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TEEING OFF

POWER OF CONNECTIONS

T he most critical element to Golf Course Industry’s success involves creating connections. 
The more people who feel and learn something beyond the obvious on our print and web 

pages, podcastwaves, and social media feeds, the more connections we create. The deeper 
the connections we establish, the more appealing our content becomes to consumers and partners.

A connection is different than a click, view, impression or mention. A connection can’t be measured 
or bought. Companies focused on connections endure. Companies focused on clicks and quick sales 
quickly become irrelevant. Connections are why we have outlasted competitors in a crowded media space 
and why we’re one of the few remaining golf-focused publications to distribute monthly print issues.

Our team works incessantly to produce meaningful content connecting golf maintenance profes-
sionals with their peers. Partners see the value in those connections and use our reach to help build 
their own connections. Study the advertiser and names index toward the back of every issue and you’ll 
notice a theme: the industry’s leading companies and individuals trust our ability to make connections.

Establishing connections represents a gigantic and evolving responsibility. Without connections, we 
can’t fund a talented team of writers, columnists, editors, sales professionals and graphic designers. A tal-
ented team allows our content to stand out in crowded mailboxes, inboxes, feeds and podcast platforms.

Think of it like a golf course that fails to sell tee times and memberships at lucrative rates. Conditions 
deteriorate and joyous recreational space transforms into a housing development, an overgrown field 
or an Amazon distribution facility. Your business, like ours, must establish connections to flourish.

Connections are why Venango Valley Inn & Golf Course made this month’s cover. 
The process of telling the story started with a personal connection: I noticed last January on Face-

book that Jim Cervone and two partners, including his brother-in-law Michael Pero, purchased the 
northwest Pennsylvania course. I had visited my native region of western Pennsylvania a few times over 
the years to report on Cervone’s current and potential work. His humility and positive relationships 
with superintendents induced feel-good vibes. 

Shortly after seeing Cervone’s Facebook post, I reached out via text message to congratulate him 
on the purchase. I’ll be honest, I had never heard of Venango Valley before Cervone’s involvement. 

I mentioned I’d like to visit the course later in the year and record a Tartan Talks podcast about own-
ing a golf course. I waited until fall, knowing owners, superintendents and managers at cold-weather 
courses are more relaxed in October than June, July or August.

The moment I arrived at Venango Valley, I knew a memorable fall day awaited. The Federal-style 
inn harkens to simpler times, the parking lots and front lawn were well-tended, and the turf featured 
appealing hues.

If you visit enough golf courses, you can grasp the culture — positive or poor — in less than an hour. 
After seeing the initial outdoor and indoor tidiness, and watching the friendly interactions among Cer-
vone, clubhouse manager Larrie Rose and customers, I knew I would be producing something bigger 
than a podcast. Venango Valley emerged as a place where I could spend hours, days, weeks, months and 
years playing golf, eating, or working, because of a fabulous culture motivated by creating connections.

Venango Valley is one of 11 courses in Crawford County, population 83,351. Previous owners Durbin 
and Kim Loreno were masters in creating connections. The connections they created allowed the 
course and inn to thrive in a saturated, small-town golf market. Credit goes to Cervone for connecting 
me with the amazing couple. Dedicated owners who treat their people and land with respect — and 
invest in both — determine the fate of golf facilities in small and big towns.  

Venango Valley’s story provides insight into how connections can boost a course. Thousands of 
courses with similar stories make golf a fascinating business to cover. 

Our content compass flies in many directions, and we know there’s always another course to see and 
more people to meet. Proactively connecting with us will connect your course’s story to an engaged 
audience.

Our contact info rests on this page. We’re always 
eager to make new connections. Guy Cipriano

Guy Cipriano
Editor-in-Chief
gcipriano@gie.net

4  FEBRUARY 2024    golfcourseindustry.com

Vol. 36  No. 2
GIE Media, Inc.
5811 Canal Road

Valley View, Ohio 44125
Phone: 800-456-0707

Fax: 216-525-0515

PUBLISHER
Dave Szy  

dszy@gie.net

EDITORIAL
Guy Cipriano 

Editor‑in‑Chief gcipriano@gie.net

Matt LaWell 
Managing Editor mlawell@gie.net

Terry Buchen 
Senior Contributing Technical Editor

GRAPHICS / PRODUCTION
Jim Blayney 

Creative Director

Kaitlin Sellers 
Advertising Production Coordinator

SALES
Russell Warner 

National Sales Manager 
rwarner@gie.net • 216-393-0293

Jimmy Clark 
Account Representative

jclark@gie.net • 216-393-0220

CORPORATE
Richard Foster 

Chairman

Chris Foster 
President and CEO

Dan Moreland 
Publisher Emeritus

James R. Keefe 
Executive Vice President

Kelly Antal 
Controller

Christina Warner 
Audience Development Director

Michelle Wisniewski 
Production Manager

Maria Miller 
Director, Conferences and Events

Irene Sweeney 
Marketing Director

Golf Course Industry is a member of:
Golf Course Superintendents  

Association of America
National Golf Foundation

Golf Course Builders Association of America
The Irrigation Association

Responsible Industry for a Sound Environment

MISSION STATEMENT
To provide an independent, 

innovative and inclusive voice for 
today’s — and tomorrow’s — golf 

industry professionals.

4-feb2024 - Editors Note.indd   44-feb2024 - Editors Note.indd   4 1/22/2024   3:56:53 PM1/22/2024   3:56:53 PM



GCI2402p5earthworks.indd   9GCI2402p5earthworks.indd   9 1/22/2024   4:14:10 PM1/22/2024   4:14:10 PM

https://api.gie.net/advertisements/digitaleditionclick/?advertisementDigitalEditionId=2967


6  FEBRUARY 2024    golfcourseindustry.com

©
 U

SG
A

 /
 C

H
RI

S 
KE

A
N

E 
(3

)

NOTEBOOK

A couple dozen people surround 
Eric Mabie on the 18th green of 
one of the country’s more famous 

golf courses, some with notebooks and 
pens out, some with cameras snapping 
photos or shooting video. Everything 
about the moment feels so ordinary: 
Mabie squats, holds a Stimpmeter, eases 
a golf ball down its decline, jots down 
a number for reference. Then he eases 
the ball down the decline a second time. 
Then a third time. And a fourth time. 

Everything about the moment is so or-
dinary, at least at Pinehurst No. 2, where 
Mabie, a second-generation turf pro, is 
assistant superintendent.  

“What kind of numbers do we have 
today?” Pinehurst No. 2 superintendent 
John Jeffreys asks him from the edge of 
the green. 

“Speed is 11.11,” Mabie responds. 
Rather than stop with speed, though, he 
continues, “Our trueness is 0.91, and our 
smoothness is 5.84.” 

Bring out a Stimpmeter and speed is 

expected. But trueness? And smoothness?  
All are part of the metrics available to 

golf courses that introduce the USGA’s 
GS3 smart golf ball to their maintenance 
operations. The USGA launched the 
ball more than a year ago, toting around 
duffel bags filled with them at the 2022 
Carolinas GCSA Conference and Trade 
Show, and interest and adoption have 
increased since. The numbers are still low 
— Pinehurst No. 2 is one of about 50 golf 
courses that have purchased the technol-
ogy, which measures more than 15,000 
agronomic benchmarking data points 
to improve greens and retails for about 
$2,750 — but with more superintendents 
becoming more interested in Big Data, 
optimism remains high. 

“We’re on the verge of changing the 
conversation about what constitutes 
a quality putting green,” says George 
Waters, senior manager of USGA Green 
Section education. “The golf world has 
been focused on speed for a long time. 
Why? Because that was the only thing you 

could measure. That was the metric. It 
became the number. And focusing on that 
definitely had some problematic elements 
in terms of playability, cost, sustainability. 
We knew there was more to putting green 
quality than just speed, but there wasn’t a 
way to have that conversation with golfers 
and decision makers. 

“Speed is one part of that equation, but 
we’re not trying to go faster and faster and 
faster. Now we can say, Look at how good 
our roll is. Look at how smooth and firm it 
is. Those are the things that really impact 
how the course plays.” 

Jeffreys is an early believer in the 
technology. After more than 17 years at 
Pinehurst No. 2 — and almost a decade as 
the course’s superintendent — he will at 
least try almost anything to help improve 
the iconic track. He introduced the GS3 
on the 13th green, the closest hole to the 
maintenance facility, and started plugging 
information uploaded from the ball to the 
USGA’s Deacon course management sys-
tem into spreadsheets. (The GS3 includes 

ROLLING 
DATA
With the U.S. Open fast 
approaching, Pinehurst No. 
2 is all in on the USGA’s GS3 
smart ball. By Matt LaWell
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NOTE    BOOKNOTE    BOOK

a year’s subscription to Deacon. Courses 
that renew after the first year will receive 
a new GS3 every three years.)  

Then he figured out how to use that 
information. 

“You have the number, but how did 
you get there?” Jeffreys asks rhetorically. 
“There are a lot of ingredients: Mow-
ing heights, mowing frequency, fertility, 
topdressing, aerification. We can talk 
about what we thought we did, but unless 
we document it and record it, there’s no 

way we remember. I don’t remember 
what I had for lunch yesterday much less 
how much topdressing sand we put out 
August 15.” 

After venting and rolling greens, for 
example, Jeffreys studied GS3 data and 
confirmed that the course’s greens were 
both smoother and faster. “Golfers hated 
that when we did it,” he says, “but we just 
made it better, and we had a quantifiable 
number that showed that was the case. 
We have numbers now that show the 

reason we do these things is to make the 
course better, not to make golfers mad.” 

The numbers mean almost nothing, 
though, unless Jeffreys collects reams of 
data and shares it with other golf course 
maintenance teams around the county, 
the state, the country. He says — with a 
laugh but not at all joking — that he’d like 
50 GS3s just in Moore County, where 
Pinehurst Resort is located. “We would 
gladly share this information and find out 
what’s working,” he says. “And unless oth-
ers are measuring, we don’t know what’s 
working. So we can only learn from 
ourselves right now.” 

USGA director of course consulting 
service Chris Hartwiger says he un-
derstands it sounds self-serving for the 
association to spur every course to pur-
chase a GS3. But he wants every course 
to collect clippings and measure green 
speeds and record data, too, because he 
wants them to be able to make informed 
agronomic decisions. 

Dr. Cole Thompson, left, Chris Hartwiger, center, 
and John Jeffreys discuss the turf at Pinehurst No. 2. 
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“We do a lot of things on putting 
greens today and we think they’re 
beneficial and we think they help, 
but we really don’t know,” Hartwiger 
says. “What happens with smooth-
ness and trueness first thing in the 
morning before we put 200 golfers on 
it? What do we need to do to restore that 
smoothness and trueness? What is the 
impact on scoring at the professional level 
as they change throughout the day? Does 
it change regardless of grass type?  

“By getting golf courses to partici-
pate, we’ll begin learning some of those 
things. I can’t wait to provide superin-
tendents with that information.” 

Color forms 
The GS3 demo was part of a USGA field 
day at Pinehurst Resort that also featured 
discussions about the new Greenkeeper 
Apprenticeship Program and the resort’s 
revised (and not uncontroversial) ap-
proach to water usage. 

Pinehurst used to spotlight its “brilliant 
green turf all winter,” to use director of 
golf course maintenance Bob Farren’s 
words. The maintenance team even paint-
ed the turf for a few years. “We’re weaned 
off of it now,” Farren says, “because we’ve 
been able to change the culture of expec-
tations. That’s the key.”  

The effort started on No. 2, because, as 
Farren says, “If it’s OK to not overseed No. 
2, then it’s OK to not overseed any of it. 
And that helped. Now golfers are used to 
firm and fast throughout the winter.” 

Beyond just color, “Dryer golf course 
play better,” says Dr. Cole Thompson, 
the USGA’s director of turfgrass and envi-
ronmental research. “They’re truer to the 
design and you have more fun. If you start 
to think less about the aesthetic experi-

ence than the playing experience, 
it’s hard to argue against it.” 

“The color of this grass doesn’t 
help me hit a better golf shot,” 
Hartwiger adds. “But the density of 
it does. If it’s brown and it’s a good 

lie, that helps me hit a good golf shot. 
The color is irrelevant. But sometimes it 
takes a while to kind of turn that.” 

Training day 
The Greenkeeper Apprenticeship Pro-
gram, meanwhile, is a combined effort 
with the USGA, Sandhills Community 
College in nearby Southern Pines and 
area golf courses to recruit, educate 
and train anyone for a career in the golf 
course maintenance industry.  

The program launched in late 2022 
and recently concluded its first class 
— referred to as a cohort — that started 
with 20 people. It weaves together both 
classroom instruction and discussion 
with practical course work, along with an 
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Tartan Talks 91
Moving roads to 
build short-game 
practice facilities. 
Par-3 courses at ven-
erable clubs. Ber-
mudagrass in the 
Mid-Atlantic.

Joel Weiman is 
observing a transformation 
among East Coast private clubs. 
He’s also playing a key role in 
helping modernize venerable 
golf land.

After a successful 35-year run 
guiding design/build efforts for 
McDonald Design Group and 
McDonald & Sons, the Mary-
land-based architect formed 
Weiman Golf Design in 2023. 
Weiman’s projects remain close 
to his East Coast roots. And 
working at the region’s clas-
sic clubs means finding creative 
ways to fit amenities today’s 
members seek on fixed acreage.

