In 2008, the Okanagan was
poised to become Canada’s top
golf destination. And then the

recession struck. Six years later,
on the heels of a financial crisis
- and a golf crisis, how is the
Valley's golf industry faring?

VWL Dech plays

By Natalie Appleton

n May 1899, Dir. Jack Carruthers muost have looked like
a ghost, trudging along the City Flats staking greens
amidst the morning fog of Okanagan Lake. At age 46
and six feet foar inches tall, all that bending over to lay
out Eelowna's first golf course might bave taken a toll om
the Scot. Fortunately, he had the help of Elisha Bailey, the
butcher and post master. It was almost 14 years before
other Scots lakd out the first golf courses in Vernon and
Penticton on baseball fields and orchards, using melted
CPR babbitts for flagsticks and tomato cans for cops.
Kelowna lead the way, hosting the first recorded tonr-
nament for mainland BC on July 1, 1899 at the nine-hole
course now burked under Memorial A rena and City Hall.
There were just eight players. Another four regular golfers,
bachelors, were drawn instead to the meal and marriage-
able women they might find at the Dominion Day picnic.
It was a “cool and pleasant™ day according to the
Vernon News. Bailey shot 68. At toornament end, golf
iﬂmdtheupnrmwhnlﬂuwmlewm it realized
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tobacco, cricket or any other games or vegetables.”

Almost 110 years later, in late June 2008, their predic-
tion was reality. Tower Ranch Golf & Conntry Club, a
par 72 track designed by Thomas McBroom, had just
opened on a stunning hillside of sproce and golden
grasslands. It was Greater Kelowna's nineteenth course,
In Vernon, a fivesome of international golf stars were
competing in the Telus World 5kins Game at Predator
Ridge. Golf fans arcund the world watched Colambian
Camile Villegas, who won the event, reading putts in
his notorious Spiderman pose. They saw Greg “The
Shark™ Norman escort a ladybug out of his putting
line. And inthe background, the Olanagan

Fred Couples took third place at the Skins, and
the next day opened a Vernon golf course he helped
design—the golf club at The Rise. Between the two events,
there were probably whispers Norman too would be

designing a signature championship track in the Valley,
hju total mthu.lgn nt']i"mllmd’u Ponderosa Golf Conrse.
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Medl Schmidt grew up in the glory days
af golf. Every weekend, he stepped
outside with his stiff leather bag and
the set of Wilsons that ance belonged
to his aunt. He waited for his Uncle
Mick’s truck to pull up to the house,
just off the bottom of MoCurdy Boad
Ten-year-old Meil uswally played the
Lakeshore Road Fairview Par 3 with
his uncle. For a long time, golf was
just “something fun to doy” he says.
He had the sun, the grass and his
undle at his side while his mother
was working as a nurse at the hos-
pital. And he ofien had a plate of
fries at the end of the round. As a

boy in Eelowna in the summer-
time, it didn’t get much better.

Within a few years, though, Meil
had ancther reason to keep at it. By the
time hi was 13, he was shooting in the
mmid-70s and his mom had bought him a
junior membership at the Felowna Golf
& Country Clab, the city's cldest course
and horme to PGA tour player Dave Barr.

“Being a Kelowna kid, and for your
icom in your sport to be at the sams
course..” says Meil. “Tt was a big deal.”

A sports writer once described
Dhawe as “arguabsly the greatest tour
pro this country has yet produced™
The Kelowna native spent 19 years

Clockwisa: Overview of Kelowmna
‘Golf & Country Club (KGCC) .
1530, KGCC today, golfer at KGCC
. 1820, goif legend Dave Barr,
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on the PGA tour, whers he won three
times, in addition to 12 Canadian
tour titles, the 1985 World Cap Team
Championship and the Champions
Tour 2003 Royal Caribbean Galf
Classic, a first for a Canadian.

