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illionaire founder of Bass 
Pro Shops Johnny Morr is is 
keep ing his bets with golf . 
Despite the Nationa l Golf 
Foundat ion numbers that 

the game is in decl ine, Morr is is forging 
ahead, steadi ly improving Big Cedar 
Lodge (bigcedar.com) in Ridgedale, 
Missouri, as a premier US gol fing 
destination . While greens fees at Pebble 
Beach start at $495, playing a round at 
Big Cedar can cost less than $100. In the 
mid -1990s, Morris hired Jack Nicklaus to 
design a pic turesque par-3 course called 
Top of the Rock, also in Ridgedale; and in 
the 2000s, when he acqui red the Buffalo 
Ridge 'Springs Cou rse in Holl ister, MO , he 
brought on Tom Fazio for the renovat ion. 

Morr is cont inues to partne r with the 
top cou rse designers but also recogni zes 
the future of the sport . When Gary 
Player came on board, Mor ris requested 
a 13-hole short course. Mountain Top, 
opening this year, will take two hours 

Aimil and bdD'W: Big Ccd:tr I .odgc 
in Ridgcd:ilc, Missouri 
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THE PLAYBOYS OF GOLF 

J.iom top: Walter 11:igen; 
Pebble Bc:ich; Arnold P1lmcr 

Will the sport ever see such captivat ing showmanship and interest again? 

Golf's first touring professional Walter Hagen knew 
more than how to hit a ball into a little hole. In 

the aftermath of WWI, he traveled the United States 
and abroad dressed to the nines, albeit a bit disheveled, 
proving a champion golfer could make a living playing 
the sport. The Haig, as he came to be 
known, made headlines as much for 
winning as for showing up to goU
clubs in wrinkled tuxedos suggestive 
of being up all night socializing at 
the hottest celebrity parties. Some 
historians insist such stories are true, 
while others suggest Hagen was just 
pbying the part. As he wrote in his 
autobiography: "It pleased the public 
to think I lived the easy, carefree life, 
the playboy of gol£ Frankly, I was 
happy to support both those illusions 
since I was making money out of the 
showmanship." 

From its infancy in the late 1800s 
to the present day, golf in the United 
States has evolved alongside its most 
influential players. As American 
golfers became known around the 
world, the development of world-

class resorts and golfing destinations 
garnered North America staying 
po,ver in a sport long dominated by 
Europeans. North Carolina's Pinehurst 
pioneered the golf resort model in 
1895. As Hagen and contemporaries 
like Francis Ouimet and Bobby 
"Emperor" Jones made headlines, 
courses on California's Monterey 
Peninsula-Pebble Beach Golf Links 
and Cypress Point Club-famously 
opened in 1919 and 1928, respectively. 

Arnold Palmer's charm and talent 
in the 1950s and '60s further galvanized the public at 
large. "He had charisma and created an atmosphere 
where people wanted to watch," says Fred Funk, the 
winner of the 2005 Players Championship. "Golf 
was an aristocratic sport, a rich man's sport, but 
Arnold Palmer made it fun. He pur the game of golf 
on the map." 

After dueling with Jack Nicklaus for several years, 
Palmer evenrually passed the torch co the Golden 
Bear, whose 18 major championships over a 20-
year period immortalized him as one of the game's 
all-time greats. It was during Palmer's and Nicklaus' 
heydays that ocher American golfing destinatfons 
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like Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, and Scottsdale, 
Arizona, came into tl1eir own. 

Then, in 1997, a young player named Tiger 
Woods won his first major chan1pionship at the 
Masters. Like Palmer's, Woods' popularity forever 

altered the sport. "Tiger made golf 
cool and brought [ the game] to the 
youth of America," says Funk. 

"Everybody loved Tiger 
Woods," says Kenny Perry, 14-time 
winner on the PGA Tour. "l he 
media couldn't even get a ticket 
when (Woods] was going strong. 
Spectatorship was unreal; people 
flocked to him." 

During Woods' reign, Oregon's 
Bandon Dunes opened for play, 
and other heralded courses such 
as South Carolina's Kiawah Island 
Golf Resort and Georgia's Reynolds 
Lake Oconee built new courses and 
made striking renovations to their 
existing layouts. 

In the opposite fashion of 
Hagen, Woods' clothes in the 
2000s, supplied by ike on behalf 
of the largest endorsement ever 
signed by an athlete, were always 
pristine. Though, as the world 
learned in 2009, his nocrurnal 
activities we.re assuredly more 
scandalous. By the end of the year 
Woods, a married father of two, 
checked into a sex addiction clinic 
as his entire stable of endorsement 
deals fell apart. 