“We’re much more dynam-
ic now,” Weiman says on the 
Tartan Talks podcast. “We think 
outside the box and we’re 
always pushing the enve-
lope. Take it back to the 
late ’90s and early 2000s, 
and it was definitely reg-
imented. Everybody fol-
lowed the rules. Clubs 
are now being rewarded 
when they don’t, and it’s a 
lot of fun to be a part of.”

From his days 
studying the profes-
sion at Cornell Uni-
versity to the hon-
est conversations an 
architect must have 
with superintendents, 
Weiman’s podcast 

episode resembles his work: 
he packs plenty of enduring 
thoughts into the appearance.

“Right now, I have five jobs 
in the dirt,” he says, “and I can 
tell you none of those super-
intendents give a hooey about 
the other four. But they need 
to know I’m their partner, they 
need to know that I’m all in and 
they need to know that I’m go-
ing to take it as personally as 
they are. If the superintendent 
doesn’t succeed, I don’t suc-
ceed, either.”

Weiman’s full thoughts can 
be found on the Superintendent 
Radio Network page of popular 
podcast distribution platforms.

hourly wage. 
“We stay grounded with 

these students,” says Carson 
LeTot, a longtime educator 
who is both the GAP coor-
dinator and a Sandhills CC 
instructor. “Their classroom 
is really this golf course and 
the golf courses around the 
area. When they come to me, 
that’s just the icing on the 
cake. We’re reflecting on what 
they’re doing out here and 
what they’re learning from 
their mentors. 

"I don’t really have to do 
a lot of teaching. Folks like 
John (Jeffreys) and the rest of 
the crew and the rest of the 
superintendents around here, 
they’re the ones doing the 
teaching, and then I come 
in and I fill in with a little 
theory and a little critical 
thinking.”

The second cohort starts 
this month.

Matt LaWell is Golf Course 
Industry’s managing editor.
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COURSE NEWS
Vineyards Country Club wrapped up its South Course redesign and renovation 

late last year. The 36-year-old Naples, Florida, club addressed aging infrastruc-

ture and incorporated new tech with help from QGS Development and Kipp 

Schulties Design. Key improvements included greens expansion, bunker rede-

sign, and the integration of a technologically advanced irrigation and drainage 

system. … Bull’s Bridge Golf Club in South Kent, Connecticut, is ready to reveal 

bunkers renovated during a project guided by Fazio Design and superintendent 

Stephen Hicks. New bunkers were added to eight holes, along with bentgrass 

fairway and short-cut approach expansion, and new tees on select holes. 

McDonald & Sons served as the construction contractor. … Woodmont Country 

Club in Rockville, Maryland, will host the 2025 and 2026 U.S. Adaptive Opens 

and the 2028 U.S. Junior Amateur. Elsewhere in the Old Line State, Columbia 

Country Club in Chevy Chase will host the 2027 U.S. Senior Women’s Amateur 

and the 2035 U.S. Senior Amateur. …  DRC Investors LLC is the new owner of 

Dismal River Club in Mullen, Nebraska. KemperSports will remain as manager 

of the club’s operations. … Heritage Golf Group acquired Old Hickory Golf Club, 

a PB Dye design just outside St. Louis, the 34th addition to its roster since the 

current ownership and leadership team started in January 2020. … Both Coyote 

Crossing Golf Club in West Lafayette, Indiana, and The Golf Club at Fox Acres in 

Red Feather Lakes, Colorado, picked Landscapes Golf Management for opera-

tion needs. … Audubon International reported that new certifications across all 

six of its programs more than doubled in 2023 from the previous two calendar 

years. Most new certifications were awarded in the golf and lodging categories.

INDUSTRY BUZZ
Aquatrols and the turf division of Precision Laboratories merged to form The 

Aquatrols Company. The new company will continue to offer the full line 

of Aquatrols and Precision Laboratories soil surfactants, as well as Precision 

Laboratories tank mix adjuvants, colorants and additives. … Buffalo Turbine 

unveiled the Blitz, a stand-on debris blower designed to enhance operational 

efficiency, reduce labor demands and prioritize operator comfort. … Heavy-duty 

site prep attachments and forestry accessories manufacturer Fecon LLC acquired 

Stumper Industries, which manufactures stump grinder attachments for mini 

and standard skid steers among other products. … FuelPro Trailers introduced its 

FuelPro 990 for refueling and service. The new trailer has a 990-gallon capacity 

and includes a five-year tank warranty. … OTR Engineered Solutions introduced 

its TR-34 tire for farm tractors and ride-on mowers. The new tire is designed to 

offer improved performance on grass, mud and loose soil, and reduce the risk 

of turf damage and soil compaction.
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WONDERFUL WOMEN OF GOLF
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She was brought along in the business by 
Tom Fazio, with whom she worked with for 
more than two decades. Speaking on the Won-
derful Women of Golf podcast with host Rick 
Woelfel, she related how Fazio’s theories on 
course design impacted her.

“Probably the most notable is, ‘There’s al-
ways another way,” she says. “There’s always 
another way to route the golf course. There 
isn’t just any one way to do a golf course rout-
ing. The routing is what really sets the stage for 
the rest of the design. The routing has a lot to 
do with the client as well as with the property.

“If you have relatively mellow land, if not 
bland, you need to create some excitement, 
so that people want to come there. If you have 
challenging terrain, mountainous, rocky, with 
wetlands, a multitude of restrictions, that really 
begs you to be creative about routing the golf 
course to disturb the least amount of area, be-
cause the less area you disturb, the less you’re 
going to be paying in maintenance, long-term.

“(But) that doesn’t mean not to clear suffi-
cient vegetation and trees. Because if you don’t, 
you’ll have a difficult time growing grass.”

Bel Jan addressed the task of designing a golf 
course that tests the expert player but is enjoy-
able for the recreational golfer. She notes the 
importance of focusing on making the expert 
player the priority in terms of design.

“If you’re designing for the elite first, you’re 
positioning the tee because they’re generally 
going to be the ones hitting the ball the far-
thest,” she says. “Then it’s finding the locations 
and grading appropriately for the other tees for 

the folks who hit the ball not as far.”
With that idea in mind, Bel Jan developed 

and eventually trademarked Scoring Tees, 
which are tees positioned to elevate the expe-
rience of new golfers, or those who don’t hit 
the ball a long distance.

“I’d been thinking about this for some time,” 
she says. “Because, so often, what was the tra-
ditional yardage from the most forward set of 
tees? On the scorecards from the area of (three 
sets of tees) you’ll see the forward set might 
be around 5,600 yards. The next set might be 
around 6,000 or 6,200 and the and long set 
might be 6,700.”

Bel Jan notes that today’s playing conditions, 
notably enhanced irrigation, allows for less roll 
than was the case half a century ago. To aid the 
player who finds hitting a tee shot beyond 150 
yards a challenge, she has added tees to some 
of her designs that theoretically make it easier 
for shorter hitters to reach greens in regulation. 
The approach creates a course within a course 
for shorter hitters. 

At Pelican Marsh, a Bel Jan design in Naples, 
Florida, the Scoring Tees are set at 4,050 yards 
on a course that maxes out at 7,050 yards. At 
Pelican’s Nest in Bonita Springs, the Scoring 
Tees measure 4,062 yards on a layout that 
stretches to 6,808 yards.

The Scoring Tees were introduced at both 
courses in 2014-15, three years after Bel Jan 
first debuted the concept at Green Valley 
Country Club in Greenville, South Carolina. 
“Everybody wants to learn to score better,” she 
says, “from the elite to the most novice.”  

Jan Bel Jan
GOLF COURSE ARCHITECT

The routing is what 
really sets the stage 
for the rest of the 

design. The routing 
has a lot to do with 
the client as well as 
with the property.”

Jan Bel Jan grew up around golf. Her father, George Bel Jan, was a golf professional 
who designed and managed a golf course, and three of her uncles were PGA profes-
sionals. Bel Jan started working at her father’s golf course at 14.

So, it was only natural the game became her profession, specifically golf course 
architecture. 

Today, she heads her own design firm, Jan Bel Jan Golf Course Design, which is headquar-
tered in Jupiter, Florida. She is a past ASGCA president (2019-20). Bel Jan’s design philosophy 
is based on the concept that golf should be an enjoyable game for all, regardless of age, gender 
or ability level. 
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OUTSIDE   THE ROPES

TIM MORAGHAN, principal, ASPIRE Golf (tmoraghan@aspire-golf.com). Follow Tim online at Golf Course Confidential at  
www.aspire-golf.com/or on X at @TimMoraghan.

SMALL BALL
Growing up in a small town in northern Connecticut had its 

highs and lows, but one of its best features for a kid who 
needed to be outside and on the move was the 9-hole private 

golf club set in the middle of a 5,000-acre nature preserve. Litchfield 
Country Club provided me with a four-season playground for fishing, 
hiking, boating and running. But most importantly, it was my 
introduction to golf.

My dad used the club to keep me out of the house, and, not coin-
cidentally, out of trouble. When I was just a little squirt, he made me 
his “caddy,” really his target dummy during practice. And you won-
der why I am the way I am? Let’s just say dad was very accurate with 
his 3-iron.

Pretty soon I was a real caddie, learning the basics of the game, 
starting with a simple rule: Show up, keep up, shut up. With experi-
ence, I began picking up the nuances, and pretty soon “shut up” be-
came “speak up,” and I became an asset to the members and pro, 
who turned to me for “special” guest and big matches. As a summer 
job, caddying also helped me get in shape for high school sports.

When I turned 16, I needed money to help pay for college, so I 
signed on as a member of the grounds crew. It was still the most 
fun I’ve ever had on a golf course. There were just four of us, and 
that included superintendent Billy Bianowicz, who over sev-
en summers taught me how to do almost every task he did except 
spraying fungicides for greens. He also taught me a fierce work eth-
ic that I still try to practice every day. 

From that beginning, I’ve forged a career that has taken me 

around the world, seeing the 
best courses, working with the 
most talented professionals and 
researchers, and enlarging my 
“family” of others who’ve made 
the golf industry their home. 

I saw something else in 
small-town golf that isn’t always 
on display elsewhere: appreci-
ation. There were four 9-hole 
clubs within a short drive of my 
childhood home, and at every 
one the players truly appreciat-
ed what the maintenance crews 
did to present the best possi-
ble playing conditions, keep 
the turf alive in the summer 
heat and make things extra spe-
cial for the big events. Every su-
perintendent wants to be rec-
ognized for their efforts, but in 
a small town — under an ex-
tra-sharp microscope —it was 
particularly gratifying that peo-
ple noticed.

Life at small-town clubs, 
many without labor and big-
time maintenance budgets, 
evokes a simpler time, a nostal-
gia that I often wish golf could 
re-create. It’s certainly a differ-
ent feel from what I get at the 
big-name, prestigious clubs I fre-
quently visit now, where the fo-
cus is on “real” championships 
or over-the-top conditioning.

Which isn’t to say some of the 
small-town feel doesn’t remain. 
When I managed municipal 
courses for American Golf in the 
City of Miami, I saw the same 
kind of friendships and camara-
derie from the groups of regu-
lars who thought of these public 
courses as their own private ha-
vens. Their weekly beer leagues 
and the “big money” games 
($500 Nassaus!) were just as 
joke-filled and pressure-packed 

as my dad’s rounds at Litch-
field a generation or two before. 
And as conditioning improved 
during my tenure, I became 
“their guy,” almost one of them 
as Miami Beach police, firefight-
ers, EMS and the local political 
scene played, ate and occasional-
ly drank a beverage.  The stories 
still ring in my head.  They rec-
ognized the improvements and 
always let me know they appre-
ciated our efforts. 

During my years at the USGA 
— where most of the clubs I vis-
ited were in the upper tier — I’d 
drive from championship ven-
ue to venue whenever I could. 
It gave me time to think, but it 
also gave me the chance to find 
an out-of-the-way public course 
where I could hit some balls and 
maybe tee it up. After worry-
ing about major-championship 
agronomy to where the grand-
stands would go, it was a plea-
sure to pay a few bucks, tee it up 
with some locals and experience 
a very different golf community.

One year, driving home from 
Oakmont Country Club, I got 
stuck in a bumper-to-bumper 
backup on the Pennsylvania 
Turnpike. I got off soon as I 
could and quickly drove into 
the parking lot of a “cornfield” 
golf course and into an out-
ing of the Western PA Lumber-
man’s Association. Suddenly I 
became the “new ringer” mem-
ber of the WPLA, won a few 
points for my team, and helped 
them capture the trophy. As 
we got to talking, it turned out 
that the guys knew my wife’s 
grandmother from church — 
and knew all about her coconut 
cream pies. 

Small-town golf.  
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 B etween the Venango Valley Inn & Golf Course 18th green and 
the tidiest parking lot on the east side of French Creek, on a 
comfortable, quarter-zip October afternoon, a half dozen women 
linger, laugh and demonstrate love for their surroundings. 

Tones escalate as Jim Cervone and Michael Pero approach 
their final putts on the 519-yard downhill par 5. Pero’s mid-length eagle 
putt slides past the low side of hole. Cervone follows the effort by missing a 
12-footer for birdie. The women gently tease the duo as they exit the putting 
surface near the left greenside bunker. 