“I had a gosod run,” says Dave, retited
niows, and splitting the year between
Palm Springs, FL., and West Kelowna.
Drepending on where you're stand-
ing at the Barr home, you might ses
Mission Hill Winery or the tip of Two
Eagles Golf Course & Academy, where
he occasionally plays in addition to
the Kelowna Golf & Country Club or
any of the other courses in the area.
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By the time Dave was
15, he was playing at
the country club. He'd
acquired the nickname
"hands" because of

his “wristy" swing,

and he was down

to a 3 handicap.”

When Dawve was a oy, “thera
weren't that many courses around.” In
fact, there were twoe the country chib
and Shadow Mountain, now the site
af Walmart. Dave's first atternpts at
the sport were played “batting around™
found balls with his brother in the yard
af the old Dr. Knox school and later
at Shadow Mountain. There, he and
his brother would play 54 holes a day,
from & in the morning until 9 at night.

By the time Dave was 15, he was
playing at the country dub. He'd
acquired the nickname ~hands”
because of his “wristy”™ swing and he
was down to a 3 handicap, “T wanted to
play all the time,” he says, and he coukl.
Back then, tee tirmes were for the tak-
ing. Today there are nearly 150 names
on the waitlist for membership and the
club allots its almost 50,000 rounds
per season using a ballot system. As
a teenager, though, he golfed to his
heart’s content and the practice paid
aff. Dave won junior events, got a golf
scholarship to Tulsa, OF., and started
beating American wp-and-comers
like Tom KEite and Ben Crenghaw.

“I thouwght maybe I could make a
goof it as a professional,” says Dave
and beginning in 1974, he did.

While marriage and easy access to
the United States took the Barr fam-
ily to Richmond for 25 years, Dave
abways returned to Eelowna to golf
and, albsit unknowingly, to inspire

Meil’s hero was just a fairway away.
For most of his late teenage years, he
had a standing one o'clock tee time
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Tower Ranch Golfl & Cowntry Club.

Thires wierwrs of The Harest Golf Chub.

Golf was stillon a
heavy upswing,” says
Neil about his career
choice. "There was

a time—in the '80s
and 'gos—when you
talked about your
lawyer, your doctor,
and your golf pro."

Director of Operations
Tower Ranch Golf & Coantry Chub

Canadian junior in 1988 and earmed
a golf scholarship in California.

Meamwhile, Kelowna's ninth
course, known today as The Cuail
Course at Okanagan Golf Clabs, was
under construction. In the South
Okanagan, there were 12 courses,
in the north another 10, including
the newly opened Predator Ridge, a
golf resart comrmuanity near Vernon
that now encompasses 36 holes, a
lodge and almost 500 doors.

“Golf was still on a heavy upswing,”
says Meil about his career chodce.

“There was a time—in the *&0s and

*B0s—when you talked about your
lawyer, your doctor, and your golf
pro” He became a carded CPGA
professional im 1991. He left school to
work in the pro shop at the Eelowna
club and later took on posts at The
Harvest Golf Clubs, the Osoyoos Golf
& Country Club and Predator Ridge.
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Then, before a seed of grass was
even planted at Tower Banch, tucked
high above Kelowna at the end of
MoCurdy Boad, Heil agresd to become
head pro. Tower Ranch is built on
the land of golf fan Stu Tower who
had abways wanted to share his slice
of heaven. For Meil, who grew up
at the bottom of MoCurdy Road, it
was kind of like coming home, The
course was set to open in June 2008,

A light wind blew the day the
golf club at The Rise opened in
Vernon on June 18 that year. By
mid-morning, when Fred Couples
was about to hit the ceremondal
opening driwve, it was 20 C, a cool
samrmer day in this part of BC.

Couples, who designed the course
with Gene Bates, reached for his
driver and hit straight down the
middle, almost 270 yards away from
a crowd of media and spectatars
standing bhind the first tee. The
four MHL stars waiting to play the
dedication round with him clapped.

