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dteve Smyers

Putting the Bounce Back in the Game

By MARK BrOwWN

At just 41 years of age, Steve Smyers
stands poised to make bis mark on the
field of golf course design. Surrounded
by the game since youth, be is both an
accomplished player and a well-traveled
student of the legendary architects and
the golf courses they created.

In addition, Smyers has nearly 20
years of bands-on experience along with
a well-conceived design philosophy that
may well propel him to the top of bis
craft. In the discussion that follows, Smy-
ers expounds on bis design philosophy
and bis career.

LINKS: 7ell us about your background

in golf.
SMYERS: T've been around golf all my

life. T worked at Sharpstown Country
Club in Houston during my high school
years. In the ’60s, the Houston Open was
played at Sharpstown, and in 1966 1
watched Lee Trevino win the Texas State
Open over Marty Fleckman. I've always
remembered it because he hooked the
ball all the way around the golf course.
This was just before he broke out on the
Tour and won the U.S. Open at Oak Hill
in 1968. In 1969 the Open came to Cham-
pions, and I caddied for Miller Barber
who was leading by three strokes after the
third round, but lost out to Orville Moody.

I played a lot of competitive junior golf
with Ben Crenshaw and Bruce Lietzke
and accepted a golf scholarship at the
University of Florida where I played with
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Soutbern Dunes reflects Smyers’ belief in the importance of strategic design.

Andy Bean, Gary Koch, Andy North,
Woody Blackburn and Phil Hancock. We
won the NCAA championship in 1973.

After college T went to work for Ron
Garl in Tampa. That was a great learning
expetience because I learned how to put
together a complete plan for golf course
clients, including all the technical aspects.
In most cases it’s a four-year contract—
two years of planning and two years of
construction. Two of the courses I worked
on with Garl were Grenelefe South [in
Haines City, Fla] and Fiddlesticks [in Fort
Myers, Fla.].

The opening of my first solo design
came in 1987. It was really difficult to get
the first couple design jobs on my own,
and the developers had limited tracts of
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land and limited budgets. But it was still
a breakthrough for me.

The third course I built was Wolf Run
Golf Club in Indianapolis in 1989. It was
my first big break. In sharp contrast to
my first two courses, Wolf Run was built
for an individual, Jack Leer, who had a
very keen knowledge of the game and
of golf course design. He was a friend of
Pete Dye and had spent a good deal of
time with him early on in Pete’s career.

Leer's dream was to build a demand-
ing, world-class golf club for serious
golfers. He felt that he could hire a rela-
tively unknown architect who had a good
feel for the game and together create that
type of golf course. Also, it was our feel-
ing that we could build a great course
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cost effectively—so the average golf en-
thusiast could afford to be a member.
Wolf Run was really my launching pad.

You talk about putting the bounce back
into golf. Can you explain that?

I believe we really need to put the cre-
ativity back into the game along with the
elements of variety and chance. I've tried
to design courses that play firmer so the

ball will bounce and roll. And T've
worked with superintendents to main-
tain my courses so they play that way.
The softer the course, the more it penal-
izes high-handicap golfers who need the
extra roll to reach greens in regulation.
With the low handicapper or profession-
al, distance isn’t that critical and soft
courses enable them to hit the ball from
point to point, like throwing darts at a

Mount Dora: “The Best
Place In Florida To Retire”

Live where you can play golf
year 'round on a championship 18-
hole course. Enjoy a million dollar
clubhouse, restaurants, tennis and
swimming. Orlando is a short drive
away for all sorts of major
sports and cultural
events.

A GWF Community

This does not constitute an offering in states where prohibited by law.
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target. They can score better, but it takes
creativity out of the game.

At Southern Dunes [a Smyers design
near Orlando, Fla] constant changes in
the firmness of the turf and the nature of
the wind make the course play drastically
different from one day to the next. This
forces the good golfer to manage his
game more. In design, it allows the archi-
tect to create a greater variety of shots
and different looks on the same course.
In addition, wind will magnify the firm-
ness of the turf and change the strategy
of play as its velocity and direction shift.
That's why the Old Course at St. Andrews
is so great. It favors players like Nick Fal-
do who can manage their game.

A fast-playing golf course opens up all
sorts of options, particularly around the
greens. The combination of slope, speed
and pin placement make the golfer use
his imagination to create and execute a
variety of shots to get close to the hole.
He can use any number of clubs in his
bag to play the same pitch or chip shot.
The more ability he has to control his
game and execute different shots, the
better chance he has to score well. It also
gives the high handicapper a wide selec-
tion of shots depending on the strengths
of his game. He can even use his putter
if he lacks confidence in his short game.
I believe the great golf courses of the
world, like the great players, incorporate
the element of imagination.

