
I
T WAS A HELL OF A YEAR; I  JUST 

DON’T KNOW ANY OTHER WAY 

TO PUT IT.  It was a year many want to 

forget because of personal and profes-

sional hardships. But 2009 was also a 

year that bears remembering because 

of the lessons it taught and the truths 

it reinforced.

Many of us grew up hearing our par-

ents recount the struggles they and their families endured during the 

Great Depression. By comparison, this past year was a day at the 

beach. Not that it wasn’t tough in the strictest sense for millions of 

Americans, including any number of golf course owners and opera-

tors. But there were no breadlines, no rationing, no real Hoovervilles. 

And when we sat down at the table with our families at Thanksgiv-

ing, there was much for which to be thankful. We work in an industry 

that is affected by economic cycles like any other. But the game is 

timeless, as steady participation numbers refl ected during the past 

year. The luster surrounding an individual star may fade, but golf 

goes on, just as it has for centuries.  

But if adversity really does bring out the best in us, then 2009 

extracted a lot of what makes golf great and reinforced many of the 

qualities that distinguish those who own and operate our nation’s 

courses. In this year’s annual letter to NGCOA members, in addi-

tion to providing the traditional overview of your association, I 

want to highlight some of those people and the valuable lessons 

they reminded us of.

GRINDER GETS JUST REWARDS

The past year called for a special type of resolve. On the PGA TOUR, 

they call it grinding. It’s what even the greatest players have to do 

on those days when they don’t have their best stuff: they simply put 

their heads down and focus on the next shot, grinding out the best 

result possible. 

That’s also the approach many owners and operators needed to 

keep their businesses going and to continue to offer four-hour re-

spites from the prevailing economic doom and gloom. I hope 

Lawren Just doesn’t mind if I refer to her as a grinder; I use that 

term with the greatest respect. Lawren, mother of fi ve, grandmoth-

er of six and owner/operator of Persimmon Ridge in Louisville, 

Kentucky, is a textbook example of the value of perseverance. Her 

story dates to 1989, when Persimmon Ridge opened as one of the 

nation’s most respected new private courses. 

Lawren and her husband, Elmore, the founder of persimmon 

clubmaker Louisville Golf, were forced to sell the course a year 

after it opened when their lender unexpectedly demanded payment 

on the fi rst $500,000 of their loan. Distraught over the loss of their 

beloved course and millions of dollars in debt, the Justs also found 

themselves battling the new owner for the purchase price of the 

course that Lawren has called her sixth child. But Lawren’s and 

Elmore’s prayers were answered in 2000 when, in a righteous turn 

of events, they were able to buy back Persimmon Ridge.

Tragically, Elmore passed away only two months after the course 

returned to the family. But Lawren stepped up to the challenge of 
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independent golf course ownership and has overseen the renova-

tion of several areas of the course as well as a $1.5 million addition 

to the clubhouse. Membership has grown, too, and the dream of 

two young entrepreneurs fi nally seems secure. I was inspired by 

Lawren’s story, which was featured in Golf Business magazine (A 

Just Cause, January 2009). “To be in your own business, you even-

tually risk everything you have,” Lawren said. “You have to love 

what you’re doing.” Passion and perseverance – that’s a formula 

for success in any economy.   

RETURN ON INVESTMENT

“The harder I work, the luckier I get,” is a line fi rst attributed to 

Samuel Goldwyn, the famous motion picture producer; but it is also 

often used by golfi ng legend Gary Player. In 2009 we were again 

reminded that, more often than not, our returns are in equal measure 

to our investments. The East Potomac Golf Course is a case in 

point. One of the fi rst courses to sign up for the golf industry’s 

player development program “Get Golf Ready,” the course six 

blocks from the White House on the Washington Mall doubled the 

number of participants in its golf school in 2009 and has even big-

ger plans for this year. 

Under the direction of General Manager Tim Krebs, the program was 

widely promoted on the Play Golf America Web site, as well as Craig’s 

List, Facebook and Twitter. In addition to six group lessons, East Poto-

mac’s golf package included a 

$20 range pass, complimentary 

round on the par 3 courses and a 

complimentary hour on the 

range. “We already had an es-

tablished junior program, but 

the national (Get Golf Ready) 

program gave us additional 

credibility and validity,” Krebs 

said. “This year we are tweak-

ing the concept a little to devel-

op custom programs for seniors and elementary schools.” Maybe most 

gratifying, 100 percent of those participating in the Get Golf Ready pro-

gram at East Potomac have come back to play at least one round.

East Potomac was one of 1,136 facilities certifi ed in the pro-

gram’s fi rst year. Seven hundred courses reported an average of 25 

attendees, and more than 17,000 participants had been confi rmed in 

the program’s fi rst nine months. The golf industry has been talking 

for years about coming together to grow the game. Get Golf Ready 

is the best evidence yet that we’re fi nally doing just that. In my role 

as chairman of Golf 20/20 in 2010, I look forward to continuing to 

coalesce the resources and passions of our allied associations be-

hind the growth of the game.

THINKING OUTSIDE THE

BATTER’S BOX

Innovation and creativity are valuable characteristics in any 

business, and we’ve seen numerous examples among golf’s owners 

and operators. One that caught my eye this year came from Irving-

ton, Virginia, and the King Carter Golf Club, where owner Dave 

Donofrio is taking a novel approach to bringing kids into the game. 

Actually, he’s borrowing a page from Little League baseball – a 

game that hundreds of community kids play on fi elds bordering 

King Carter’s eleventh and twelfth fairways. 