All drama aside, the game has 
yet to see an athlete with Woods' 
ability to captivate the country in 

showmanship and skill. 
Season after season, new generations of 

PGA Tour pros quietly challenge each other for 
championship titles as avid fans look on. But the 
attention of the masses is elsewhere. According to 
statistics from the ational Golf Foundation, the 
number of rounds of golf played per year is 
in decline. 

'1t's always been a middle-class and up sport," says 
Champions Tour player Brad Faxon. "You need time 
and money, and we're trying to introduce the game to 
millennials that have neither."The gan1e of golf in the 
United States has reached a crossroads. -S. T.'I> 



to play, opposed to the four -plus hours 
it takes to p lay 18 holes. "The rout ing 
of th is course is what makes it specia l," 
says Player, exp laining that the course 
is intended for fam ilies and newcomers, 
though experienced p layers will still find 
it challenging from the back tees . "You 
can play all 13 ho les, but if you want a 
quick one -hour game with your ch ildren, 
it's simp le to p lay a few ho les. We can 
no longer rely on the standard 18-ho le 
course to attract players ." 

The course's playabi lity, espec ially for 
beg inners and higher handicappers, is 
a characterist ic that exper ienced go lfers 
say is crit ical for the longev ity of the 
game's success . "Over the past 20 years, 
the architectural side of go lf became 
the sensationa lism of the game," says 
Jerry Pate, the 1976 U.S. Open winner. 
"Everybody tr ied to outdo the other 
architect, so the golf courses became 
very d iff icult for average p layers." 

Not surpris ingly, the arch itect most 
comm itted to reversing the trend 
of diff icult courses is Tiger Woods 
(tgrdesign.tigerwoods.com ). Courses 
in Mexico's Cabo San Lucas and 
outside Houston, Texas, have wide, 
smooth fa irways and green complexes 
that g ive p layers multip le opt ions for 

hitting recovery shots . Woods avo ids 
des igning holes that force p layers to 
hit shots over hazards. Once aga in 
br idging the gap between enterta ining 
the elite and insp iring the masses, 
he belie ves mo re go lf courses today 
should allow amateurs of all ab ili ty 
levels to play qu ickly and wi thout the 
hassle of need ing to search for the ir 
ba lls after an errant shot. 

In Apr il, Woods announced a 
project at Big Cedar Lodge . Preliminary 
groundwork is under way, and the 
course is forecasted to open in 2019. 
Like his Texas course Bluejack Nat iona l, 
th is new venture, named Payne's 
Valley (in hono r of the late U.S. Open 
champ ion and Missouri nat ive Payne 
Stewart), w ill featu re The Playgrounds . 
The short, lit par-3 course g ives youth 
and adults the chance to have fun 
p laying go lf in whatever fashion they 
want. "Every hole, yo u can either ch ip 
it or you can putt it (from the tee]," 
Woods says. "You also have the abi lity 
to p lay cross-country go lf. It's called 
The Playgrounds fo r a reason." 

"How many of ou r kids now look 
up and see the world?" he asks. 
"They're always looking down and 
typ ing th ings . That's what we're try ing 
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to f ight . (Here they can) go out and p lay 
and have fun and just enjoy being kids ." 
Woods grew up learn ing to play go lf on 
pub lic cou rses, which is why he says he 
is passionate about the pro ject at Big 
Cedar Lodge . 

Woods' app roach also aligns with 
Morris ' broade r vision for the resort. 
"We are not invest ing in go lf as part of 
a resident ial development strategy; it's 
quite the oppos ite," he says. "We are 
invest ing in a co llect ion of cou rses in 
hopes that we can create a dest ination, 
not on ly for go lf, but for gett ing peop le 
connected to nature." 

PLAYING AROUND 
Champ ions Tour player Brad Faxon 
be lieves that golf part icipation numbe rs 
wou ld be higher-and perhaps less 
alarm ing- if they also included the time 
and money that go lfers spend at dr iving 
ranges . "When yo u and I go hit ba lls fo r 
an hour and ta lk, that's us part icipating," 
he says. 