How does the “firm and fast” concept of
design affect speed of play?
Architects are always aware of the tech-
nical aspects of construction, but we
have to move people around too. The
five-hour round is just killing the game.
A lot of people will spend a whole day
on the course, but not just for 18 holes.
We need to build golf courses that chal-
lenge the good player with creative and
strategic shot-making rather than penal
features. This way high handicappers
can get around the golf course faster.
High handicappers may not have cre-
ative shot-making in their repertoire, but
on a strategic course they can hit their
ball, find it, recover and play a fast, en-
joyable round. Recovery is the key.

The other side of the issue is that de-
velopers, course operators and superin-
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tendents are looking for less expensive
ways to maintain golf courses so they can
offer more affordable green fees. Firm
turf allows them to water less, fertilize
less, mow less and overall maintenance
requirements are less. It's also better for
the environment. It's the domino effect.

What is the impact of golf carts on main-
lenance and costs?

Well, owners say they need the revenue
from golf carts, but they don’t consider
what it costs to design and build a course
to accommodate carts. First, you have cart
paths—that costs a couple hundred thou-
sand dollars. The imigation system has to
be more elaborate—particularly in north-
emn climates because heartier grasses that
require more water and maintenance
have to be used to withstand the cart traf-
fic. Golf carts are a revenue generator, but
they are also a tremendous expense.

I know you espouse the “brown can be
beautiful” philosophy. How did your de-
sign philosophy evolve?

It evolved from several years of traveling
around the world studying various golf
courses and reading the books of the
late great architects such as Alister Mac-
kenzie and George Thomas. I went to
C.B. Macdonald’s National Golf Links on
Long Island, Ben Crenshaw’s Plantation
Course at Kapalua Resort on the island
of Maui and Pine Valley, with its wide
fairways that demand the use of strategy
off the tee in order to have the optimum
shot to the green.

In 1977, two weeks after the Australian
Open, my wife and I went to Royal Mel-
bourne and the other courses on the
Australian sandbelt that she grew up on.
I realized then that Royal Melbourne—
which was designed by Mackenzie—was
a great example of strategic design. The
fairways were very firm and the grass
was slightly starving which provided a
very fast, smooth playing surface. The
rough was not irrigated and had a variety
of native grasses. The bunkers, which are
considered among the best in the world,
were maintained to a very low standard
compared to those in the U.S. They were
very playable but they weren’t 100 per-
cent manicured. After all, they are haz-
ards. They are spectacular visually and
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very strategically placed.

The greens were also very firm. They
don't have golf carts, and they actually
encourage the members to take their
pull carts across the greens to keep them
firm. The greens are also open in the
front to accept shots along the ground
which facilitates creative shot-making.

Most of the courses I visited only main-
tained their golf holes down the mid-

dle—fairways, tees and greens. The
roughs are just that—rough. This greatly
reduces maintenance costs. In the US,, a
lot of courses are built on 200 acres and
all 200 acres are grassed and must be
maintained. Royal Melbourne and others
are spread over 200 acres, but only about
60 acres of grass have to be maintained.
Aesthetically T think the contrast of color
with the use of various grasses is great.

A GirT OF NATURE,
A CHAMPIONSHIP FAzZI0 GOLF COURSE,
A GrAND CLUBHOUSE
AND A LIFESTYLE OF CASUAL ELEGANCE.

A Club, Ltd. I

The Bayou Club, one of Tampa Bay area’s most prestigious addresses offers
Homes from the high $180,000’s to over a million.
For real estate information, call (813) 392-1646,
private club information (813) 399-1000.

Broker participation is invited. STy

From our gatehouse it’s 20 minutes to downtown Tampa,
10 minutes to the bay or gulf beaches.

7979 Bayou Club Boulevard. ® Largo, FL 34647
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Brown can be beautiful. Even Augusta
National, which is highly maintained, has
the contrast of the lush green fairways
and the brown pine needles under the
trees. When tied together, I believe these
concepts represent the future of golf
course design.

How would these philosophies impact the
game?

