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A Backwoods Boomtown 
The Big Cedar Lodge near Branson, Mo., is getting a serious golf 
update, aptly earning the title of America's Golf Boomtown 
BY ART STRICKLIN 

Mis.souri busines.sman Johnny Morri5 built 
a national hunting and fishing empire under 
the title of Bass Pro Shops with hi5 father 
and other local vi5ionarics from hi5 dad's 
humble ice and liquor store into the largest 
privately held outdoor shop in the country. 

But the golf mecca he i5 currently con
structing near Branson, Mo. - 40 miles 
from his hometown of Springfield - may 
one day eclipse, especially with golf destina 
tion travelers, what he has ever constructed 
for the hunting and fishing crowd. 

Using the updated Big Cedar Lodge 
resort as his lmcurious lodging headquar 
ters, Morris, 69, is in the proce ss of assem
bling the highest profile , and highest 
priced, golf architects in the country, all to 
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descend on his scenic Ozarks mounta intop 
canvas to design what one national publica 
tion has already labeled as America's next 
great golf destination. 

Taking a cue from fellow Midwestern golf 
visionary Herb Kohler , Morris is embarking 
on a multi -million dollar golf touri sm quest 
to provide Branson and Big Cedar Lodge 
visitor s the best and most scenic publi c golf 
destinati ons anywhere between the East 
and West Coast. 

" \Ve arc building an experience unlike any
thing that 's been done before that will bring 
golfers of all ages and skill levels together and 
create lasting memories;' Morris said. 

Morris and his wife Jeanie , arc the first 
to admit the y arc far from avid golfers, 

although their son John Paul and nephe w 
have taken up the game, but the lure of the 
outd oors and the chance to build another 
recreational empire , with the money to do 
it, has been too much to resist. 

"One thing I know about John is he is 
always up for an adventure, " Jeanie Mor 
ris said. 

To get involved in the golf course busi
ness after taking over Big Cedar Lodge and 
the Buffalo Springs course, Morris relied 
on good friend Kohler. He built a busi
ness empire of his own with bathr oom fac
ets before turning his attention to creat
ing Whistling Straits Golf Resor t near his 
homet own in Wisconsin and later purchas 
ing the Old Course Hotel in Scotland. 



Kohler already had Pete Dye as his pri 
mary golf archi tcct , but he vouched for golf 
rookie Morris with some of his influential 
friends in the golf business. 

Golf architect Tom Fazio has already 
finished his hugely scenic work at Buffalo 
Ridge Golf Course for Morris, the current 
site of a Champions PGA Tour event. Gary 
Player recently completed his short course, 
the Player Mountain Top Course at Buf
falo Ridge. Next up arc Texan Ben Cren 
shaw and Bill Coore and their layout Ozark 
National, which will open =rly next year. 

Still to come is the recently announced 
Tiger Woods championship layout, which 
would be his second in the U.S. The track 
is to be dubbed "Payne's Valley," nan1ed 
for native son Payne Stewart, which will 
also include a Woods-designed par 3 short 
course at Big edar Lodge. 

k's Morris' ultimate "Build lt and They 
Will Come" gan1e plan on golfing steroids, 
ill set in a scenic Missouri backwoods loca
tion with plenty of fishing and outdoor 
activities which made him fan10us to start 
with and is now funding a great deal of his 
new golfing zeal. 
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When Morris and Bass Pro Shops origi
nally pur chased Big Cedar Lodge located 
adjacent to the massive Table Rock Lake 
in 1987, he immediatel y fell in love with 
its beaut y and natural setting and began 
to restore the facilities which were original 
mansions for two wealthy Missourians. 

But today, the 800-acre facility con
tains all manner of waterfront cabins, hotel 
lodge, wide varieties of dining , and a spa, 
fishing dock, pool and nature trails. 

But in the early 2000s, he began to turn 
his full attention to golf on his property. 
The par-7 1 Buffalo Ridge pring s golf 
course reopened in 20 14 after it originally 
begun life a.s Branson Creek Golf Course by 
Tom Fazio in 1999. Morris asked Fazio ro 
return and do some c>.1:cnsivc renovation to 
the course, which he renamed and is located 
15 minute s north of Big Cedar Lodge. 

At the sa.mc time, Morris began to do some 
extensive work to his Top of the Rock facility 
which is do se to h is resort and also reopened 
after large-scale renovations in 20 14. 

Along with the natur al caves which 
dot the facility, and can be accessed by a 
golf cart tour, and the artifact museum, 
which takes up part of the two -stor y facil
ity, Morri s commi ssioned Jack Nicklau s 
to design a rolli cking and tumbling par -3 
golf course. Also titled Top of the Rock , 
it's nine hole s of pure fun with many of the 
short hole s looking directly out at Table 
Rock La.kc. 