Thousands of courses outside big-city  
and suburban limits dot the American golf landscape. 

Few can compare to Venango Valley Inn & Golf Course.

12,716, is the county’s largest city.
Fewer than 250 people live in Ve-

nango, yet the course attracts around 
30,000 rounds and 70 outings per 
year despite a cold-weather climate 
and a glut of nearby public courses, 
including one located just a couple of 
long par-5s away on the north side of 
town. The inn — a delectable restau-
rant, not an overnight resting place 
as the name suggests — generates 
four-season activity. 

Owning Venango Valley means 
being too busy to enjoy it. When Cer-
vone and Pero exited the 18th green, 
neither knew when they would play 
next their round together, a contrast 
to the group of women who enjoy the 
course at the same time, on the same 
days, every week. 

Thousands of small-town golf 
courses enjoyed by millions seek-
ing close-to-home recreational and 
gathering spots persist because of 
dream-seekers who sacrifice what 
they initially think the dream entails 
to provide joy for others. It’s a cycle 
that keeps golf thriving in places such 
as Venango, Pennsylvania, which a 
young George Washington passed 
through while traveling along French 
Creek in 1753.

Durbin and Kim Loreno’s cycle has 
ended. Cervone’s, Pero’s and Passilla’s 
has started. 

“We should do this more often,” 
Cervone tells Pero, “now that we own 
the place.”  

Speaking via phone a month later 
from their home on wooded Crawford 
County, Pennsylvania, land adjacent to 
the course, Durbin and Kim Loreno 
describe their 27-year run owning and 
operating the blissful facility. “In hind-
sight,” Kim says, “I wish we had taken 
more time to enjoy it more. Work less, 
enjoy the time more.”

Cervone, Pero and Tony Passilla 
purchased Venango Valley from 
Durbin and Kim on Jan. 29, 2023. 
Brothers-in-law in title — Cervone has 
been married to Pero’s sister, Kelly, 
for 28 years and Pero says, “You can 
remove the in-law. We’re brothers.” 
— Cervone and Pero celebrated the 
acquisition with Passilla by popping 
champagne inside the Federal-style, 
orange-brick, 185-year-old inn. 

Reflective moments have been rare 
since that slushy day.

Selling the property to Cervone, 
Pero, and Passilla ensured the course 
remained in the community. The trio 
hails from Meadville, the Crawford 
County seat 10 miles south of Venango 
Valley. Crawford County sits between 
Pittsburgh and Erie on Route 19, a 
busy thoroughfare connecting the 
northwest and southwest parts of 
Pennsylvania. Meadville, population 

In addition to staying in the com-
munity, Venango Valley remains an 
industry course. Durbin worked as a 
superintendent; Cervone also owns a 
golf course architecture firm. 

Paul Erath and Stan Kemp are 
responsible for constructing a layout 
admired by denizens of Crawford 
County and beyond, including Cer-
vone, Durbin and current superin-
tendent Alan Zielinski. Erath had 
deep industry connections, juggling 
superintendent and golf professional 
jobs simultaneously and helping 
build famed Laurel Valley Golf 
Club in southwest Pennsylvania. 
Erath and Kemp purchased the inn 
and surrounding Venango acreage 
in 1968. They built a practical, 
enchanting course, routing holes 
along woods and farmland atop ideal 
subsurface elements due to the land’s 
proximity to French Creek. 

The 18 holes and inn are the epicen-
ter of a small-town golf and love story. 
The land and its people demonstrate 
why facilities like Venango Valley are 
the soul of the industry. 

“I think all golf courses develop 
their own community,” Durbin says. 
“People claim it as their own course 
and they take pride in it, no matter 
which one it is. This is a gathering 
place for a lot of people.”

THE FOOD MATTERS at Venango 
Valley. The food led to a relationship 
that resulted in the course establish-
ing a small-town golf standard.  

After purchasing the property 
in 1976, Joe and Mary Petrucelli 
incorporated savory and scalable 
recipes into the menu. The couple 
refined their offerings over the years 
and used daily specials to attract 

By Guy Cipriano
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Venango Valley 
Inn & Golf Course
Venango, PA

Venango Valley 
Inn & Golf Course 
owners Michael 
Pero (left) and Jim 
Cervone (right) 
with superin-
tendent Alan 
Zielinski.
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business: Wednesdays, Italian 
Night; Thursdays, Liver Lover’s 
Night; Fridays, Fish Fry; Satur-
days, Pizza Night.  

How appetizing was the 
pizza Joe Petruccelli cooked in 
an oven devoted to the dish? 
Durbin frequently visited Ve-
nango Valley, where he worked 
on the crew in college, for 
pizza following Saturday mainte-
nance shifts at nearby Riverside Golf 
Course in 1986. Kim worked at the 
inn as a waitress. After noticing her 
a few times, Durbin asked Kim out 
following a Pizza Night shift.   

“It’s funny how one little event 
in your life can change everything,” 
Durbin says. “For me, it was going 
to get a pizza.”

Durbin and Kim possessed land 
ethics stemming from their rural 
Pennsylvania backgrounds. Durbin 
hailed from Greenville, a small town 

40 miles south of Venango in Mercer 
County. He grew up helping his un-
cles build and expand Pine Hill Golf 
Course, a modest public facility. Kim 
was raised on a farm two miles from 
the course she eventually owned. 

They started their lives together in 
a more densely populated place: New 
York City. American Express hired 
Kim and Durbin landed an assistant 
superintendent job at Hackensack 
(New Jersey) Golf Club, an ultra-private 
Seth Raynor design, in the late 1980s. 
Durbin attended turfgrass management 

classes at Rutgers 
University while 
working at Hack-
ensack. The best 
training for what 
awaited arrived 
came during a su-
perintendent stint 
at Flanders Val-
ley Golf Course. 
Leading the crew 
at the busy 36-
hole New Jersey 
municipal facility 
taught him how 
to stay ahead of 
play and provide 
solid conditions 
with modest re-
sources.

The couple’s 
retreat from big-
city life started 
wi th  D urb in 
accepting the 
superintendent 
position at Bing-
hamton Country 
Club, a pleasant 
upstate New York 

private club with an A.W. Tilling-
hast-designed course. Wherever 
Durbin worked, Kim usually 
held side jobs in the restaurant 
and clubhouse. She was quietly 
obtaining golf, restaurant and 
banquet management experience 
to pair with her business acumen.

Early in Durbin’s run as a 
superintendent, the couple 

casually sought opportunities to 
purchase golf courses in a geographic 
region stretching from New York 
to Michigan. They had less time to 
think about owning a course once 
they reached Binghamton and their 
family expanded to include daugh-
ters Tori and Lily.

“I ended up with a nice job in 
Binghamton,” Durbin says. “Nice 
house, great membership at the club. 
We were pretty satisfied and then this 
came up.”

This was a chance to be involved in 
a group to purchase Venango Valley 
from Mary Petrucelli, who kept a 
promise to give Durbin and Kim first 
opportunity at acquiring the 150-
acre property and inn. Here’s how 
Durbin and Kim described their con-
nection to the course in a November 
2023 phone conversation:

Kim: “You always said you wanted 
to purchase that course!”

Durbin: “It always had potential. It 
was on Route 19 and the layout was just 
a perfect layout for a public golf course.”   

More Durbin: “We came back, 
bought it and it was in the worst shape 
you could possibly imagine.”

Venango Valley’s condition almost 
led to Durbin experiencing buyer’s 
remorse before buying the course. 

“Here’s one of my favorite stories,” 
Kim says. “The night before we were 
supposed to close on the property, 
Durbin looked at me at 1 o’clock in 
the morning and said, ‘This place is 
going to be a mess. It’s going to be so 
much work. I don’t think we want 
to do this.’ Being in the business, he 
knew what it would take, whereas 
I didn’t know what I didn’t know. I 
thought we would be fine.” 

18-feb_cover-story.indd   2018-feb_cover-story.indd   20 1/22/2024   4:01:01 PM1/22/2024   4:01:01 PM



GCI2402p21hunter.indd   9GCI2402p21hunter.indd   9 1/22/2024   4:12:53 PM1/22/2024   4:12:53 PM



©
 G

U
Y 

CI
PR

IA
N

O

COVER STORY

22  FEBRUARY 2024    golfcourseindustry.com

The mess included a maintenance 
fleet with just one unit to mow greens 
and tees. An adjustable roller allowed 
the surfaces to be mowed with the 
same unit. Fairways were maintained 
using one Toro Spartan gang mower 
and were constructed without an 
irrigation system. The surfaces still 
lack supplemental irrigation. Coinci-
dentally, never adding supplemental 
fairway irrigation helped the course 
financially, as Durbin found cre-

ative ways to provide solid fairway 
conditions without the expense of 
installing and maintaining a fairway 
irrigation system. 

The nearly three acres of greens 
presented maintenance conundrums. 
The undulating surfaces offered 
glimpses of the potential Durbin 
noticed in the course. But that poten-
tial was tough to immediately fulfill 
because of a 3-inch thatch layer. The 
greens lacked automatic irrigation, so 

Durbin started summer days at 2 a.m., 
dragging hoses in solitude around the 
sprawling layout bordered by woods 
and farms. Exchanging lodging and 
food for labor with a contractor who 
needed a place to house a crew be-
tween projects at prominent private 
clubs helped Venango Valley receive a 
new greens irrigation system at a steep 
discount. A pair of pond expansions 
increased water-holding capacity. 

“The golf course was just a mat-
ter of surviving the first few years,” 
Durbin says. “You couldn’t even mow 
the greens. They would scalp because 
there was so much thatch in them. 
They wouldn’t take any water.”

The inn also suffered from a lack 
of investment. The dining rooms 
only accommodated a few dozen 
guests, the bar barely had space for 
a half dozen drinkers and employees 
worked in a crammed kitchen. The 
main dining room sat atop an out-
door deck, which collapsed following 
a winter storm in 1996.   

Despite thatch slowing greens 
and constant elbow-to-elbow indoor 
contact, Venango Valley possessed 
four critical elements to success: 
loyal customers, dedicated owners, 
high-visibility location, and charm-
ing golf setting. The warts Durbin 
and Kim continually noticed didn’t 
curtail business. “We were surprised 
by how busy we were,” Kim says. 

Business accelerated as Durbin’s 
and Kim’s vision started formulating. 
Their accessibility, approachability, 
and willingness to invest in visible 
and subtle upgrades transformed 
Venango Valley. From pre-sunrise to 
post-sunset, Durbin and Kim — and 
often both of them — could be spotted 
at the course. They quickly realized 
that in a small town customers like to 
know business owners and employees 
appreciate bosses who execute the 
same tasks as everybody else.

“Right away, we worked shoul-
der-to-shoulder with our people,” 
Kim says. “Nobody worked for any-
body. We worked together. We were 
in trenches doing the same thing ev-

Fairway fundamentals 
Operating without a fairway irrigation system has never hindered business at Venango Valley Inn & Golf 
Course.  

“You really didn’t need fairway irrigation, even in the middle of the summer,” says former co-owner and 
superintendent Durbin Loreno. “After a little bit of overseeding, we hardly ever turned brown, even in the 
driest years. Plus, people like to get a little extra roll.”

Venango Valley features 23¼ acres of ryegrass fairways. The course was built by superintendent/pro 
Paul Erath and Stan Kemp in the late 1960s and early 1970s, an era when building a course without a fairway 
irrigation system was common. Venango, Pennsylvania, averages around 44 inches of rain per year, with 
precipitation scattered among all 12 months. 

Current superintendent Alan Zielinski’s team aerifies fairways in early September to complement the 
overseeding regimen. The surfaces are mowed at three quarters of an inch.

“They have a great root base, great soil base and they hold up very, very well,” Zielinski says. “There are 
times we wish we had fairway irrigation, but for the most part, in the middle of the summer, when it’s dry 
out, the fairways are still green. That’s through the aerification and our fertilization programs. The fact that 
they are ryegrass means they hold up better too, and we cut them at a little bit of a higher height because 
we don’t have fairway irrigation. They seem to do very well.”

The fairways also perform well during and following rain. Erath and Kemp constructed Venango Valley 
on a hilly site across Route 19 from French Creek. Proximity to the creek means the course sits atop gravel.

“It’s the best draining golf course I have ever been associated with,” Zielinski says. “It drains 
phenomenally well. There are times when other places can’t think about letting carts out and we have them 
out there running.”
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erybody else was doing — sometimes 
stuff that was even worse than what 
everybody else was doing.”

The mentality stabilized the out-
door and indoor staffs. 

Durbin relied on relationships 
from his days working at Venango 
Valley to build a team filled with 
retirees and students. The staff 
Zielinski led in 2023 consisted of 
25 employees, but just two other 
full-timers, Todd Yenny and Jeremy 
Horning. Yenny was one of Durbin’s 
first hires. As he approached retire-
ment and the sale of the course, 
Durbin hired Zielinski in June 2020 
to lead the golf maintenance team. 

Zielinski, who spent 15 years as the 
City of Erie’s golf course superinten-
dent, realized he joined something 
unique when he started observing 
employees arriving at 5 a.m. for 5:30 
a.m. shifts. A culture of excellence 
and commitment established by 
Durbin and Kim inspired Zielinski 
and aided his transition to a new job.  