It would allow it to expand through the
creation of more affordable and accessi-
ble courses. Green fees ranging from
$20 to $30 will attract more people, es-
pecially junior golfers who just want to
play and don’t need golf carts. They
could play at non-peak hours. High-level
maintenance puts a lot of restrictions on
golf operations and what developers can
do conceming green fees and member-

you simply won't believe the beautiful
Park Square homes and golf villas

Whether you're a resident Y,

priced from just the mid-80s! g W:ﬁ

PrAY, OWN OR VACATION
AT THE NEWEST NEAR DISNEY!

Is It FLORIDA OR IS IT SCOTLAND?
This sparkling new gated community
and Scottish-style championship golf
course will make you wonder. And

clubhouse with dining, lockers,
pro shop and comprehensive practice
facility. Vacation rentals too. All in
all, its a wonderfully peaceful new
place to live and play. Call

(800) 717-2727 for homes and
¥ property information or

oravisitor, it's all here.
A 10,000 square foot

SOUTHERN

GOLF& COUNTRYCLUB

1-800-72-VILLA for

vacation rental details.
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ship dues. 1 believe that maintenance
costs can be dropped drastically result-
ing in affordable golf for more people.

How did the “green look” develop in
America?

It's really a result of good old American
ingenuity and the free enterprise system
going back to the early 1970s. Augusta
National is always used as an example,
but the “green look” evolved across the
US. over the past 20 years. First came
automatic irrigation systems along with
triplex mowers for greens and tees and
finally fairways. Such technological ad-
vances eliminated jobs but the extra peo-
ple were used to maintain other areas of
the course, such as bunkers and roughs
at a higher level.

Then came the real estate boom of the
'80s. Developers had the perception that
they had to have green grass every-
where to sell real estate. Superintendents
have been told that that's what people
are looking for. But in contrast, when
Americans travel to Scotland or Ireland
or Australia, they find fast and firm is a
fun way to play golf.

New maintenance practices have
changed golf tremendously over the last
two decades. More irrigation has made
golf courses play longer and lower
mower heights have reduced the cush-
ion under the ball—making it harder for
high handicappers to pick the ball off
the fairway. Tighter lies help good play-
ers control the ball and put more spin
on it, however. Almost everything we've
done has widened the gap between
high and low handicappers.

Lower mowing heights on greens has
done the same thing. When the Stimp-
meter first came out in the early ’60s, the
average speed on championship golf
courses was 0.8. At the 1993 U.S. Open
at Baltusrol the Stimpmeter for the fair-
ways was 0.6. Fast greens are a plus for
good putters, but are harder to handle
for the average golfer. Technology in
golf equipment, particularly shafts and
balls has had a similar effect in widening
the gap among players. Generally speak-
ing, good players are able to take advan-
tage of new technology more than
players of less ability.

Another key element in design and
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In Ailaen, South Carolina,
One of America's Best Retirement Towns

Money Magazine recently ranked Ailzen, South Carolina as one of the top ten retirement
communities in America. And the best private golf course community in Aiken is Woodside
Plantation. Rees Jones and Bob Cupp each clesignecl a championsl’xip eighteen. Plus all the
other recreational amenities are top Hight. Cottages begin at $120,000, homes at
$175,000, and golf course homesites at $45,000. For more information about how to
enjoy the lligluest quality of life in a perfect location, call us at (800) 648-3052, toclay!

Woodside Plantation
1419 Silver Bluff Road - Aiken, South Carolina 29803

This is not intended to be and does not constitute an offer in any state where prohibited by law.
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this private, uncrowded community, our leisure time is divided between championship
golf, tennis, swimming, boating and fishing. And our clubhouse serves some of the
finest food in the Carolina Lowcountry. Homesites begin at $40,000. And

homes, with site, range from $150,000 to over $500,000. To learn @
more, come for a Dataw Discovery Getaway. Just don'’t forget your D.

tackle box. Discover Dataw Island. 1-800-848-3838. ISLAND

Dataw Island Realty, P.O. Box 819, Beaufort, SC 29901, (803) 838-3838. Arthur F. Levin, Broker in Charge. Obtain the Property
Report required by Federal law and read it before signing anything. No Federal agency has judged the merits or value, if any, of this
property. This offer void where prohibited by law. Offering St ilable from subdivider. An Offering Statement has been
filed with the New Jersey Real Estate Commission N.J. Reg. #15-121/4. Filing with New York Secretary of State is not
approval of merits of offering (NYA-87-148). A Community by Alcoa Properties, Inc. AA MG

And if you're lucky, you'll be
dining on shrimp, blue crab or
flounder. Located just six miles
east of Beaufort, SC, Dataw Island
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maintenance today is the availability of
water. It is one of our major problems.
It's another reason we need to cut back
on highly-maintained playing areas.

