployed contractor I know
who charges $15 an hour for
his time on the job and noth-
ing for all the other hours,
it's no wonder he has to have
a real job for fourty hours a
week so he can do what he
loves the rest of his daylight
hours. As for me, I know I
earn every dollar I charge,
and I sleep good at night.
(And occasionally I fail to
get a job I bid on because
someone mistakenly
thought I was about to get
paid more per hour than
what they make at their job.)

OK, too much about me.
And not enough on mines

and traps one can encounter
on the way to a lovely lovely
landscape masterpiece.

A homeowner is smart to
carefully go over a land-
scape plan and to come to
see and understand it before
signing a contract. For once
two people agree to some-
thing, it's not so simple to
change it. And the land-
scaper is not going to want
to do extra things, nor re-do
things, without an additional
charge, additions the cus-
tomer may decide they
want. Both the contractor
and the homeowner should
know what is about to take
place and have some idea
what the finished product
will look like.

Another little mine in the
sand can be working with
the homeowner who always
thinks he has to get you to
give a few dollars on your
price or get you to throw in
a couple 'little things' he is
not being charged for. If the
landscaper sees this
behaviour coming, he is
smart to pad his bid a little
higher to begin with, so he
can give a little to these
folks and not have to close
his notebook and go home
without the job because he
already quoted it as cheaply
as he was willing to do it for.

Having a good reputa-
tion, which is earned by
both doing super work at a
fair price, as well as being a
man of your word and not
promising more than you
deliver, but delivering with-
out fail on what you prom-
ise. Word of mouth spread
by satisfied customers is
worth hundreds if not thou-
sands in advertising. When
someone says good things
about me, I truly appreciate
it. (And even if I get the rare
negative comment, if I learn
from having not impressed
that particular client in some
fashion, it is still to be ap-
preciated that they shared
with me the part where they
think I could have done bet-
ter.) As a matter of habit, I
generally include a plant or
two for a customer that is
more than what we agreed
to; it may not be expensive,
but it does a lot for the feel-
ing of getting a little extra.

It is smart to charge for
time and travel costs to con-
sult with a prospect in any
business. (The exception
here would be where they
have hired a professional to
draw up a blueprint, and my
job is to simply put my price
on doing it for them.) When
someone who has an im-
properly functioning project
done by some competitor, it
is imperative to charge for
one's expertise. For a simple
diagnosis of what is not
working might possibly get
me a thank you, but when
I've told the homeonwer
what was not done right,
they usually then go call the
guy who did it the first time
and let him fix it. If I don't
ask for money to cover my
gas and time, I won't get it
covered. We all know some-
body has to pay for those
sorts of trips...but it
shouldn't be the one that is
giving the useful advice.

(And once you've seen
two or three messes or
gombs created by a compet-
ing contractor, any glee or
thrill goes away fast upon
reflection you spent a half
day of productive time and
twenty-five dollars in gas to
look at the mess, while tell-
ing them it will now cost
more to tear it out and redo
it correctly than what they
paid originally, knowing full
well they aren't going to ask
'where do I sign'?)

Just as risky as the
unexploded grenade on a
battlefield, so is giving
money to someone you
don't know without asking
for references (and then ac-
tually checking those refer-
ences and any other source
of information both good
and bad on the company or
owner).

A slick well-groomed
salesman can talk an eskimo
into buying ice cubes some-
times. But who is going to
do the work? Who is going
to come review the finished
job and collect the balance
due? Avoid this problem by
asking to meet the person or

persons who will be tearing
up your yard before you
sign the contract. (And don't
even think about giving the
fast talker a deposit without
a contract proposal you are
given time to read and un-
derstand.) (How many
voted for Obamacare with-
out reading it...and how
many would have NOT
signed on if they'd really un-
derstood what was in the
bill?) Be the same way with
hiring a contractor, know
what you're getting and
what it's going to cost you.

Sometimes we all face
unexpected snares along the
way. Do you suspect a land-
scaper who just put in a
$50,000 landscape master-
piece in Boulder, Colorado
is going to have an issue
collecting on a project that
washed away in the flood?
Or one where half the plants
died from flood or
drought...conditions not
considered when the deal
was struck.

Sometimes the utility
company may mark paint
all over the yard, but when
you get a backhoe and start
digging five feet away and
tear up a fiber optic cable,
or worse yet a natural gas
line that could blow up the
whole block, who has to be
responsible? Problems not
forseen can be problems in-
deed when they have to be
dealt with under pressure.

Once in awhile I bid a
commercial job. Maybe a
municipal job. There is al-
ways the risk of somebody
who knows personally the
chairman, the judge, the
mayor, and so forth getting
the job even though their
proposal was not better nor
cheaper. And maybe one or
more even were shown my
bid before they turned theirs
in. Not all bids are sealed
bids, nor are all done on a
level playing field. Only
when the rules are under-
stood and they are applied
to everyone alike, only then
is it good to spend valuable
time quoting work. It's un-
productive to play with a
stacked deck. The honest
official, committee, chair-
man, etc., will be doing ev-
eryone a favor (expect spe-
cial interests). Such persons
in positions of responsibil-
ity spend wisely the peoples
money they are entrusted
with. (How rare this is in
politics!)

So, navigating the ob-
stacles can be half the chore
when it comes to creating a
work of art with plants and

stones and mulch and the
like for an expectant home-
owner. Finding that special
client who appreciates the
extra attention of the land-
scape artist who knows their
stuff and enjoys working—
let's just say, I've been
blessed to meet quite a few
and have had the pleasure of
placing some of my artwork
where they can appreciate it
regularly from both outside
or inside their castle.

The author is a landscaper.
Comments and ideas welcome.

Email:
waterfallsinyards@yahoo.com