“To a lot of the people we employ, 
it’s not a job. It’s what they do,” Zie-
linski says. “They want to be a part 
of the team.”

Zielinski has worked in the munic-
ipal, private and family-owned sectors 
of the industry. He considers Venango 
Valley the best job of his career. 

“I think what keeps golf alive 
are places like this,” Zielinski says. 
“People want to be a member of a 
country club, but many can’t afford 
it. Our motto is we want to have 
better conditions than everybody 
else at the same price.”

NOBODY IN VENANGO Valley’s 
history kept a more frantic pace than 
Kim, who handled everything from 
financials to filling kitchen shifts on 
busy nights. She worked exhaustively 
until the sale closed last year. 

“Every year they did something for 
the customer experience,” Pero says. 
“It wasn’t for them. It was for the ex-
perience. They were hard workers. Kim 
never stopped. For most of the years he 
was superintendent, Durbin was out 

there from dusk to dawn. Kim opened 
the kitchen and closed it for years. 
Their work ethic won’t be matched.” 

Durbin’s and Kim’s business phi-
losophy hinged on indefatigability. 
Increasing volume produced funds 
for capital improvements, which were 
plentiful during their ownership tenure. 
Enhancements ranging from expanding 
the main dining room and practice facil-
ities to adding a large outdoor pavilion 
to accommodate outings created more 
work for the couple. To help manage 
outings, the kitchen and other aspects 
of the operation, Durbin and Kim hired 
Larrie Rose, whom everybody associat-
ed with the course praises for her profes-
sionalism, affability and organization.      

More outings and increased food 
and beverage sales meant Venango Val-
ley could improve the golf and dining 
experiences while keeping green fees 
and menu prices affordable. A week-
end round with a cart cost $40 in 2023 
and 62-and-older golfers played 18 
holes with cart for $25 on weekdays. 
A large bucket of range balls cost $5. 

“It seemed like with all the volume 
we had, we always had money to spend,” 
Durbin says. “We could have bagged all 
that money ourselves. We didn’t take 
high wages. We just tried to keep the 
price down. It worked good for us.”

The Lorenos also invested in their 
employees, offering health and re-
tirement plans and instituting a prof-
it-sharing program. The loyalty of both 
sides was never more apparent than 
when Pennsylvania closed golf cours-
es at the beginning of the COVID-19 
pandemic. “When COVID hit, a lot of 
these retired fellas came to us and said, 
‘We will work for you for nothing. Don’t 
worry about us. We’ll come and mow,’” 
Kim says. “That meant a lot to us.” 

“But,” Durbin adds, “we still paid 
them.” 

Customers stayed engaged in the 
course and restaurant during the 
shutdowns. Lines extended to Route 
19 for takeout food orders. The re-
opening of the course didn’t alter the 
golf operation. Unlike many courses, 
Venango Valley functioned at near ca-

pacity before the 
pandemic. “We 
found ourselves 
turning away 
more play after 
the pandemic 
because we were 
so busy,” Durbin 
says.  

Durbin and 
Kim started exploring selling the 
property and structures in 2018. 
The pandemic slowed the process, 
and they waited until the restaurant 
approached pre-pandemic customer 
and staffing levels to aggressively 
find a buyer.  

CERVONE AND PERO didn’t meet 
over pizza. Or golf. Or even after 
Cervone started dating Kelly, who was 
one grade behind the pair in school.

They likely met in church or el-
ementary school. They both played 
sports and considered themselves 
dreamers. “I don’t know if Mike 
remembers it,” Cervone says, “but I 
can recall times being younger, when 
we were in high school and stuff 
like that, talking about business and 
maybe doing something down the 
line together.”

Growing up in Meadville, a com-
munity nicknamed “Tool City USA” 
because of its tool and die machine 
shops, satisfied their desires to com-
pete. Meadville High School flourished 
in basketball and wrestling in the 
1980s, a tricky winter double for any 
Pennsylvania school, especially one 
isolated from the state’s major cities. 

Golf offered summer recreation 
and competition, and Pero’s mother 
purchased him a junior membership 
at Whispering Pines Golf Course in 
Meadville. Pero and his friends walked 
the hilly course in the morning, ate a 
hot dog for lunch and played it again 
in the afternoon. “I really got the golf 
bug close to my junior, senior year of 
high school,” he says. 

Pero’s golf passion never waned. 
He participated in leagues that 
rotated among area layouts — most 
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From left: Michael 
Pero, Tony Pas-
silla, Kim Loreno, 
Durbin Loreno 
and Jim Cervone 
following the sale 
of Venango Valley 
Inn & Golf Course. 

Donated wood 
carvings of some 
of the game’s 
greats, including 
Old Tom Morris, 
surround the first 
tee at Venango 
Valley.
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of them hilly, a commonality among 
western Pennsylvania courses — 
before the demands of raising and 
supporting three sons decreased his 
free time. Pero has spent his entire 
life in Crawford County, which 
has experienced a decline of 7,000 
residents from its peak population 
of 90,289 in 1983. Surprisingly, the 
county has 11 golf courses. 

“It’s a blue-collar community,” 
Pero says. “A lot of toolmakers are 
out here in all the leagues and we 
have leagues with 140 golfers. It’s 
a tight-knit community. Everybody 
knows everybody. Meadville, Venan-
go, Saegertown, Cambridge Springs, 
… they all blend together.”

Cervone is a golf enthusiast who 
moved away from home. Unsure of his 
long-term aspirations, he left nearby 
Allegheny College after a year and a half 
and spent a year working construction 
jobs with his father. He experienced life 
away from home when he enrolled in 

a building archi-
tecture program 
at New York Insti-
tute of Technolo-
gy on Long Island. 
Cervone thought 
he unearthed a 
career fit until 
blunt discussions 
with the school’s 

faculty convinced him otherwise. 
“I loved it,” he says. “I have never 

been one to crack books, memorize 
and study. In architecture, you are 
drawing and building. I never had 
trouble spending time doing that. I did 
really well. But the whole time I was 
there the professors kept saying, ‘You 
have no chance of getting jobs. There 
are too many architects in the world.’”  

One of Cervone’s favorite activities 
in New York sparked a Plan B. “The 
campus on Long Island was an old hos-
pital,” he says. “There were huge build-
ings around this campus and inside 
they had a 9-hole golf course, which 
you could play as a student for free. It 
was right outside my dorm window. I 
played a lot of golf and thought, ‘How 
cool would it be to be a golf architect?’”

Cervone returned to Meadville for 
the summer and called the American 
Society of Golf Course Architects. 
The society recommended switching 
majors to prepare for a golf design 

career. He con-
tacted Penn State 
and interviewed 
with officials 
from the school’s 
landscape archi-
tecture program. 
With Kelly in the 
passenger’s seat, 
Cervone drove 
from Meadville 
to State College 
to answer ques-
tions and present 
his portfolio. He 
worked construc-
tion as he waited 
for acceptance 
into the program. 

Three days before the fall semester 
commenced, he got into Penn State. 
He deferred enrollment and worked 
another year of construction.

As a senior, Cervone met Tom 
Clark, a Penn State alumnus who 
partnered with Edmund Ault to 
form one of the nation’s most prolific 
golf architecture firms. Clark advised 
Cervone that earning a job designing 
golf courses would be as challenging as 
landing a full-time position designing 
buildings. “I had no clue at the time 
how difficult it was to break into golf 
architecture,” Cervone says.   

Clark referred Cervone to an open 
position at Williamsburg Environ-
mental Group in Virginia. Cervone 
married Kelly following graduation 
and he was scheduled to start at the 
environmental design firm after the 
couple returned from their European 
honeymoon. The day before the cou-
ple left, Williamsburg Environmental 
Group co-owner Ron Boyd mentioned 
that Bill Love had left Ault, Clark & 
Associates. Cervone chatted with Clark 
multiple times on his honeymoon 
and drove to Washington, D.C., for an 
interview after returning from Europe.

“It was divine intervention,” Cer-
vone says. “I never put out a single 
résumé or a single cover letter, and 
I had two awesome opportunities. 
I was with Ault, Clark & Associates 
for eight years, and I haven’t really 
worked a day since.”

Cervone launched his own subur-
ban Pittsburgh-based golf architec-
ture firm in 2002. He has traveled 
extensively, designing and renovating 
courses, yet a small-town public 
facility near his hometown became 
one of his steadiest clients. 

“Having worked with Durbin and 
Kim as an architect, I’d always known 
how special this place was,” Cervone 
says. “I have worked all across the 
country, and even before owning this 
ever became a thought in my mind, I 
felt like Venango Valley is one of the 
most impressive public golf courses 
I had ever experienced.”

Courses offering golf with cart for 
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In sight, in mind  
Venango Valley Inn & Golf Course forges strong customer 
impressions from the start. 

“We try to keep a very neat atmosphere throughout the 
course,” superintendent Alan Zielinski says. “I feel like that’s 
very important, especially around the clubhouse.”  

Customer eyes immediately drift to the 1800s-style brick 
inn. The front lawn is mowed with precision around well-defined 
and colorful ornamental and flower beds. Thousands of daily 
motorists passing the course on Route 19 see a large sign above 
a weed-free ornamental bed. The sign features a large wooden 
name placard hanging from a metal frame. The wood and metal 
are devoid of paint fissures.   

A pair of parking lots adjacent to the inn are smooth with 
bright lines separating spaces. Regular trimming yields definition 
between pavement and turf. 

The scene is equally impressive behind the inn. A cream-
colored starter’s hut and neatly aligned pull carts atop a concrete 
slab sit between the first tee and a halfway pavilion. Wood carvings 
of Old Tom Morris, western Pennsylvania native Arnold Palmer 
and a random golfer surround the tee. A close friend of previous 
owners Durbin and Kim Loreno created the carvings using trees 
that fell on the property and donated them to the course. 

Trash is rarely spotted on the front lawn, parking lots, first 
tee or along the course. Zielinski lauds his crew for keeping an 
exemplary appearance.

“A lot of guys cut the same greens every day, the same 
fairways, the same tees,” he says. “That’s their job, and they 
want it to be perfect. They will get off their golf cart to pick up a 
piece of garbage, or if they see a divot in the fairway, they will 
get off their cart to fix it.”

Zielinski’s team receives unsolicited assistance from 
steadfast customers. Gripes about trash, unrepaired ball marks 
and unfilled divots are infrequent. 

“The people who play golf here and come to eat here are 
so loyal,” co-owner Jim Cervone says. “They have been here so 
many times that they take ownership in this facility.”

COVER STORY
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less than $50 hiring qualified archi-
tects to redesign tees, rebuild and 
reposition bunkers, and manage tree 
removal are anomalies. Cervone’s 
work trips home epitomized Durbin’s 
and Kim’s commitment to continual-
ly elevating Venango Valley. Cervone 
and Durbin routinely engaged in 
conversations about topics more 
important than bunkers. 

“I told Jim, ‘You ought to think 
about buying this place,’” Durbin 
says. “And 10 years later …” 

Multiple parties expressed interest 
in the course, with one group looking 
to add Venango Valley to a portfolio that 
included businesses in other industries. 
When the deal collapsed, Durbin says 
they became “a little more picky about 
who we wanted to sell it to. Jim was 

the perfect candidate to come along.”
Cervone knew an ideal candidate 

for a potential ownership group. “I 
wouldn’t even consider doing this with-
out Mike,” he says. Passilla, another 
Meadville native, joined the group later. 

The transaction featured some 
uneasy moments, especially for Pero, 
who left the tool and die business for 
a job as an estimator that he quickly 
detested. “I realized it wasn’t my cup 
of tea,” he says. “I had a family and I 
had to pay bills. I was sort of stuck. 
Jim buzzed me, and said, ‘Hey, do you 
want to buy Venango?’ ‘OK, let’s try.’”

Pero quit the estimator job and 
spent the final two months of 2022 
observing the happenings at Venango 
Valley, learning as much as he could 
about the people and the business 
from Rose, fellow clubhouse manager 
Kristina Krizon, hourly employees, 
customers, and Durbin and Kim. The 
business represented a solid opportu-
nity, but the personal stress amplified 
as 2022 ended without a deal. 

“There was a point where I said to 
Jim, ‘I have to move on. I have been 
holding myself back from doing some-
thing else, hanging onto this dream. 
I’m not getting any younger, I have 
to figure something our,’” Pero says. 

Durbin and Kim were also ready 
for their next phase. “We have been 
married for 35 years,” Durbin says. 
“In the golf business, I was gone in 
the morning when she got up and I 
would be sleeping when she got home 
at night. In 35 years, we didn’t really 
spend that much time together.”

In 2023, Pero experienced the sen-
sation of spending more time at the 
course than at home as Cervone split 
his time between improving other 
people’s courses and operating his own. 
The duo relished the exhausting year.

Abundant thatch, inadequate 
equipment, and unsafe structures 
didn’t greet Cervone’s, Pero’s and 
Passilla’s arrival as owners. They pur-
chased a turnkey business consisting 
of 150 beloved acres anchored by a 
practical and playable golf course, 
13,000 square feet of cozy indoor 

space, an outdoor pavilion with ca-
pacity for 150 people, reliable main-
tenance equipment and carts, and gas 
wells for free heating. A case can be 
made they purchased perfection in the 
form of a vision motivated by giving 
others something to enjoy. 