The Rise, a 753-acre resart com-
munity that promised fiture resi-
dents vineyards, winery, boutiques,
a lakeside beach club, restaurants
and even a hotel, was riding on this
golf course, this day. “There was
tremendous excitement around
it." says Terry Yacyshen, the resart

aonoral rmanaoceor, Hig vodcs carriss
seneralmanager. ooe CarTles

the calm and authority of & veteran

radio announcer. “The opening was
a crescendo to a very significant time
in what The Bise was to become.”
Between 2005 and that June after-
noon, The Rise had sold 200 residences
to people whose cars would snake up
the hill and past a giant rock wall and
biowl of fire named Brigid, the goddess
af fire. In time, her flame was expected
to welcome hundreds of people home,
Those hopes were pinned to the
sky long before there wasany hintof a
recession,
There should have been a morn-
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day for years. But four months after
opening the golf course, the property
was put up for sale. By December, The
Rise was awarded bankraptcy protection.
Sidewalks were mever paved. Street lights
wire never erected.

“Ttwras the worst possible timing,”
says Meil. Like The Rise, Tower Ranch
opened just as the Amercan credit
crids came crawling across the border,

In spite of being named one of the
top thres courses in Canada and the
Olkanagan by Golf Digest and SCORE
Grolf, peopleweren't golfing. homes
weren't selling. “As well as real estate
dioses is a8 well as a golf course does,” says
Meil. By 2011, the comparny thet cwned
the course (ot the residential bailders
or gales firm) went into receivership,

HMeil held on. *T don't know if its
because I'm stubborm or if it was about
being creative,” he says, °T stayed.”

Tower Ranch, a semi-private cub
that pulls about 20 per cent of its green
fiees from locals, suffered becanse, at
sorne point golf became entertainmment,
says Meil, and “entertainment is one of
the first things that gets stripped away.”

Buying that second home or the
next, better home, also tends to get
shelved during recession. Across the
Valley, golf courses and course corm-
munities tumbled deep into the red.

Kelowna has easily
become one of
Canada’s best golf
destinations."

Publisher of Score Golf magazine

The Rise had several affers from
potential bagrers, but they never
materialized. By 2009, £14 million had
been spent on the golf course, $105
million on the resort commmuanity, and
adiscount campaign was advertising
the once 500,000 homes for $350,000,
Three years later, im 2012, there were
owners (mortgage holders became
shareholders), though the property
was still listed for sale. Board chair
Stewen Reilly told the media, “Ve are
finally turning the corner and are
ready to mowe the project forward.”

At Tower Ranch, the asking
price for the golf course dropped
from $21.5 to $14.5 million. It
finally sold for $2.9 million to the
Edmonton-based Carrington Groap
af Companies in March 2012,

In the midst of this crisis, Kelowna
was trying to promote itself as one
af Canada’s top golf destinations.

Amnd it is—according to Bob
Weeks. Bob and his magazine,
SCORE Golf, are considered the voice
af the sport in Canada. Last sum-
mer he taped several NHL stars who
sammer in the Okanagan at their
favourite courses, Later he wrote,
Kelowna has “easily become one of
Canada’s best golf destinations.”

Whyt Mineteen coarses, seven
af which are championship
calibire, within and around the
city; plus neary 40 courses in the
Valley, including the Morman-
designed Pondercsa Golf Course
set to open this season.

“There is strength in numbers,”
says Bob, who covered the Skins game
at Predator Ridge and the opening

of Thes Diss, He romermbers his first
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Spallumchesn Golf & Country Club, Vemon.