Donofrio’s thinking goes something like this: Why not turn all 

those Little League teams into a golf league so the Cubs and the Pi-

rates and the Tigers can square off in golf matches as well as baseball 

games? Plans are for King Carter to begin hosting a competitive golf 

league next summer, when Virginia’s afternoon temperatures keep a 

lot of adult players off the course. Play will be from existing family 

tees set forward to make every hole a par 3. Make it fun for the kids 

and hope that, in the near term, they’ll pull in their parents and later 

become avid players themselves, Donofrio fi gures. 

THE CHILDREN WILL LEAD US

Last fall I paid a visit on longtime NGCOA member Al Martell, 

who helps run Hawthorns Golf and Country Club in Fishers, Indi-

ana. Hawthorns is justifi ably proud of its efforts to involve the chil-

dren of members in all aspects of its operation. In addition to junior 

golf, tennis and swimming programs, Hawthorns runs kids camps, 

hosts movie nights, teen dances and offers free child care on week-

ends so mom and dad can enjoy an evening at the club without 

worrying about a babysitter. After school, the club’s casual dining 
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facility is a popular place for kids to hang out, do their homework 

and visit with friends. 

Hawthorns believes families are the future of successful club 

operations. “When we have a family come in here that’s shop-

ping around for a club, we win hands down,” Martell says. “To 

me, (an emphasis on family) is absolutely the way to go. It’s the 

only way you’re going to sustain your membership.” Bucking 

membership trends in 2009, Hawthorns picked up 10 new mem-

bers, all with children.

REDEFINING VALUE IN THE

POSTRECESSION ERA

More perseverance, more commitment and more innovation 

will be required in 2010 because it looks like the long antici-

pated economic recovery is going to come in fi ts and starts, 

rather than in dramatic fashion. But when the worst of the eco-

nomic maelstrom subsides, there likely will be a new type of 

consumer left standing. 

Experts can’t seem to agree on what post-recession consumers 

will look like or how they will behave. Some suggest consumption 

will eventually go back to pre-recession levels. But I have to think 

that the effects of the recession will linger and produce a more “so-

ber” consumer, one more determined to live within their means and 

more intent on fi nding real value before splurging on a second home, 

a new car or even a round of golf. Retailers and marketers are being 

advised to prepare by expanding their defi nitions of value, even in-

corporating moral or social values into a brand’s meaning. Golf – and 

all of us – should pay attention. Consumers’ new attitudes and behav-

iors should cause us to rethink how we run our businesses. 

At the NGCOA, we’re already doing that. One of the areas we have 

reexamined is advocacy and how we can best represent the interests of 

our members with regard to regional and national issues affecting their 

businesses. I’m pleased to report on two strong initiatives: 

• Your Voice for Golf, the NGCOA’s legislative resource center 

linked to our Web site. As those with the most at stake in the suc-

cess of their businesses, course owners and operators are keenly 

attuned to how the actions – or lack of action – of government and 

regulatory groups affect their operations. Knowing that golf is 

clearly a target of some lawmakers looking for opportunities to fi ll 

revenue gaps, we have designed the site to provide insight and 

clarify the NGCOA’s position on key issues. It also makes available 

turnkey messages you can direct to policymakers.

• The We Are Golf Coalition is a new approach to exercising 

golf’s voice in Washington that has the support of the NGCOA and 

leading multi-course management groups along with the 

PGA of America, CMAA and GCSAA. Similar in purpose to the 

NGCOA’s Your Voice for Golf, the coalition helps our industry 

make a compelling case for golf’s contributions to local communi-

ties and the national economy. The coalition will build on the 2005 

Golf Economy Report, which quantifi ed golf’s annual economic 

impact as $76 billion and highlighted the fact that golf provides 2 

million jobs and $61 billion in wage income. More information 

about the coalition will be available at www.wearegolf.org. 

REEXAMINE, QUESTION STATUS QUO

This is also a time for owners and operators to rethink their strat-

egies for distinguishing themselves from their competition, increas-

ing participation and growing revenues. Maybe that process will 

call into question some of the ways you’ve always thought about 

golf as a game and a business. That was one of our goals as we 

prepared for the NGCOA’s 2010 Annual Conference in San Diego 

and assembled respected speakers and business leaders from inside 

and outside the golf industry for thought-provoking discussions. 

But good ideas and support are not confi ned to the Annual Confer-
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ence. Your association makes a number of programs and tools avail-

able to you every day of the year to help you make informed decisions 

and operate more effi ciently. From purchasing programs that last year 

saved members more than $1 million to our ever-growing ListServ e-

mail community. From the PerformanceTrak fi nancial benchmarking 

program in collaboration with the PGA of America to player develop-

ment programs and networking opportunities. I urge you to take ad-

vantage of every advantage NGCOA membership affords. 

As I close this year’s letter, I want to return to the idea of being 

thankful. In spite of challenging conditions, I believe we have much 

to be thankful for. Not the least of which is to work in a profession 

that brings people and families together for fun and fellowship. At 

the NGCOA, we’re thankful for the opportunity to serve you. On 

behalf of our dedicated staff, our offi cers and directors, I want to 

thank you for the opportunity to lead this great association. With 

your help and support, we look forward to another year of distin-

guished service.
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 LEADING THE BUSINESS OF GOLF

291 Seven Farms Drive, 2nd Floor, Charleston, South Carolina 29492
Phone: (800) 933-4262

www.ngcoa.org

PURCHASING NETWORK
In the past year, a growing 

number of members 

participated in the Purchasing 

Network and recieved discounts 

and rebates. In 2009, Fedex 

joined the network – extending 

even more savings to members.

REBATES

SAVINGS

$528
average per 
participant

$1M
collectively