“One thing I loved immediately 
about it was the 1830s Federal brick 
building, the historic feel, the classy 
casual atmosphere, a nice well-main-
tained golf course, the beautiful vistas,” 
Kim says. “I think that’s what we saw, 
and I think we did OK getting it there.”

For the first time in his career, 
Cervone doesn’t need approval from 
an owner, board, HOA or committee 
to fulfill his vision for a golf course. He 
collaborated with Zielinski last year to 
increase the number of tee markers 
from four to six, reduce fairway acre-
age, add contouring and bailout area 
around select greens, eliminate the 
intermediate cut between fairways 
and rough, and replace 100-, 150- and 
200-yard markers on the sides of fair-
ways with black-and-white 150-yard 
poles in the middle of each fairway. 

Sitting in a cart by the 15th tee 
on that fall day, Cervone admires his 
surroundings. He can see most of the 
back nine, the inn, French Creek and 
farmland beyond a waterway George 
Washington traversed. His eyes drift 
to the 14th green repeatedly during a  
conversation. The 8,194-square-foot 
surface features a severe front-to-back 
slope. It might be the trickiest green 
between Pittsburgh and Erie. It’s near 
the top of the to-improve list. 

None of the women who jokingly 
jeered Cervone and Pero a few hours 
earlier mentioned the green. They 
enjoyed another charming fall day at 
a meaningful place. Cervone knows 
thoughtful actions must be imple-
mented to keep them returning. Their 
predecessors established a small-town 
golf standard difficult to duplicate.

“We’re blessed, we’re really bless-
ed,” Cervone says. “There are a lot of 
facilities out there that don’t come 
close to this one. All we had to do 
was come in and not mess it up.” 
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GOLF   THERAPY

BRADLEY S. KLEIN, PH.D. (political science), former PGA Tour caddie, is a veteran golf journalist, book author 
(“Discovering Donald Ross,” among others) and golf course consultant. Follow him on X at @BradleySKlein.

NO SUCH THING 
AS TMI
I like knowing things about golf courses I visit and write about. It 

helps me to understand the site-specific character of the place. 
Often, I’ll go on Google Maps beforehand to determine the high 

and lows points of a course and the elevation change involved. Or when 
I’m writing up an assessment, I’ll count the balance of fairway bunkers 
and greenside bunkers to get a fix on how the hazards function.

Climate data are also helpful and readily available online, includ-
ing prevailing wind speeds and direction by month, average precip-
itation rates across the calendar, and monthly averages of high/low 
temperatures. 

At some point in my data collection, however, I must rely upon the 
superintendent for details like the average square footage of greens or 
which putting surfaces are the largest and smallest. Equally revealing 
would be the square footage of bunkers, acreage of fairways, heights of 
various turf cuts and average Stimpmeter reads in season. 

In the decades since the 1990s, when I started gathering such data 
for my reviews, these information points are getting much easier to 
obtain. That’s not only a function of enhanced web-based searches, but 
also because superintendents today are generally far more sophisticat-
ed in monitoring and measuring their properties. That’s evident in the 
widespread use of GPS-generated area tracking — a tool, for instance, 
that is vital to construction management budgeting and billing.

There might be a certain old-world charm embedded in the soles 
of a greenkeeper’s shoes as they are used to determine if a certain 

spot is squishy or dry. And back 
in the late 19th century, when 
Old Tom Morris’ topdressing 
program consisted of telling his 
lone assistant, “mere sand, Hon-
eyman,” the overworked under-
ling did not respond by asking 
about the precise application 
rate per 1,000 square feet.

Too much measurement and 
management can become coun-
terproductive. There’s an old 
adage in management and engi-
neering, to the effect that “you 
cannot control what you cannot 
measure.” This was a popular 
saying in the 1950s and ’60s, but 
soon gave way to criticism from 
within the corps of business that 
there is such a thing as measur-
ing for the sake of measuring or 
pursuing information to unpro-
ductive ends. 

Consider the infamous exam-
ple of the Stimpmeter, a device 
initially developed in the 1930s to 
help greenkeepers achieve con-
sistency in green speeds. Within 
decades it fell into the hands 
of green chairmen and tourna-
ment managers who weaponize 
it against superintendents in the 
pursuit of speed for its own sake. 
Information is not the problem; 
the issue arises when the data fall 
into the wrong hands. 

Moisture-level monitors and 
firmness-measuring devices are 
helpful when it comes to making 
decisions about irrigation, drain-
age and topdressing practices. 
But if deployed as indices of pre-
ferred standards of excellence in 
their right — as happened with 
green speeds — they end up con-
tributing to wasteful practices of 
over maintenance.   

A good example of measuring 
usefully can be seen in the case 
of labor. By tracking hours spent 

on various tasks — like mowing 
greens, raking bunkers and pick-
ing up leaves — most super-
intendents have a pretty good 
idea of how their work budget 
is expended. Likewise, when it 
comes to the cost of plant pro-
tectant applications per square 
foot. That’s how they can antici-
pate the additional cost of a ren-
ovation or restoration project 
that might add bunker square 
footage and short-grass mowing 
while simultaneously introduc-
ing expanded greens with more 
hole locations that will reduce 
wear and tear and thus reduce 
disease susceptibility. The result 
is a multivariate equation of an-
ticipated cost outcomes.

I still remember the amaze-
ment I felt some two decades 
ago listening to Bob Rand-
quist, CGCS, when he spoke at a 
GCSAA conference and showed 
that the average cost of mainte-
nance per square foot of bunker-
ing was equivalent to what was 
spent on putting surfaces. From 
a benefit-cost standpoint, con-
sidering dollar spent for shot 
played, it struck me as a crazy 
waste of resources. Which was 
exactly Randquist’s point. He 
would not have known it with-
out careful measurement. 

We are rapidly approaching an 
era of data management in which 
we will have access to a digital 
whiteboard of work. Savvy super-
intendents will be able to devel-
op marginal utility curves for each 
potential new configuration of the 
golf course. The next time a green-
keeper is asked to amp up the av-
erage speed on the greens, it will 
be known what the cost is for each 
additional foot on the Stimpmeter. 

There’s nothing artificial 
about that intelligence. 
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Trend? Fad? Or TBD?

By Rick Woelfel
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TECHNOLOGY

 Robots have been part of the American psyche for three-quarters of a century as a science-fiction staple.
In recent years, they are becoming more a part of our daily lives. Even more recently, they are making 

an imprint in the turf industry, as superintendents and crews are integrating autonomous mowers into 
their operations. The technology allows superintendents to utilize team members who might spend their 
workdays mowing in other areas. It also allows mowing in time windows that minimize intrusions on play 

Are autonomous mowers an emerging trend in the industry? Or a passing fancy?

acres of turf, including 45 golf holes at three separate 
locations as well as an athletic field.

Meersman received his first look at a prototype for a 
robotic mower in 2019 and was immediately intrigued by 

Trend? Fad? Or TBD?

THE WHY BEHIND INTEGRATION 
Dan Meersman is the chief planning officer and director 
of grounds and facilities at Philadelphia Cricket Club just 
outside Philadelphia. He’s responsible for around 420 

A trio of golf maintenance leaders describe their experiences with 
integrating mowers devoid of humans into their respective operations.
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a demo of both sides of the slope 
mower that they have,” she says. 
“What really interested me is when 
they brought it for the demo, they 
left their rough-cut blades on it, and 
we went through some pretty thick 
brush and some blackberries. You 
can cut them down by hand, but it’s 
a pretty brutal job to go out there, 
crawl into a thicket of blackberries 
and cut them all out by hand. That 
won me over as well as the capabili-
ties on the hill.”

The mower that Schapals eventu-
ally purchased, the R-52, requires a 
remote control. But she cites its ease 
of operation.

“It is really intuitive for younger 
people to use especially, because it’s 
like a big video game controller,” 
she says. “It’s got a little joystick 
and a few buttons. It’s got a camera 
that’s mounted on it in the front so 
that you can see without having to 
be right there. So, if you get stuck 
on something, you can see what 
it is. If there’s a stump in front of 
you, the camera will help you see 
what’s going on with the machine as 
you’re standing at a distance where 
it’s safe.”

WHAT THEY’VE LEARNED
At the start of the 2023 season, 
Campbell introduced the autono-
mous Husqvarna Automower 550 
EPOS on Montclair’s short-game 
area, including its rough and fairway. 

have 13 acres of greens, 100 acres 
of rough. It takes a lot of manpower 
to cut. We have a lot of grass under 
a half-inch. We have a lot of rough. 
So, it’s a pretty laborious property. I 
really started looking at it in earnest 
the year after COVID. We were hit 
with a really bad staffing issue, and 
it was really hard finding people.”

When Heather Schapals assumed 
the superintendent’s post at Seascape 
Golf Course, a daily-fee club in Ap-
tos, California, about 80 miles south 
of San Francisco, in April of 2023, 
she encountered a unique situation. 
The course included some sloped 
areas covered in thick brush. The-
oretically, the areas are out of play. 
In reality, they attract an abundance 
of golf balls.

The task of clearing out the brush 
areas was logistically challenging, 
requiring the efforts of several 
members of her seven-person crew 
using string trimmers or a mower 
that wasn’t designed for the task. 
Schapals had familiarity with auton-
omous mowers and observed one up 
close when she was employed at a 
9-hole club in Seattle.

“I thought (the sloped areas at 
Seascape) could be a real good place 
for it,” she says. “It was real tight and 
we definitely needed the help with 
being able to keep things mowed.”

Schapals set out to find a mower 
that could handle the job.

“RC Mowers came out and did 

how little noise it gen-
erated. “The first thing 
that enamored me was 
the potential for noise 
reduction on the golf 
course,” he says.

Meersman, who has 
been at Philadelphia 
Cricket  Club s ince 
2009, compares the golf-
course setting to that of 
a national park.

“If you have perfec-
tion in a landscape, it 
would probably be our 
national parks,” he says. 
“On a golf course, you’re trying to 
come as close to that as you can with 
natural beauty, a natural environ-
ment and no artificial noise. Clearly, 
the landscape is a little artificial. A 
golf course architect has to do some 
work to get it to function as a golf 
course, but from a noise perspective, 
you’re trying to reduce that. When I 
first saw the robotic mowers, that was 
the first thing that really hit home 
with me.”

Michael Campbell is the director 
of golf course operations at 36-hole 
Montclair Golf Club in Montclair, 
New Jersey, just 20 miles northwest 
of New York City. Campbell’s curi-
osity about autonomous technology 
has been piqued in recent years 
— in particular, after he attended 
a presentation on the subject at a 
trade show.

“I’ve been reading a lot about 
it,” Campbell says. “It seemed like 
Europe was kind of jumping into the 
robo scene a little bit more than us. 
We’ve been talking about it at Mont-
clair for at least a couple of seasons, 
but I would say conversations and 
reading about it has been for the last 
couple years. Until quite recently, 
most of the stuff you read about was 
out of Europe.”

Campbell’s interest in auton-
omous mowers was heightened 
following the COVID-19 pandemic.

“We’re a big club,” he points out. 
“We have 75 acres of fairways, we 

Superintendent 
Heather Scha-
pals uses a RC 
Mower to clear 
heavy brush at 
Seascape Golf 
Course. 

TECHNOLOGY
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The mowers typically operate from 5 
a.m. to 5 p.m.

“I have them set up to mow all day 
long, because I want the members 
to see them,” he says. “We can 
easily set up to where the mowers 
are never seen by the members 
and still have everything cut, but I 
chose to have them out and mow-
ing the short-game area while the 
members are out and utilizing 
either the short game-area or the 
golf course so they can see them. 
Because not only do I have to 
get comfortable with it, I think 
there’s a level of comfort that has 
to be gained with the members.”

Campbell hopes this initial step 
will give him a sense of what the 
mowers are capable — and not 
capable — of doing.

“We’re just figuring out what 
the limitations are,” he says. “We 
really don’t know what those are 
yet. It’s just our first step. It was 
a relatively low investment and 
I think as we’re getting comfort-
able, the technology will continue 
to improve and help us stay above 
the curve. Right now, what I’m 
hoping is that this all goes well 
on the short-game area.” 

Two years after seeing a pro-
totype, Meersman was ready to 
integrate the Automower 550 
into his operation.

“We finally decided we were 
going to try one of these on an 
activity field in our pool com-
plex,” he says. “We had so much 
lawn furniture around the pool. I 
moved it to the club-owned home 
that I live in, so I got to start to see 
this thing on a daily basis.”

Meersman was again im-
pressed by the mower’s lack of 
noise.
“There might be a couple deer 

back there and they weren’t bothered 
by this autonomous mower,” he says. 
“I said, ‘If a deer isn’t bothered by 

this and isn’t spoofed  by it, surely 
a golfer isn’t really going to care.’”

The technology allowed 

Meersman to mow the club’s ath-
letic field at any time, day or night. 
“And I was thinking how good that 
could be if I could take that to the 
golf course,” he says.

In the fall of 2022 Meersman did 
just that. He now uses around 30 
autonomous mowers in the rough 
areas at Philadelphia Cricket Club’s 
three courses: two 18-hole layouts 
plus the nine holes at club’s original 
site. When determining where to 
deploy the mowers, Meersman took 
a practical approach, beginning in 
areas with easily accessible sources 
of power.

