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Architects of 
the Game
Three of the Most 
Renowned Course 
Designers in the World

By 
Dave Weretka
Neal Kotlarek
and 
Todd Mrowice

The GOLFChicago Interview
The game of golf is continually redefined 
beyond its original principles. With 
advancements in technology, seemingly every 
aspect of the game is touched by change, none 
more so than equipment. In recent years, the 
argument has been made that golf balls need 
to be “rolled back” and further restrictions 
need to be placed on driver faces. The idea 
that touring professionals can take drastic 
lines on what are incredibly challenging holes 
doesn’t sit well with some purists, while others 
embrace the chaos.
 If there’s one group of industry 
professionals that have had to pivot, re-think, 
and go back to the drawing board more than 
anyone else over the past decade plus, it’s golf 
course designers. The architects of the game 
we love. We all have our favorites, the ones 
we laud, possibly related to that career-best 
score. On the other side, we all have the ones 
we renounce, the castigated, not at all related 
to that round that up-ticked your handicap.
 We decided now was a great time to catch 
up with some of the brightest minds in golf 
architecture, and to get a feel for where the 
game is at and where it’s heading from their 
perspectives and their field of expertise. 
We also wanted to get their thoughts and 
memories of the  legendary Pete Dye, who 
passed away in January of 2020, and whose 
life and legacy reached far beyond the golf 
course.

We were honored to chat with:
Clive Clark
Courses: Dumbarnie Links (Scotland) 
Belgrade Lakes (Maine)
Indian Wells Resort (California)
Lake Winnipeaukee (New Hampshire)
cliveclarkdesign.com
David Esler
Courses: Black Sheep
Twin Orchard, Elgin CC (redesign) 
Park Ridge CC (redesign)
eslergolf.com

Rick Jacobson
Courses: Bowes Creek
Desert Mountain-Renegade (Arizona)
North Shore CC
Sunset Ridge CC
jacobsongolfcoursedesign.com
Greg Martin
Courses: The Preserve at Oak Meadows
Rich Harvest Links
Park Ridge CC (renovation)
Arrowhead (renovation)
martindesigngolf.com

GC: Has your design philosophy 
changed over the years? What do 
you describe as the most impactful 
change in your philosophy from your 
early designs until present?
Clive Clark: I think some 30-odd 
years ago, during my early design days, 
I may have made some of the courses 
too challenging. Certainly since I have 
lived here in America for the past 25+ 
years, experience has taught me that 
although the courses I have designed 
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still have an amount of challenge to 
them, they also work to inspire the 
club golfer to play well. The fairways 
and greens within my recent designs 
tend to ‘collect’ rather than ‘repel,’ I 
have become more generous with the 
width of the fairways and ‘whoopitee- 
doo-da’ greens are definitely not in 
my repertoire! I wish the club golfer to 
have an enjoyable as well as a scenic 
experience during their round.
Rick Jacobson: My foundational 
philosophy has not changed over 
the years … “Today’s golf course 
designer must have the sensitivity 
of an environmental advocate. The 
designer must use all available 
architectural tools to exploit the 
dynamic relationships between the 
native landscape and the game of golf. 
This philosophy allows a golf course 
to evolve that is aesthetically pleasing, 
playable, and challenging.” However, 
the implementation of this 40-year-
old philosophy has been massaged 

as scientific research has exposed 
innovative approaches to environmental 
sensitivity through Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM), Best Management 
Practices (BMPs), etc.
David Esler: I don’t believe mine 
has changed significantly over time. 
We embraced historic restoration and 
naturalization thirty years ago and now 
it’s de rigueur. What has changed and 
improved over the decades is my ability 
to execute and understand what is best 
for a particular client. And actually, that 
“client” is often the golf course itself 
or it’s original designer. For example, 
when we work at a significant property 
like Chicago Golf, Lake Geneva, or 
Hinsdale, I feel that we work for the 
actual course (which will survive us all) 
as much as for the folks (members) who 
are the current stewards of that course.  
Having that long-term perspective 
and also the ability to actually build 
and shape via our Vintage Golf 
Construction, LLC lends itself to 

previous design rework, etc.
Clark: Clearly renovation or remodel 
work is going to be the most dominant 
area for golf course architects going 
forward. To develop a brand new golf 
facility, there has to exist an outstanding 
location with a very special golf course 
in order to form a successful business 
model. For example, I was fortunate 
to be able to start the development at 
Dumbarnie Links in Fife (Scotland). 
The property is close by to St. Andrews, 
which is a highly proven area for 
attracting golfers from around the world, 
and the 345-acre site right on the water 
allowed me to design a sandy links golf 
course. OK – we had to move quite a 
bit of dirt to create around 600 natural-
looking sand dunes, but the result has 
proven to be extremely successful. 
Links are the original form of golf, but 
it is very rare to find a well-located site 
where it is possible to obtain permitting. 
Consequently, there are less than 300 
genuine links in the entire world. And 
out of that 300, probably only 40 or so 
are true pedigree and top class.
Martin: While a number of golf courses 
have closed in the past few years, new 
courses are springing up
everywhere. And renovation is in high-
gear. New course development focus 
has been on the sand-based courses in 
remote locations. However, par 3 courses, 
putting and chipping courses, nine-hole 
courses, reversible courses, and a host of 
unique facilities have been developed to 
accommodate changing expectations and 
desires toward the game.The changes 
of the last 30 years have yielded a few 
insights about what is coming.
 1. Golf is better on sand. Golfers are 
learning that and discerning golfers are 
seeking facilities with firmer and faster 
conditions.
 2. Younger golfers want flexibility in 
how they consume the game – including 
price, payment options, availability, 
accessibility, protocols, and authenticity.
 3. Golfers of all ages and abilities will 
demand flexibility and options for play.
Esler: I do see a lot more variety 