By that log ic, nice driving ranges that 
make it more enjoyable to pract ice or hit 
a casual bucket of ba lls are as important 
to the game's futu re as p layer-friend ly 
cou rses. Fred Funk, the winner of the 
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WORTH THE EXPERIENCE 
If go lf really is becoming a faster, less exp ensive game, you wouldn't know it 
from eith er of these high -end off ering s. 

PLAY WITH THE PROS 
Team up with two Champions Tom players at the April 16--22, 2018, 
Bass Pro Shops Legends of Golf Pro-Am at Big Cedar Lodge 
(bassprolegetuis.wm). Participants play two of the Ridgedale, MO, 
resort's courses-an 18-hole championship design by Tom Fazio and 

a 9-hole, par-3 layout by Jack 
icklaus-and rub elbows with 

tom players and celebrity guests 
during dinners and parties. 
Extracurricular activities like bass 
and fly-fishing or shooting sport 
clays round out the event. 

"The whole Big Cedar 
complex is pretty spectacular," 
says Tom Lehman, the 1996 

British Open champion. "The environment has a great family feel" 
The formal Legends of Golf toUinament features a prominent 
field of players thanks to its unique two-man team format and the 
opportunity to play at least part of the tournament on a picturesque 
par-3 course. There is also a Legends division that allows golf's elite 
champions like Jack 1icklaus, Lee Trevino, and Gary Player to 
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compete. Entry fees from $25,000 for a twosome and $40,000 for a 
foursome. Day passes for spectators are available from S25. 

FIT TO BE TRIED 
Buying bespoke PXG clubs requires an appointment with one of the 
company's master fitters based in 28 locations throughout the country. 
Or clients can opt for the three-day, $15,000 PXG Xperience 
(pxg.comlxperience) at Scottsdale National Golf Club with lead 
master finer Eric Johnson. 

Armed with cutting-edge TrackMan data in combination with 
answers to old-fashioned questions such as "How does that feel?" 
and "Do you like how that looks?"Johnson methodically homes in 
on the player's ideal combination of club heads, shaft weights, and 
shaft flex strengths. "We can really narrow it down based upon the 
ftex and balance points that the player may desire,"Johnson says, 
ex.'Plaining that he has access to more than 300 shaft designs. 

Once their clubs are built (a process that takes less than 24 
hours), customers christen them over two days and three rounds 
of golf on Scottsdale National's pristine private courses. All PXG 
Xperience customers will be considered for a Scottsdale National 
membership. -S . T. > 





2005 Players Champ ion ship, points to one 
such growing phenomenon- Top Golf 
(from $25 per hour; topgolf.com). "Top 
Go lf might be the single biggest thing to 
grow the game in the future," he says. 

Each indoor entertainment complex 
houses virtual go lf courses, a bar, a 
club, and an arcade . Some, like the Top 
Go lf location in Las Vegas, even feature 
swanky swimming pools. Current ly, there 
are 30 Top Golf location s open in 16 
states, with 11 additiona l locat ion s set 
to open soon . As Funk explains, in that 
environm ent, a person who "has no id ea 
how to swing a golf club can have fun." 

... The company reports that 37 percent 
of its visitors are non -golfers and the 
majority are under age 34. 

Outdoor courses can also come up 

with more enterta ining features. Last year 
Scottsdale National opened a wicked 
par-3 course apt ly named the Bad Little 
Nine, which plays like a video game 
fantasy course . Given the severity and 
abundance of its bunkers, not to mention 
its extremely contoured greens, the 
course cou ld seem unenjoyable to play. 
Yet, in an odd twist, the over-the -top 
nature of the two-hour course makes it 
incredib ly fun, and it's not uncommon to 
see go lfers playing and laughing in the 
early evening without a scorecard 
in hand. 

The inclu sion of golf in the O lympi cs 
may also have a positive imp act on 
the sport's popularity. The prospect of 
winning a gold medal doesn't inspire 
some of the current p layers on the PGA 
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Tour, but that's because it was never 
someth ing that they witnessed as a child 
and subsequently aspired to do. Now 
that go lf is confirmed as an O lympic 
sport through at least 2024, chances are 
better that young aspiring O lymp ians 
may choose to pick up a golf club. 

Ultimately, go lf's future success is 
dependent on macro change t hat is 
happening now only at a micro level. 
"Go lf is thought of as a traditional sport, 
but times are changing," says Player. 
"[We must) make the game less formal, 
less, stuffy, and more fun. We must 
appeal to the younger generation, and 
this is the first step." 

"We can still maintain the game' s 
traditions," he continues, "but change is 
the price of surv ival." • 
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