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Over the rainbow 
Morris reshapes Branson golf with 
spectacular Top of the Rock 

Where we play 

BY KEN MACLEOD 

Each time Golf Oklahoma reported 
on developments with Branson 
golf, a call was placed to learn 

when we might expect to see the reopen-
ing of Top of the Rock, the Jack Nicklaus-
designed par-3 course looming above Big 
Cedar Lodge. 

For seven years, no one would say a 
meaningful word about it. Now there are 
scarcely words to describe it. 

Johnny Morris, outdoor lover supreme 
and owner of Bass Pro Shops, unveiled a 
staggering golf wonderland this spring 
when the Champions Tour’s Legends of 
Golf was played at both Top of the Rock 
and Buffalo Ridge, the former Branson 

Creek, which Morris has also purchased 
and on which improvements are ongoing. 

If you missed it this year, all the legends 
will return to what will now be called 
the Bass Pro Shop Legends at Big Cedar in 
2015 when the tournament moves to April 
22-26. Get your tickets beginning Nov. 3 
at bigcedarlegends.com. Having nearly 
a year to work on the event will seem a 
breeze after cramming the normal prepa-
ration time for a tour event into just a few 
months in 2014. 

Even better than watching others, 
however, is planning your own trip to the 
Ozarks. The landscape of Branson Golf 
has changed considerably in the last year 
with Morris’ forceful entry into the mar-
ket. Here’s a primer. 

Top of the Rock: 
Yes, Jack Nicklaus has designed a new 

nine-hole par-3 course. It is spectacular 
and a lot of fun. It costs $175 for 18 holes 
and is open to the public as well as guests 
at the outstanding Big Cedar Lodge.  That, 
however, is just the beginning of the story. 

Perched on a bluff overlooking Table 
Rock Lake and the Ozarks, Top of the 
Rock is now a massive rustic stone build-
ing hosting two fne restaurants, pro shop, 
wine cellar and an Ancient Ozarks Natural 
History Museum. 

One restaurant is housed in Arnie’s 
Barn, a barn from Arnold Palmer’s home-
town of Latrobe, Pa., taken down and 
reconstructed by Amish workers. Amish 
craftsmanship is deeply appreciated by 
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The Himalayan putting green designed by Tom Watson. 
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Morris and in addition to their work at 
Top of the Rock they have constructed 
many of the bridges on both courses. 

The Osage Restaurant offers spectacu-
lar views of the lake, golf course and the 
Ozarks. Make your way down the circular 
stone staircase to the All-American Wine 
Cellar, a cool, cozy area to unwind. Take 
time to appreciate the detail and crafts-
manship in every corner. Every detail, 
down to the vents, was custom made. 
Some of the exhibits from the museum, 
which was not yet open on our visit, are 
in the lobby, including a massive wooly 
mammoth, a bear and a lion, all of which 
at one time roamed the area. 

Warmups for your round have never 
been like this. Palmer has created a 

16-green driving range in which all the 
greens and bunkers are made with arti-
fcial turf designed to react like the real 
thing. There is a green perched out on an 
infnity ledge. Just to your left is a one-acre 
“Himalaya” putting green designed by 
Tom Watson. You could spend all day on 
the green and range and never make it to 
the course. 

That is, if you make it to the course. 
Many will be distracted by the 2.5-mile 
cart ride on the Lost Canyon Nature Trail 
that takes visitors through the towering 
Lost Canyon Cave. Morris must be a spe-
lunker at heart, because opening up and 
providing cave and rock views is a passion 
at Buffalo Ridge as well. 

“It’s out of this world,” said Kirk El-

mquist, the tournament director for the 
Legends of Golf. “It’s the most beautiful 
place I’ve ever been to. I can’t believe what 
John has put together with his passion and 
his vision and his love for nature.” 

Buffalo Ridge 
Long rated one of Missouri’s best public 

courses, Buffalo Ridge will only improve. 
The name change came from Morris’ 
desire to introduce buffalo herds onto the 
property. Three range areas now have 
buffalo, two of them 12 acres and one 30 
acres. There were a total of 91,  including 
fve newborns as of mid-July. 

On the course, workers are excavating a 
cave below the tee box on the second hole. 
On the back nine, other rock formations 

The Arnold Palmer-designed practice area at Top of the Rock, featuring 16 greens and numerous bunkers, all made of artifcial turf. 



      

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

The patio overlooking the par-3 course is not a bad place to wind up an evening. 

are being cleaned up or spruced up to be 
much more visible. The cave on the 17th 
hole now has a fast-running stream issu-
ing from its mouth. 

In addition to the buffalo roaming 
around, golfers will notice other signif-
cant changes. The expansion of a lake on 
the front side will impact several holes. 
Other water features have been added. 
The bunkers throughout the course have 
been redesigned and expanded. 

“Johnny wanted big, sweeping sand,” 

said David Hardesty, who oversees main-
tenance operations at both facilities. “We 
went from 85,000-square footage of bun-
kers to 140,000. The great thing is the way 
they are constructed, they don’t wash out. 
It rained all fve days of the tournament 
and they held up phenomenally.” 

The bunkers are flled with Premier 
White,  a blinding white sand from 
Sheridan, Ark., while the grass around the 
bunkers was changed to a dark fescue to 
make them stand out even more. 

Original architect Tom Fazio came 
back for much of the bunker work and 
Hardesty is overseeing all the other 
changes. The course now has a perma-
nent cart barn and a club house, two 
items missing since it opened. The club-
house took 53 days to construct and the 
barn even fewer. 

Another clubhouse that had some 
quick work performed on it is located 
on a hill above Buffalo Ridge. Morris 
has already turned the former Murder 
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New bunker complexes highlighted at Buffalo Ridge. 



      

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Sunset round room at Top of the Rock. A ride through the cave is part of the experience. 

Rock clubhouse into a special place with not up to his standards, but no one is say- the end result will be that Branson be-
360-degree viewing access. The building ing what will take its place until go time. comes even more of an attractive destina-
saw some use during tournament week, “There are a lot of options, but all I can tion for Oklahoma golfers. Payne Stewart 
but otherwise has been sitting idle as say is there will be some exciting stuff,” and Ledgestone, two other two champi-
plans for the former Murder Rock course Hardesty said. “I can tell you that Johnny onship destination courses in Branson, 
are fnalized. The former driving range has walked that entire property and spent are both having strong summers, particu-
has been turned into a parking lot for the days and days on foot looking it over. larly with Murder Rock closed.  Thou-
public during tournament week. He’s very interested and excited. There sand Hills and Pointe Royale are two 

What will those plans be? It’s obvious will be some cool things coming.” more entertaining options for traveling 
Morris has decided that Murder Rock was As a golf destination, it seems certain golfers looking to put together a golf trip. 
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