In 2014, Top of the Rock became the 
first pa.r 3 course ever to host an official 

Champi ons Tour event when the Bass Pro 
Legends of Golf moved to Branson and is 

played on both Buffalo Ridge Spring s and 
Top of the Rock Couse. 

In addition, Morris included the Arnold 
Palmer Driving Range which also opened 
in 2014 and has 16 target greens ranging 
from 50 to 325 yards over caves, sink holes 
and bunker s. lt can be lighted for night play 
with the golf balls looking like fireflies into 
the outhcrn Missouri skies . 

There is the Tom Watson Himal ayan put 
t ing green nc.xt to the driving range with a 
one-acre green designed by the Hall of 
Fame designer, who grew up nearby in Kan
sas C ity, and share s many of Morris' love for 
nature a.nd Midwe stern values. 

Arnie 's Ba.rn, which reassembled parts of 
Palmer's original barn in Latrobe, Pennsyl
vania, is the 19th hole here to celebrate an 
incredible golfing experience at the facilities 
with food and drink and jaw-dropping views 
of the nearby practice a.rca and pa.r 3 course. 

"This is a one of a kind golf, social, enter 
tainment and environmental experience 
the likes of which has never been done 
before;· said Fazio, who has been a part of 
some off the most unique a.nd acclaimed 
courses in America. 

With all the public golf opti ons Morris 
has or will soon be available in the future , 
you can get a bit of golf travel sensory over
load. But the best place to start is certainl y 
Fazio's Buffalo Ridge Spring course. 

You will sec actual Buffalo standinggu a.rd 
on several of the front nine holes. The holes 



buckle more than 100 feet from the tee to 
the green with several of the holes built on 
the edge of the surroundin g hills and over
looking the Ozarks scenery. 

Right next to the Fazio Course is the 
12-holc par 3 short course designed by 
Player. lt wraps around the Buffalo Springs 
clubhouse and can be walked and played 
with only a couple of short irons. 

It offers some of the same views as the 
Fazio course, and also overlooks the Coo re 
and Crenshaw golf layout as well. The 
Player course offers an excellent chan ce to 
work on your short game, walking the sce
nic surro unding s, whil e being close enough 
to the two-story clubhouse to come in 
when you've had enough. 

The Crenshaw and Coore course is sched
uled to be opened in early 2018 and takes 
over some of the land whjch was once occu
pied by John Daly's Murder Rock golf course. 

Crenshaw has already stated th e new 
course, which plays up and down the 
local hills, is some of th e most natural and 

appealing land he has ever worked, h igh 
praise afrer his recent collaboration at Trin
ity Forest Golf C lub in Dallas. 

While there is no set date for the opening 
of the Woods' course, it will be his first pub 
lic layout anywhere, along with the par 3 at 
Big Cedar Lodge, further increasing golf 
traveling reasons to apprecia te and attend 
Morris' new golfing creation. 

When golf is done for the day or if rain 
interrupt s your round , there is plenty to do 
off the course as well, with the Big Cedar 
Lodge cabins perched right on the water for 
fishin g or boating. 

Nearby is the massive Dogwood Can
yon, also owned by Morris, which straddl es 
the border of Missouri and Arkansas and 
includes a1l mann er of wildlife which can 
be viewed in a one-hour covered tram ride. 

Dogwood also offers fishing in its wild 
streams, charging by the hour or the nun1-
bcr of fish caught. There is another museum 
showcasing Morris' extensive arrowhead 
and anin1al skeleton collection, the main 

reason Morris got involved in the outd oors 
to start with . 

"We arc stewards of the outd oors here in 
Missouri and these new golf courses along 
with out hunting and fishing propertie s 
help fulfill our responsibil ities;· Morris said 
at the T iger Woods grand opening. 

There is hardly enough time in a single 
trip to explore the shoo ting range which 
offers rifle shooting with a variety of differ
ent calibers along with a huge an1phitheatcr 
for concerts. ln addition, there is another 
two-story clubhouse, gun shop and locker 
room to accommodate patr ons of the 
shoo ting range and an1phithcatcr. 

lf you can th ink of it when it comes to golf 
and outdoor adventures then Morris can and 
probably will build it, all open to the public 
in a most unlikely and scenic location. 

The golf empire Morris is assembling here 
with high quality publi c golf and resort fun 
for all ages is on a scale rarely seen anywhere 
in the U.S., likely America's most unlikely 
next great golf destination for sure. 