“We started out near each of our 
clubhouses, started near our main-
tenance facility,” he says. “Also, the 
club had acquired a home in the 
last year or two, so we had power at 
that home as well. That allowed us 
to reach a part of the golf course we 
wouldn’t otherwise be able to. The 
combination of three different club-
houses, a centrally located grounds 
facility and a property located on the 
perimeter that we owned meant we 
were able to reach a lot of our golf 
course acreage.”

In addition to the golf courses, the 
club utilizes an autonomous unit to 
paint the lines on its signature grass 
tennis courts at its original site. The 
presence of autonomous machines 
allows the Philadelphia Cricket Club 
team to devote more of its working 
hours to other matters.

“We have reallocated them to the 
in-play areas of the golf course the 
members care about most,” Meers-
man says. “We will spend more time 
plugging out divots. It will give us a 
chance to re-roll or re-mow greens 
every now and again, a little more 
than we used to. The bottom line 
is we take that labor and make the 
greens, tees and fairways all the 
better.”

LOOKING AHEAD
What does the future hold for autono-
mous and remote-control technology 
in turf? Numerous possibilities exist. 

Campbell will continue exper-
imenting with the autonomous 
mowers at Montclair.

“My hope is everything goes well 
with the short-game area,” he says. 
“Once I get comfortable and the 
members get comfortable and work 
out any kink that we may find, I’d 
like to take one of the nines and 
take the big rough mowers off them 
and buy a little fleet of (autonomous 
mowers) and just have the rough 
being mowed, and then gradually 
go from mowing rough into short-
grass areas.”

Campbell enjoys seeing members’ 
reactions to the robotic mowers. 
“They work very well (the solar 
panels),” he says. “They run in the 
daytime hours so we can watch 
them run and so the members can 
see them. The members get a kick 
out of it.”

Schapals is similarly optimistic 
about the mowing future at Seascape. 

“I hope to keep going on this 
track; I’m really excited about it,” she 
says. “I’m not sure how it’s going to 
go with things like crossing a road 
on their own or being out there 
completely on their own on the golf 
course, even if they have to have a 
babysitter. 

“I think of how nice it would be 
to have one person out there with a 
mower, and a cup cutter, and a rake, 
and say, ‘You’re taking care of the 
green areas today,’ and they set their 
mower up and it does what needs to 
be done while they cut the cup and 
rake the bunkers.”

Schapals also envisions autono-
mous mowers designed for specific 
jobs or terrain.

“Smaller units for green sur-
rounds,” she says. “I feel like that’s 
probably the next area we would 
need a little help with. I don’t have 
a small (unit) right now. I’m mowing 
everything with one large rough 
unit. Also, if there is something out 
there that could both do some of 
the slopes and the rough cut, I think 
our driving range would be a perfect 

I think of how 
nice it would 
be to have 
one person 

out there with 
a mower, 
and a cup 
cutter, and 
a rake, and 
say, ‘You’re 
taking care 

of the green 
areas today,’ 
and they set 
their mower 

up and it does 
what needs 
to be done 
while they 
cut the cup 

and rake the 
bunkers.”

— Heather 
Schapals

TECHNOLOGY
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candidate.”
Meersman has no 

doubt the industry will 
expand its use of au-
tonomous mowers. He 
sees the trend leading 
to a safer work envi-
ronment, especially 
compared to today’s 
methods of mowing 
slopes. 

“If you think about 
steep slopes, you’re going to use a 
larger unit, typically a more tradi-
tional unit,” he says. “You’re prob-
ably going to get tire damage and 
mower damage, or you’re probably 
going to put a human on that with 
a push mower or a string trimmer. 
Now you’ve put an employee on a 
slope with a cutting blade or some-

thing that can injure them, so I 
think there’s a vast improvement in 
safety coming when some of these 
lightweight robots can get on super 
slopes. So, I’m excited about that.”

Meersman adds that autonomous 
technology will lead to new industry 
standards and member expectations.

“There will be a new standard 

where members will 
have an expectation 
on what the height of 
cut is and it will just 
stay at that height all 
the time. There’s re-
ally not fluctuation in 
height of cut anymore 
once you set your de-
sired height of cut. 
What I’ve found is 
that once members 

have that standard, they don’t want 
to go backwards from it. When the 
members experience that at another 
club, they’re going to want it their 
own club.” 

Rick Woelfel is a Philadelphia-based 
writer and senior Golf Course Industry 
contributor. 

 Montclair Golf 
Club integrated 
autonomous 
mowers into 
its operation in 
2023.

TECHNOLOGY
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IMPROVEMENT 
AS A PROCESS 
E veryone wants to get better.

The superintendent wants to preside over a healthier, more 
sustainable course. The 10 handicap wants to be a 9, the 6 a 

2. The business executive wants to improve her leadership skills. The 
heart surgeon wants to save more lives. 

Continuous improvement is a goal worthy of our best efforts, 
whether we are long or short into our careers. If for no other reason, 
if we’re not improving — relative to our competitors or a set of man-
agement-imposed expectations — we’re falling behind. 

The quest to be a little better than we are now, and then a little bet-
ter than that, has spawned a billion-dollar self-help industry that seeks 
to answer a simple question: How? Let’s consider a five-step process:

BELIEVE
First, we should not think that better — even excellence — is a birth-
right and beyond our reach. Obviously, most 5-foot-3 guys are not go-
ing to make it in the NBA (don’t tell that to Muggsy Bogues), and 
Charlie Woods certainly has some good genes working in his favor. 
But K. Anders Ericsson, author of “Peak: Secrets from the New Sci-
ence of Expertise,” debunks the myth that the main reason the best 
swimmers, violinists, chess grandmasters and spelling bee champi-
ons win at such a high rate is because they were born into excellence. 
What he found in his research is that champions continued to get 
better because they practiced more than their competitors and often 
by themselves after everyone else had headed for the showers. 

PLAN
What do you want to improve? The most reliable and successful con-

tinuous improvement is careful-
ly considered and specific. “Try-
ing to get better” is not specif-
ic and, thus, not a plan. The keys 
to effective planning involve de-
fining intentions and under-
standing why these improve-
ments are important. Some of 
the questions to consider as part 
of the planning phase:
•	 What do we want to improve 

… and why?
•	 Is this a threshold, must-have 

priority?
•	 Who will be affected — posi-

tively and negatively?
•	 What’s the upside to a posi-

tive solution?
•	 What resources are required 

to put the plan into action?

DO
The next step is to implement the 
plan. Enroll in that class. Get up 
early to attend that seminar. Con-
tact nationally respected figures 
and ask for their guidance. Meet 
with your owners and managers 
to make sure your priorities are 
in sync. Read what experts have 
written. Write articles and sub-
mit them to publications. In oth-
er words, do. Einstein is credit-
ed with defining insanity — and 
he might have included career in-
ertia in the same maxim — as do-
ing the same things over and over 
and expecting different results.

EVALUATE
Results of your plan’s implemen-
tation must be evaluated to de-
termine what worked and why, 
and what didn’t and why not. 
Evaluating performance and re-
sults requires answers to the fol-
lowing questions:
•	 Who will test the new meth-

ods and solutions?
•	 How will we test the improve-

ments against the desired out-
comes?

•	 What process will we use for 
collecting and measuring our 
results?

•	 How will we adjust our plan 
before future implementation?

In the evaluation phase, there 
may be a need for more than one 
attempt and analysis. Seldom 
does continuous improvement 
come easy. If it did, most would 
already be taking this step. To 
evaluate the new approach, ask 
the following questions:
•	 Did it achieve the desired re-

sults?
•	 Do we need to test other solu-

tions?
•	 Can the results be leveraged 

on a larger scale?

QUESTION
If you implement the change, 
can continuous improvement be 
achieved and sustained? To dou-
ble-check yourself, your inten-
tions and the solution you are 
implementing, several questions 
must be answered:
•	 Will this approach require re-

sources other than those cur-
rently available?

•	 What training will the team 
need to continue to imple-
ment the plan?

•	 How can we sustain the ben-
efits brought about by this 
change?

•	 Are there additional opportu-
nities for improvement?

Many believe the ability to 
learn faster and better than com-
petitors is today’s only sustainable 
competitive advantage. If that’s 
true, then that makes the work we 
do to get better more than some-
thing that embellishes our résumé 
— it makes it the top priority. 
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Yes, Sensei!
By Judd Spicer

The top turf pro at an ultra-exclusive Southern California facility 
uses a simple trick that could change the way you look at grass.

38  FEBRUARY  2024    golfcourseindustry.com

38-feb_sensei.indd   3838-feb_sensei.indd   38 1/22/2024   4:01:59 PM1/22/2024   4:01:59 PM



©
 C

O
U

RT
ES

Y 
O

F 
SE

N
SE

I P
O

RC
U

PI
N

E 
CR

EE
K 

(3
)

The top turf pro at an ultra-exclusive 
Southern California facility uses a 

simple trick that could change the 
way you look at grass.

SPOTLIGHT
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O n average, a golf 
course has about 
80 billion blades of 
maintained turfgrass.

Ever attempt to 
count them?

At one luxury Southern California 
retreat, a blade-counting micro-prac-
tice is ensuring primo playing condi-
tions for golf guests and providing its 
turf frontman a key gauge in assessing 
the seasonal transition to ryegrass.

Founded in 2004 as a private 
estate property with a golf center-
piece, Sensei Porcupine Creek in 
Rancho Mirage, California, was long 

a unicorn in the golf-rich Coachella 
Valley. The property was purchased 
in 2011 by Oracle co-founder Larry 
Ellison (presently charting as the 
globe’s fourth-wealthiest person) and 
maintained such status of premier, 
personal estate privatude until last 
year, when the property transitioned 
to an opulent wellness retreat, bearing 
the Sensei brand handle first debuted 
via Ellison’s sister property on the 
Hawaiian island of Lanai.

With the golf course set as the nu-
cleus amid a Sensei think-tank of well-
ness experts and guest activations, the 
first year of outside access opportunity 

saw a queue eager to enter the gates. 
“We had an amazing first season,” 

says Richard Ruddy, director of golf 
at Sensei Porcupine Creek. “The guest 
feedback was phenomenal, from 
the course conditions to the overall 
experience.” 

Coupled with the property’s menu 
of lavish allures and profound self-bet-
terment, the chance to experience 
pristine fairways and immaculate 
manicuring amid intentionally low 
(low) volume is atop the table for 
high-end playing guests.

“This is the closest you’ll get to 
having your own private golf course,” 
Ruddy adds. “We’ve had guests come 
visit from a lot of great clubs around 
the country, and that is the big, spe-
cial thing they keep touching on. The 
end game here is not to just build up 
volume; we’re going to protect that 
experience of being on your own 
golf course.”

While the Sensei experience may 
not be in the scorecards of the pro-
letariat, a unique agronomy practice 
for seasonal overseed ap-
praisal is indeed available 
to any superintendent 
who transitions turf to 
ryegrass come autumn.

Furthering a technique 
he’d learned at a previous 
desert property, Gerad Nel-
son, director of agronomy 
and landscape at Sensei 
Porcupine Creek, eyes the 
golf grounds with some se-
riously microscopic vision.

Following the autumnal 
overseed of tees, rough 
and fairways (he’s gone to 
year-round MiniVerde for 
greens), Nelson assesses 
his grow-in by cutting out 
square-inch samples of 
ryegrass (a half-inch down) 
and counting the blades, 
one by one.  

“This gives me a gauge of 
where I’m at,” Nelson says. 
“I’ll do it in two different 
types of locations on differ-

Richard Ruddy

Gerad Nelson
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ent parts so the course: I’ll do it in an 
area that looks really good and, early 
on (post-overseed), I’ll also go to an 
area that looks thin.”

From blade to bounty, Nelson’s 
entire overseed process has turned the 
heads of his Sensei colleagues.

“Just the way he puts seed out, 
the way the overseed is done, it’s like 
nothing I’ve ever seen,” Ruddy says. 
“Typically, you have your rate and the 
spreaders and go out and spray, right? 
But he has folks going out in teams be-
forehand, marking lines and making a 
grid of the entire course. If you were to 
come out right before or right after we 
seed, the whole place looks like some 
geometric map, with crossing grids 
and different color paints for different 
spread rates.”

The Hoganism of finding the “se-
cret in the dirt” isn’t merely limited 
to those with club in hand.

“These guys don’t stop at anything 
for top quality and, yes, checking grass 
per-inch is part of that,” Ruddy adds. 
“Gerad gets in there. I’ve seen him on 
hands and knees on the driving range 
staring at grass and really getting a feel 
for what’s happening in that square 
inch, and then setting a plan accord-
ingly. It’s getting in the turf with his 
pocketknife, cutting out the sample 
and then pulling apart blades in his 
fingers … five … 10 … Definitely 
not something I’ve ever seen before.”

Observing such specified prac-

tice in action is to 
watch with curi-
osity and wonder. 
To wit:

“You just start 
pulling them out,” 
says Nelson while 
counting individ-
ual blades, “one 
by one, and just 
go through each 
piece of ryegrass. 
So just look, this 
one is tiny, here’s 
a spindly one, this 
one is a decent size, 
hasn’t tillered yet 
… here’s a nice 
one, about ready 
to tiller.” He then 
drops one — yes, 
one — blade near 
his shoe, adding, 
“Darn it.”