Grolf Chabs, “Tt was so picturesque and
just very serene. There was a calmness
to it and that course has some great
views. It's a pretty spectacular area.”
Bob returns almost every swm-
mer and says Kelowna has raised
its game. “Theres more attention
to detail. The courses are in better
shape. There's a lot more hospital-
ity. You can see how the industry
has grown as a destination.”
The golf, a lot of really
great golf, was already here It
just needed marketing.
In 2010—almost at the height
af golf tourism’s decline—Golf
Kelowna was created to promote 12
member courses and the region as
Canada's premiere golf destination.
Instead of competing for the same
players, these dozen work together
to draw them to the Okanagan for
a golf trip that could include Black
Mountain and The Okanagan Golf
Cluby awd The Harvest Golf Club and
Gallagher's Canyon, for example.
Catherine Frechette, commu-
nications manager for Tourism
Kelowna, which runs Golf Eelowna,
says the initiative started witha
to-do list. Step one: spread the
word about what'’s here. Step two
make it easy for people to get here,
Golf Kelownas marketing
strategies and its website—which

offere one-gton shorndna for tes
ot P enoppling Ior To

times, stay-and-play reservations

and tourism information— have
paid off. But the heavy lifting really
comes from what Catherine calls

“a critical mass” of golf courses.

“These are pecple who are really

avid golfers and its such a selling
point that it's easy for them to get
to 80 many great courses,” she says,
describing the target market: mostly
Albertans, along with BC and Pacific
Morthwest golferfwine lovers. Toronto,
with daily flights, is also becoming
more prominent. But it hasn't been
easy, not in light of the recession.

“WWe haven't reached pre-
recession levels yet, but we're
kind of making nominal gains
back again,” she says. “People are
careful of their travel dollars.”

Meil knows a thing or two about
that. Before the recession, he says,
people called and said, * Do you
have tee times? Mow its, “What
kind of deal do you hawe®"

In addition to discounts and
packages, his fingers unfold as he
lists all the other things that could
attract or deter golfers, “The UT5
dollar, the weather, the price of
oil, people needing passports.” He
unfolds his thumb. One more. *Is
the pass open!™ For locals, it's having
so many options, and the cost of a
round plus cart, now mandatory at
most of the new premier courses,
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Golf Okanagan

Ome of Canada's premnier
destinations, the Olanagan
Walley offers courses to
challenge every level, phis
unmatched scenery and

outstanding amenities.



GOLFERS

Look out pros, here come the Kids

Whack. The ball flies left. Head down, he reaches into the
bucket of range balls. Whack. Whack. Whack—until the
green plastic bucket is empty. And then he gets another,

This is Will Dweck, a 21-ear old Kelowna golfer
who plays on the UBCO Heat golf tearmn. Last fall, he
wion the PACWEST conference and was named CCAA
Golf All-Canadian. He's been playing all his life.

i any given summer day at The Har vest Golf Club
driving range, 17-year-old Lauren Butherglen might be
practising a few feet away. Eight iron first. Whack.

In the last hwo
years, Lauren has
wion the Harvest
ladies club champi-
onship by 13 strokes,
been named top
fernale golfer at the
BC High Schaool

player to the 18th
haole at the Pacific
Morthwest Gaolf
Association’s junicr
championship, an
event won by the
likes of Tiger Woods
and Fred Couples.
Sheonly started 1§
golfing competitively 5
im 2012, ewven though
she was introduced
to the sportas a
girl. There's a photo
of her when she
was about eight
at the Oeoyoos
Golf & Coantry
Club, pig-tails
dangling from a pink plaid hat. She's at the driv-
ing range with other little kids in a golf camp, smiling
as they swing at tennis balls with miniature clibs.
“When I was really little in Osoyoos, all the
laddies would say, Feep it up and you'll get a scholar-
ship,™ says Lauren, an Immaculata Begional High

Srhnnl etndomt who racomthr did sarn o onlf achol-
kL) Beodl SO
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arship to Adam State University in Colorado,

Clodicaise WL Deck Lines wp & putt,
Leuren Ruthenglsn on the tes, Laursn
itsecond from nghth showing team spirit.