The other problem area is the environ-
ment. There is a strong perception among
environmental groups that golf develop-
ment and maintenance practices are bad
for the environment. But in simple terms,
there is no better water filter than healthy
turfgrass which results from proper
course management and maintenance,

You have talked about the importance of
the routing of a golf course. Can you
shed some light on this subject?

Routing is somewhat of a lost art. Over
the last couple of decades, many golf
course routings have been integrated with
planning real estate developments. Many
requirements other than golf had to be
considered. These requirements include
housing and infrastructure, storm water
management and environmental limita-
tions. Often the routing of the golf course
has not been the primary concern.

In the "90s, golf is becoming more of a
business and profit center of its own, so
there’s more emphasis on course rout-
ings. Architects will be able to utilize the
topography of the site and create more
natural design features. You'll see archi-
tects attempting to locate greens and tees
closer to each other to facilitate walking
and add to the flow and enjoyment of
the game. More variety can be woven
into the design such as varying the direc-
tions of the golf holes. Also, practice ar-
eas and teeing areas for the first and 10th
holes will be closer to the clubhouse fa-
cilities, and there won't be as much em-
phasis on creating the standard 18-hole
championship course.

With golf becoming more profitable,
there will be more emphasis on the
business of building superior golf cours-
es for the least amount of money. If you
have more variety within the routing you
can build more exciting and cost effec-
tive golf courses. Sensible routings that
aren'’t stretched all over the site will re-
duce maintained areas and save money.

How do maintenance practices affect
8reen siles and putting surfaces?
Generally speaking, the “green look” has
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resulted in softer greens, while higher
level maintenance has increased their
speed. As green speeds have increased,
architects have been forced to put less
slope and contour in the putting surfaces
to maintain their playability. Pete Dye,
along with many others, is advocating
maintaining greens at 7, 8 or 9 rather
than 10, 11 or 12 on the Stimpmeter so
greens can be designed with more con-
tour, making shotmaking and putting
more interesting. Greens should be main-
tained in accordance with their slope. At
the '94 U.S. Open at Oakmont where the
greens were running at 11 or more, the
USGA was hard-pressed to find suitable
pin locations.

What design projects will you be work-
ing on this year?

1995 is an exciting year for me. I have
several projects in the eastern U.S. One
is a 36-hole resort in Orlando, another in
Tampa will be for avid golfers who real-
ly love the game. I believe that each golf
course should be designed to make ev-
ery golfer who plays it a better player.
That doesn’t necessarily mean that it's a
difficult golf course however. It doesn't
automatically mean a course with forced
carries and aerial shots. I like to give the
golfer options that require the use of
strategy, and make players use their cre-
ativity and imagination.

I'm also building a course in Charlotte,
N.C,, called Jamison’s Glen, one in Mari-
on, IIL, a 36-hole complex in New Jersey
called Royce Brook and a classical
course in Rhode Island called Beaver Tail
Golf Links. It will include the restoration
of a nine-hole A.W. Tillinghast course
and a new nine-hole course which will
be designed with the Tillinghast philoso-
phy. The entire course will overlook the
Narragansett Bay and the Atlantic Ocean
and will play firm. The wind blows pret-
ty good there and several holes are locat-
ed along the bluffs of the ocean.

I'm also designing a 27-hole course in
England for Nick Faldo called Gadridge
Farm. Another interesting project is a
course for a gentleman in his backyard
for himself and his friends. It will have
27 holes utilizing 13 greens and 26 tees
and a combination of any of the three
nines will measure over 7,000 yards. W
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PALM BEACH GARDENS, FL ORIDA

The Palm Beaches” most prestigious address in the heart of the
“Golf Capital of the World” is more desirable than ever, and it’s easy to see
why! Ballenlsles features an incomparable lifestyle, twelve unique
neighborhoods and spectacular fairway and waterway views.

Over 30 new models are coming in 1995 and a magnificient 80,000 sq. ft.
clubhouse is under construction! Play golf on three legendary courses
or enjoy tennis at the Grand Slam center now being expanded!
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BALLENISLES

COUN.TRY CEUB

800-577-8419

This is not intended as an offering to residents of New York,
New Jersey or any other state where prohibited by law. Sem—

. EQUAL HOUSING
Ballenlsles Realty Licensed Real Estate Broker SProRTUNTY

LINKS