A count of at 
least 25 blades per 
square inch gives 
Nelson confidence 
of a sound area, though it’s not at all 
uncommon to palm a sample of over 
35 blades. 

“If I’m checking, say, three weeks 
after overseed and the count is under 
20, that’s concerning,” Nelson says. 
“But that’s a good time to check it. You 
want to check it when you can still get 
more seed out if you need to, and get 
it germinated. There’s still time. It will 
be young, but there’s still time. After 
that, guests start arriving, so you can’t 
just turn water on as easily as before. 
And with water at this point of the 
process, too much is detrimental 
and can create issues with wet grass, 
traffic, issues with the mowers, wet 
shade areas.”

Along with water, timing, and cal-
endar considerations, the technique 
can pave a distinction between the 
time and costs of overseed and over 
seed.

“The thin areas are where this is 
most beneficial,” Nelson continues. 
“When you pull ’em out like this, 

you see the leaf 
stages, and the 
ryegrass plant 
has two or three 
leaf stages. In a 
thin area, let’s 
say you pull out 
the sample and 
count 20 or so 
plants. Then it’s, 
‘OK, I don’t need 
to get crazy and 
waste a bunch 
of seed and put 
m o r e  d o w n , 
because I know 
there’s  g rass 
there.’  But if 
you pull out the 
square inch and 
there are about 
10, then it’s, ‘OK, 
let’s touch it up 
and reapply a bit 
more seed.’”

In the Palm 
Springs region 
and neighboring 

Southwest desert golf surrounds, 
superintendents hang their hat on 
a quality overseed season. An expe-
rienced understanding of ryegrass 
germination timeline proves crucial, 
as does full grasp of the tillering char-
acteristic of ryegrass, which essentially 
sends out another plant from the 
original plant.

“This year, before the ryegrass had 
tillered and matured and gotten big, 
I’d find somewhere between 36 and 42 
seedlings, maybe at the two- or three-
leaf stage,” Nelson explains. “But, 
obviously, when it matures, the plant 
is gonna grow and spread and some 
of it will die out and fill the space. So, 
you’re not necessarily always going to 
have that 42 number; you may have 
outcompeted some of it.”  

Working with a taut weather win-
dow in fall-to-winter before reopening 
to guests — where temps can swing 
from triple digits in early October to 
the low 40s in late November — is a 
key calendar consideration.

Your eyes can be 
deceived when you 
just drive by in your 
cart and look and 
think, ‘Oh, it’s thin 
there.’ Yeah, it can 
look that way, but 

what’s really in there? 
You just need to get 
in there. Could be a 
bunch of ryegrass 
that still needs to 

mature.”

— Gerad Nelson
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“When it’s still warm, it can be 
tough to tell with the Bermuda and the 
ryegrass, because, of course, they’re 
both still green,” Nelson says. “You just 
need to dig in there and make certain 
it’s your rye, or if you’re still seeing a 
lot of Bermuda.”

Though Nelson oversees a spotless 
property, that doesn’t mean his own 
hands aren’t dirty.

“Your eyes can be deceived when 
you just drive by in your cart and look 
and think, ‘Oh, it’s thin there,’” he 
says. “Yeah, it can look that way, but 
what’s really in there? You just need 
to get in there. Could be a bunch of 
ryegrass that still needs to mature.”

And while Sensei is a singular 
when it comes to a canvass of af-
fluence, Nelson firmly believes that 

the blade-count 
technique is ap-
plicable to turf 
managers guiding 
any manner of 
public or private 
grounds.

“ I  t h i n k  i t ’s 
a great tool,” he 
concludes. “It’s 
worked well for 

me and kept me in check, because 
I know I don’t have to get crazy and 
reapply seed to areas that don’t really 
need it. While it may appear that 
way to the eye, getting in there and 
pulling it out proves it.” 

Judd Spicer is a Palm Desert, Califor-
nia-based writer and senior Golf Course 
Industry contributor. 
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movementStart of a
The Cradle has been a hit since opening day. It also inspired a compact trend.
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SHORT COURSE STORIES
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I conic sporting venues fill North 
Carolina from the mountains to 
the coast. 

Durham Athletic Park opened 
in 1926 and remains the coun-

try’s most famous minor league baseball 
stadium thanks to the 1988 movie Bull 
Durham. Longtime Duke basketball coach 
Eddie Cameron grabbed a napkin back 
in 1935 to sketch plans for the indoor sta-
dium that eventually carried his name. 
Reynolds Coliseum in Raleigh and Car-
michael Arena in Chapel Hill both stir 
memories for Wolfpack and Tar Heels 
fans of a certain age. Concord and Rock-
ingham and North Wilkesboro are home 
to speedways that hosted NASCAR races 
during that sport’s transition from boot-

legging to bright lights.
A more recent addition to the list of 

the state’s top athletic attractions sits 
just off Beulah Hills Road at Pinehurst 
Resort, in full sight for everybody head-
ing toward what is billed as the Home of 
American Golf.

The Cradle.
Nine holes.
789 yards.
More fun than you can imagine.
To hear John Jeffreys tell it, expecta-

tions for what The Cradle might become 
were relatively modest when Gil Hanse 
and Jim Wagner were laying out the 
short course in advance of its 2017 pre-
miere. Situated near the clubhouse atop 
the old first holes of No. 3 and No. 5, Pine-

hurst Resort officials figured it could pro-
vide another entry to the game for new 
and young golfers and allow older golf-
ers a graceful shift from more tradition-
al lengths. It could also encourage resort 
guests to hang out after their rounds. 
And it could be fun. It would be fun. Just 
make it fun.

Then the course opened.
“It started selling out and demand ex-

ceeded what we could provide, and it was 
like, Whoa,” says Jeffreys, the longtime su-
perintendent on No. 2 who was involved 
in The Cradle’s development and whose 
team added the short course to its main-
tenance schedule around Thanksgiv-
ing last year. Expectations soared like a 
wedge shot from 70 yards out and the 
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The Cradle’s compact layout lends itself to low scores and fast rounds. Here are some of the more mind-boggling course records, 
some of which were set during annual winter solstice events — shortest day, shortest course — from sunrise to sunset.

•	 COURSE RECORD: 18, Jackson Von Paris
•	 FASTEST ROUND: 6 minutes, 46 seconds, Erik Stauderman

•	 MOST HOLES PLAYED IN ONE DAY: 505, Tripp Pendergrast
•	 HOLES IN ONE: 1,970 (as of January 16)©
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most pressing question turned to: What 
have we got here?

Resort officials realized the compact 
layout, the loose atmosphere and the right 
price all contributed to buzz and satisfac-
tion. Not every round needed to stretch 
across 7,000 yards and five hours. Music 
can play on speakers and golfers can hit 
the bar after the third and sixth holes. A 
daily green fee of $50 is more than enough 
— though the tee sheet is now so full that 
replays are no longer guaranteed.

Also, holes in one are fun: The first two 
were recorded within hours of each oth-
er that opening week — the first by an el-
ementary schooler, the second by an oc-
togenarian. “You can’t make this stuff up,” 
Jeffreys says. Nearly 2,000 more aces have 
followed over the last seven years, ev-
ery one honored with a commemorative 
marker handed out at the starter’s hut. 

“It becomes a focus of somebody’s vis-
it,” Jeffreys says. “They book their round 
on 2 and then they book their round on 
The Cradle immediately following. And 
there’s real disappointment when The 
Cradle is out of commission for aerifica-
tion or a project or a group has it rented 
out. People are genuinely disappointed 
when they don’t get to play it. It’s part of 
the bucket list rota: 2, 4 and The Cradle.”

Pinehurst veteran Curt Proctor tend-
ed to the course until last year, when he 
moved to superintendent for both No. 1 
and No. 4. and Jeffreys and his team rolled 
it into their schedule. Jeffreys leads a team 
of 42, which includes more part-timers 
than full-timers, a quartet of recent grad-
uates of the first USGA Greenkeeper Ap-
prenticeship Program, and at least 10 peo-
ple with a turf degree or another marker 

of continued turf education. Eight interns 
will start later this year, five of them re-
turning from previous Pinehurst stints.

Jeffreys is quick to mention many peo-
ple on his team, including assistant su-
perintendents Eric Mabie, David Chro-
bak and Andrea Salzman — who spends 
about 80 percent of her time on The Cra-
dle, the Thistle Dhu putting course and 
the croquet grounds —assistants-in-train-
ing Alex Almaraz and Hunter McLamb, 
a former intern-turned-new spray tech 
Jake Brazinski, and foreman Arlindo La-
gunas, who started out on the Coore & 
Crenshaw construction team in 2010 and 
never left. “He’s an amazing shaper, build-
er, irrigation, drainage, jack of all trades. 
He’s an all-star. He can build a tee in a day,” 
Jeffreys says. “All of our team has talents 
like that. I’m lucky to be just a small part 
of the all-star team that we have. 

“It makes things like hosting the U.S. 
Open more comfortable when you know 
you have that many talented people.”

About the U.S. Open: The Cradle did 
not exist when the tournament last came 
to Pinehurst No. 2 in 2014, and it will not 
technically exist during the months lead-
ing up to tournament week this summer. 
As soon as the last frost lifts some time 
around the middle of April, Jeffreys and 
his team will start converting the short 
course into the U.S. Open driving range.

“We have to figure out how do we 
pick balls off of The Cradle with the vast 
amounts of sand wiregrass areas and bun-
kers and putting surfaces and all that,” he 
says. “We have to convert some native ar-
eas to sod to allow the picker to have more 
room to run. We have to put some kind of 
fabric or liner in the bunker to keep the 

balls from plugging in the sand and allow-
ing them to accumulate in the low area 
so we can pick them up quicker. And the 
use of some autonomous pickers for the 
putting surfaces in the field will make it 
more efficient.”

Naturally, all that work will be squeezed 
into as few days as possible: the course is 
too popular to shut down. The rush after 
the Open to return it to its normal state 
will be just as frenzied.

The Cradle wasn’t the first short course 
— and it wasn’t even the first in Moore 
County. Longleaf Golf & Family Club in 
neighboring Southern Pines opened its 
6-hole, 448-yard Bottlebrush in 2016, a 
year before The Cradle opened. But The 
Cradle has provided a snapshot of what 
golf can offer. At least seven high-profile 
clubs have formally dispatched groups to 
The Cradle — owners, general managers, 
head professionals and superintendents 
— to tour the course and draw inspira-
tion for how to grab some of the magic 
for their own properties.

There are still challenges. Some golf-
ers complain about noise levels and par-
ty atmospheres. Trash is more likely to 
wind up on the turf there than at any oth-
er course at the resort. But the problems 
are minor considering how positive The 
Cradle has been for both the resort in par-
ticular and the game in general.

“There are very few sad faces when it 
comes leaving The Cradle,” Jeffreys says. 
“People are in a better mood when they 
come off The Cradle.

“It’s been a daggone home run.” 

Matt LaWell is Golf Course Industry’s       
managing editor.

SHORT COURSE STORIES
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Making
a lovely

turn
Close to the sea and framed 
by venerable trees, a Myrtle 
Beach-area course designed by 
a major name completes its first 
significant renovation.

By Guy Cipriano
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T
he 16th hole of Pawleys 
Plantation Golf & Country 
Club begins inside a tree-
lined corridor. It ends with 

an unimpeded view of an opening 
to the sea.

From tee shots through a chute of 
oaks and pines to approaches, pitch-
es and putts along saltwater marsh-
es, the hole demonstrates the appeal 
of South Carolina Lowcountry golf. 
The challenging-to-play, tantaliz-
ing-to-observe hole also personifies 
the transformation of the 36-year-
old course.  

Designed by Jack Nicklaus fol-
lowing the hullabaloo of his 1986 
Masters triumph, Pawleys Plantation 
underwent a significant renovation 
in 2023. The effort resembled most 
Myrtle Beach-area projects, as crews 
hustled to minimize disruption to 
lucrative spring and fall golf dates. 

Nicklaus Design associate Troy 
Vincent guided the effort, collabo-
rating with Henderson & Company, 
the Founders Group International 
construction staff, and the Pawleys 
Plantation team to meet a rigid 
deadline. Work involved restoring 
greens to original sizes and install-
ing TifEagle Bermudagrass on the 
surfaces, reducing, reshaping and 

modernizing bunkers, incorporating 
native areas into the design, and 
thinning and pruning trees. The 
course closed May 22 and reopened 
Oct. 2. “It was the longest quick 
renovation we’ve ever done,” says 
Founders Group International Steve 
Mays, whose company owns 21 
Myrtle Beach-area courses.

The 16th hole presents idyllic 
golf theater for comprehending 
the scope of the project. The par 4 
plays 440 yards from the back tees 
and doglegs left through an enlarged 
passageway. A marsh lurches into 
the right side of the fairway at the 
130-yard mark. Modest bunkers, 
one on the left and one on the right, 
guard the green. A singular oak with 
eight sturdy extension branches 
rises behind the green. 

Unobstructed views of saltwater 
marshes and Pawleys Island emerge 
from the green. Yes, Pawleys Island 
is an actual place. The desirable 
Lowcountry ZIP Code occupies 
attractive coastal land between the 
marsh and the Atlantic Ocean.