Will, who remembers having a club in his hands as
early as age six, grew up playing in the shadow of his dad,
Garrett Deck, a competitive amateur golfer who played
for the University of Tulsa. For Will, a golf scholarship
and career has abways been in sight. °T love the game and
Iwant to pursue it as far as possible” says the fourth-
year human kinetics student who has had offers to play at
American schools. °T can™ see myself sitting at a desk.”

Grolf is life for Will. Every summer, he works on The
Harvest grounds crew where his dad is superintendent.
From April to
August, he walkes
at 3:50 a.m. to get
behind a lawn
mower and start
cutting tees by 5.
Afier his shift, he'll
play a round, hit
balls and then prac-
tice—chipping, put-
ting, long iron, short
irom, shots, punches,
fades. And then he
hits the gym. Mot
asingle day last
gumimner went by
when he dido't hawve
a club in his hand.

It was the same
for Lauren. Last
spring, it seemed
to rain every time
ghe arrived for her
lesson with coach
Chad Scott, The
Harvest’s head
pro, bt that didn
gtap her. “She'd
make me do les-
sons when it was raining sideways,” says Chad. “I"'d haye
my raincoat and wmbrella on, and thers we were.”

Lauren couldn't afford to take a day off. A competitive
figure skater until two years ago, her switch to golf
put her up against girds who'd been playing full-time
for years. “In order to get better than them, I had to

mracHios wor harder™® gove [ onren. whao slen manaoose
Pracilce way Darcen, says Lauren, Wi o0 manages

to work at McDionald's and make goosd grades.
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With just six months of coach-
ing she'd shaved 30 strokes off her
card. By the 2013 season she was
sooring in the mid-70s. Titles and
tournament wins soon followed.

“For her to make progress that
quickly, you have to have some sort
of matural talent,” says Chad, adding
that other things— practice, matri-
tiom, working cut—have gone into
her success as well, but none more

important than work ethic and focus,

Golf, an individual sport
that pits players against only the
elements and the mind, can be
challenging for youth. To make it
as far as Lauren and Will, you nead
maore than just talent and drive.

“There are so0 many kids out there
with great swings, beautiful swings,
but they don’t have the attitude or
the mental toughness,” says Don
Kroschinsky, UWBCO Heat golf assis-
tant coach and 40-year member of
the Kelowna Golf & Coantry Club.

VERNON GOLF & COUNTRY CLUB

101 Years Young!

Corporate Events, Banquets & Meaetings

“That’s what really separates your
university kids from the kids who like
to go out and play weekend golf™

Golf also has a bit of bad rep. Will
says some of the stereotypes can be a
turnoff to young people who think of it
as “tucked in shirts and old guys walk-
ing around on & Sunday afternoon.”
And television doesn't necessarily help.

“If you watch it on TV," says Dion,
“it’s all about the score and players
don’t even converse with their cad-
dies. Ome of the things pros are trying
to dois make it a fun sport. Don't just
take your score as your benchmark of
the day. You were out in the sunshine,
on green grass, with your buddies.™

Along with the repatation for
being boring and intimidating. golf
ism't cheap. To help attract more
juniors who will becorme lifelong
golfers, the heads of five Kelowna
couraes got together in 2013 and
created Grow Through Golf.

With one membership, young

Championship Par 72 Course

CPGA Golf Shop

Fairways Restaurant
Practice Area & Range

250.542.9128

250.542.0151
800 Kalamalka Lale Road, Vernon, BC
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players have access to six cham-
picnship courses: The Harvest,
Gallaghers Canyon Golf & Country
Club, Black Mountain Golf Club,
The Ckanagan Golf Club (both The
Bear and The Quail courses), and
Tower Panch Golf & Couwntry Chab,

“We want to give kids an opportu-
nity to golf as much as they can and
give an education component,” says
Chad. "We're not trying to produce
tour players, just players. Our ulti-
mate goal is to expose them to golf,
and help them keep playing.™ 1T
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