A strip of low-cut turf connects 
the 16th and 13th greens. The 13th 
and 17th holes, a pair of memorable 
par 3s playing over marshes featur-
ing tees atop a narrow bulkhead, 

border the 16th green. Smaller bun-
kers and fewer trees make sightlines 
more dramatic and the hole less 
cumbersome to play and maintain.

“During the renovation, I came 
around with a golf cart, made that 
turn left and saw this new view that 
we didn’t have,” Mays says. “The 
marsh opens up and you can see 
Pawleys Island in the background. 
It reminded me of why we were 
doing the renovation and why this 
place is so special.”

The process of refining Paw-
leys Plantation stems from a 2018 
Nicklaus visit to celebrate the 30th 
anniversary. Nicklaus arrived on 
Pawleys Island in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Florence. “The intent 
was not to have them come back 
and renovate the golf course,” Mays 
says. “The intent was let’s have them 
come back to celebrate 30 years. 
We had just gone through a major 
hurricane, and it was a good way 
to bring attention to Pawleys and 
Myrtle Beach, and say, ‘Hey, we’re 
open and everything is fine.’” 

Pawleys Plantation represented 
Nicklaus’s first Myrtle Beach-area and 
fourth South Carolina design effort. 
Nicklaus designed the course during 
an era when concepts such as tough 

golfcourseindustry.com    FEBRUARY 2024  45

44-feb_pawleys.indd   4544-feb_pawleys.indd   45 1/22/2024   4:03:29 PM1/22/2024   4:03:29 PM



©
 G

O
LF

 T
O

U
RI

SM
 S

O
LU

TI
O

N
S 

(2
)

and difficult dictated numerous deci-
sions, including the placement of giant 
bunkers hugging fairways and greens. 
The original layout possessed bentgrass 
greens; TifEagle replaced the bentgrass 
around the turn of the century. 

As he toured the course in 2018, 
Nicklaus offered ideas for moderniz-
ing his work to fit evolving golf main-
tenance and playing standards. “That 
was the big seed that was planted,” 
Mays says. “We thought, ‘Hey, we can 
make this property better.’” 

Nicklaus Design started formu-
lating renovation plans in 2019. The 
COVID-19 pandemic then delayed the 
process. According to Mays, Founders 
Group International saw enough posi-
tive signs in the golf tourism and Myrtle 
Beach markets by 2022 to solidify ren-
ovation plans for Pawleys Plantation. 

Before its formal work with Nick-
laus Design, Pawleys Plantation used 
the winter of 2021-22 to replace the 
original hydraulic irrigation system 
with a new Rain Bird IC two-wire sys-
tem. Longtime irrigation technician 
Timmy Guiles pulled the final plug on 
the old system and the first switch on 
the new system. “As soon as we flipped 
that switch, we were probably saving 
around a million gallons a night,” says 
Chris Allen, the superintendent in-
volved in the renovation. Allen’s team 
spent the remainder of 2022 in main-
tenance mode, which was interrupted 
by Hurricane Ian cleanup efforts. 

Founders Group International of-
ficially unveiled the schedule for the 
Nicklaus Design-guided renovation in 
February 2023. Vincent, who lives in 

Augusta, Georgia, made weekly visits 
to Pawleys Plantation throughout a 
project marking the first major reno-
vation in the course’s history. 

“Most of the greens had shrunk sub-
stantially, with some of them shrink-
ing by as much as 10 feet,” Vincent 
says. “The bunker lines had changed, 
and the tree growth was incredible, 
which really started impacting Chris’s 
ability to grow heathy, viable turf. The 
course was ready for a renovation.” 

Hulking live, laurel, pin and water 
oaks bunched closely together ham-
pered agronomics and playability. The 
result of calculated tree removal and 
management are immediately appar-
ent, with golfers receiving a wider 
corridor on the par-5 first hole. Tree 
work revealed hidden features such as 
a 135-year-old laurel oak with a 12-foot 
trunk along the right side of the hole. 
“I honestly didn’t even know that tree 
was in there,” Allen says. 

Visible connections between the first 
and ninth holes developed as the tree 
management plan progressed. Sandy 
native areas now cover plots between 
oaks and pines. “It went from woodsy 
and having no shot to the ninth green if 
you went left — and we’re only talking 
30 yards from the center of the fairway 
— to having four or five signature live 
oaks with space to develop with these 
native white sand areas under it,” Allen 
says. “It looks super sharp.” 

The optics of progress motivated 
crews through the sultry South Car-
olina summer. None of what they 
encountered was unexpected, because 
of honest conversations between 

Vincent and the onsite teams. The 
conversations eliminated surprises 
as the early fall deadline approached. 

“He wanted to make sure I was 
ready for the short timeframe,” says 
Allen, who left Pawleys Plantation 
in late 2023 for a territory manager 
position with Plant Food Company. “A 
month before we closed, I brought our 
crew into a meeting and said, ‘We’re 
going to have a construction team 
here, a contracting team here, FGI’s 
construction team here. But all of us, 
at some point, are going to step it up to 
a level we haven’t done yet.’ Our crew 
was phenomenal. It wasn’t even three 
weeks in, and we started to really see, 
‘Wow, we’re up against it.’”

The renovation reclaimed nearly 
40,000 square feet of putting surface 
and crews started realizing the project 
had reached the back nine when they 
sprigged the first green on July 21. 
Watching TifEagle emerge proved 
fascinating, especially for Allen, a 
sprigging process rookie.

“You’re freaking out a little bit be-
cause you’re not expecting it to look 
as bad as it does on Day 3,” he says. 
“And then, sure enough by the second 
week and third week, they started to 
look phenomenal. It was an emotional 
roller coaster.” 

The course reopened to members 
on Oct. 2. The course reopened to the 
public on Oct. 3. Everybody associated 
with the renovation expresses confi-
dence Pawleys Plantation will return 
to a prominent spot in the Myrtle 
Beach market. Their confidence ex-
pands when making the left turn on 
the 16th and admiring what Nicklaus 
envisioned in the late 1980s.  

“When I think of Pawleys, I think 
of 13 and 16,” Vincent says. “Those 
are iconic holes, and you always see 
photos of those holes. We cleaned 
those up, reestablished them, and 
we’re really excited about people see-
ing them. Pawleys had great success 
with a number of recognitions and 
awards, and then it tailed off. Our 
goal is to put Pawleys back on the 
map again and get it the recognition 
we think it deserves.” 
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TRAVELS WITH    TERRY
Globetrotting consulting agronomist Terry Buchen visits many golf courses annually with his digital camera in hand. He shares helpful ideas relating to 
maintenance equipment from the golf course superintendents he visits — as well as a few ideas of his own — with timely photos and captions that explore 
the changing world of golf course management.

SWISS VERSATILITY

I was visiting Switzerland last June and came across this Rapid Monta M141 
single axle walk-behind tractor sitting on the back of a flatbed truck. Like a 
Swiss Army Knife, it is very versatile — e.g., it is a sheep’s foot roller. It has many 

optional front-mounted attachments, such as a sickle bar, snow plow, rotary broom, 
eco-mulcher, fertilizer spreader, drilling seeder, flail mower, harrow, leveling harrow, 
hay rake, hay maker, mini cargo bin, rotary weed brush, rototiller, snow thrower, 
stone burier, twister hay rake and even a pull-behind trailer. There are many sized 
tractors available with 7-14 horsepower gasoline engines, all with hydrostatic drive. 
The “sheep’s feet” come in different sizes and with variable spacing available — and 
the drums come also in varying widths and designs. This machine reminded me of 
the versatility of the Steiner Turf Equipment here in the U.S. The Rapid is made in 
Switzerland 
and it has 
distributorships 
throughout 
Europe. Each 
tractor size 
costs less than 
20,000 euros.

MONITORING BUNKER 
SAND DEPTHS

S urveyor Marker “whiskers,” available in a variety of bright colors in 
packets of 25 for less than $10 at Amazon, are being tested at the 36-
hole Fiddlesticks Country Club in Fort Myers, Florida. A test bunker 

had the usual 4-inch perforated drainage tile and drainage pea gravel in-
stalled, then the entire bunker floor was covered with a Bunker 

Solutions bunker liner. The 6-inch-long whiskers were then 
strategically placed 4 inches deep into the subsoil on 

the bunker bottoms. G-Angle Bunker Sand, available 
from Golf Agronomics, was placed at a settled depth 
of 4 inches. Once the bunker sand shows about a 
2-inch depth, the whiskers become easily visible, 
alerting the maintenance staff to redistribute or 
add new bunker sand. Gabe Gallo is the director 
of agronomy. This excellent idea originated on X 
(formerly known as Twitter).
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Terry Buchen, CGCS, MG, is president of Golf Agronomy International. He’s a 51-year, life member of the GCSAA. He can be reached at 757-561-7777 
or terrybuchen@earthlink.net.
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AMERICA’S   GREENKEEPER

MATTHEW WHARTON, CGCS, MG, is the superintendent at Idle Hour Country Club in Lexington, Kentucky, and 
past president of the Carolinas GCSA. Follow him on X at @IHCCGreenkeeper.

TRANSITIONAL 
GUIDANCE
M atthew Gourlay, CGCS, MG is a close friend and trust-

ed colleague. It was great to catch up with him and learn 
about his new position at Hillcrest Country Club in Boise, 

Idaho, and the decisions behind the change in scenery. Considering it 
has been nearly one year since I left a position after a significant num-
ber of years in service, I thought it would be helpful to get his insight. 

Here’s Part 1 of our conversation. The second part will appear in 
the March issue. 

What were the factors that led you to pursue another opportunity? 
After dedicating 24 years to Colbert Hills Golf Course, my deci-
sion to explore new career opportunities stemmed from a combina-
tion of factors. The desire for significant career growth, learning op-
portunities and a chance to assume more responsibilities were com-
pelling reasons. Additionally, the prospect of better compensation, 
improved benefits and a more competitive compensation package 
played a role in my decision. Wanting to work in an environment 
that aligns more closely with my personal values, work style and pre-
ferred company culture was another contributing factor. 

I sought opportunities that would facilitate skill development, al-
lowing me to acquire new skills, gain experience in different areas 
and engage with emerging technologies. The quest for heightened 
job satisfaction, fulfillment and a deeper passion for the work being 
done also influenced my choice. 

Furthermore, considerations related to leadership and manage-
ment, including a desire for a change due to issues with the existing 
leadership or management style, were factored into my decision. Ul-
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timately, a sense of dissatisfac-
tion with my current role, en-
compassing aspects of job du-
ties and the work environment, 
prompted me to embark on this 
new professional journey. 

Describe the process for which 
you just successfully applied.
I submitted my application, in-
cluding a cover letter, résumé and 
portfolio, for the golf course su-
perintendent position at Hillcrest 
Country Club. Following this, I 
had a phone interview with gen-
eral manager Nolan Halterman, 
CCM. A few weeks later, I trav-
eled to Boise for an in-person in-
terview, during which I spent two 
hours touring the golf course with 
a seasoned turf team member. 
Subsequently, I had a comprehen-
sive two-hour interview with the 
search committee and the gener-
al manager, followed by a 30-min-
ute interview with the leadership 
team at Hillcrest Country Club. 
Shortly thereafter, I received an 
offer for the position.

What do you believe set you 
apart from the other candidates? 
During the interview process 
for the golf course superinten-
dent position at Hillcrest Coun-
try Club, I strategically distin-
guished myself through:
Relevant achievements: Show-
casing specific accomplishments 
with tangible impacts in previ-
ous roles, using concrete exam-
ples to demonstrate my skills 
and qualifications.
Unique skills: Emphasizing dis-
tinctive skills, specialized train-
ing, certifications and expertise 
relevant to the position that set 
me apart from other candidates.
Cultural fit: Underscoring my 

understanding of Hillcrest’s cul-
ture and values, aligning my val-
ues with the organization’s, and 
sharing positive contributions to 
team dynamics in prior roles.
Passion: Conveying genuine en-
thusiasm for the golf course super-
intendent role and the industry, 
aiming to express authentic ex-
citement about the work involved.
Problem-solving skills: Show-
casing my problem-solving abili-
ties with examples from past ex-
periences, demonstrating crit-
ical thinking and adeptness in 
overcoming challenges.
Strong communication: Artic-
ulating thoughts clearly, actively 
listening and conveying complex 
ideas concisely, recognizing the 
value of effective communication.
Thoughtful questions: Prepar-
ing and posing thoughtful ques-
tions about Hillcrest Country 
Club and the golf course super-
intendent role, showcasing en-
gagement, and aiding in evaluat-
ing the company’s fit for me.
Leadership: Providing relevant 
examples of leadership experi-
ence, discussing team leadership, 
successful projects and contribu-
tions to organizational growth.
Professionalism and prepared-
ness: Demonstrating profession-
alism through thorough research 
on Hillcrest, understanding the 
job description and readiness to 
discuss how my skills align with 
Hillcrest Country Club’s needs.

In essence, by tailoring my 
approach to the specific require-
ments of the golf course superin-
tendent position at Hillcrest and 
effectively communicating my 
unique strengths, I aimed to sig-
nificantly enhance my chances 
of standing out during the inter-
view process. 
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