in what defines a round of golf or a 
“golf experience;” par-3 courses, 
putting courses, even simulators. Not 
just 18 hole rounds. Golf operators 
and developers are increasingly 
embracing the “Fun, Food, Beverage 
& Bands(music and entertainment)” 
connections with golf, over golf’s more 
formal persona.
Jacobson: I see the landscape of golf 
course architecture continuing with a 
significant amount of existing golf course 
renovation and restoration. In addition, 

I see existing courses being repurposed 
and/or providing a multi-functional use 
such as golf course amenity/stormwater 
management facility. A brief cursory 
review of the PGA and LPGA scoreboard 
this weekend will give golfers a clear 
understanding of the international 
reach that golf has and will continue 
to expand in the future. I believe that 
alternative/short courses will continue 
to be developed to expand the market for 
entry-level golfers. 

continued on page 28

permanent solutions and allows creative 
continuity within even tight budgets.
GC: Who do you see currently that 
can carry the torch for the next 
generation of architects?
Greg Martin: The current state of 
golf architecture has been evolving for 
20 years. Tom Doak, Bill Coore, Ben 
Crenshaw, and Gil Hanse have been 
leading the way with minimalist design 
targeting sand-based sites. What was 
once cutting-edge becomes acceptable 
and soon becomes commonplace. Some 
recent architectural influences will soon 
disappear, but sand-based golf will never 
go out of style. 
 Those architects have been around 
a while and have influenced the game 
and industry. There are many younger 
architects, like Shawn Smith at Hills, 
Forrest, Smith or Jay Blasi in California 
that are doing some great things. 
Jacobson: I don’t believe any individual 
exists that can carry the torch for the 
next generation, but I see a collective 
group of young architects that have 
the ability to utilize classic “Golden 
Age” architectural characteristics 
in course designs that respond to 
modern-day technological advances in 
golf equipment. This group of young 
architects are at the forefront of strategic 
design that is environmentally sensitive, 
sustainable, and fun to play for the 
golfing population.
Esler: I don’t see anyone in particular, 
but the profile for success is the same 
as it’s always been, but with a little 
twist. Of course, that person needs to 
be technically sound, and extremely 
creative as well as tenacious; it’s a highly 
competitive field. The twist is that it 
really helps to be able to construct or at 
least shape your own design work. That 
added skill just expands a designer’s 
opportunities to work during a period 
like now when not a lot of new courses 
are being built.
GC: Looking at the next three to 
five years, where do you see the 
landscape of golf architecture going? 
I.e International, short courses, 
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How To Be Better Informed 
About Wine

On THE  
CORKSCREWS

Stephen Hawk

First, drink more wine! Now, this isn’t 
a call for overconsumption, but rather 

for broadening your wine horizons. If you 
gravitate towards Cabernet Sauvignon, 
try some Merlots. If you like Chardonnay, 
try Pinot Grigio. If you mostly drink wines 
from the U.S., sample some from Europe. 
At a more basic level, if you usually drink 
reds, include some whites, or the other 
way around. And definitely dive into some 
Rosés! You get the idea.
 Rely on wine professionals. These 
can include salespersons at your local wine 
shop as well as sommeliers at high-end 
restaurants. Don’t be intimidated that these 
people know more about wine than you 
do. Of course they do, that’s their job. Their 
job is also to sell you something you might 
like rather than make you feel ignorant. 
Feel free to provide as much information 
as possible, like “I don’t like sweet wine.” 
“I only drink sweet wine.” “I prefer wines 
from Hungary.” (Hey, it could happen.) “I 
like the idea of organic wines, but can’t 
seem to find any.”
 And, never, never feel embarrassed 
about price. Any time you are dealing with 
a wine seller, don’t hesitate to tell them, “I 
don’t want to go above X dollars for this 
purchase.” If the seller can’t respect that, 
go elsewhere.
 Host a wine tasting party. Invite six 
to eight friends for the party. Each person 
should bring a bottle of wine made from 
the same variety, and all the bottles should 
be roughly in the same price range, which 
you can specify in the invitation, like $20 to 
$25. (If you have a wealthy friend, it can be 
amusing to have that person bring a “ringer,” 
a bottle that costs four or five times what 
was called for in the invitation. This can be a 
good way to reveal that price and quality are 
not necessarily in lock step.) When people 
arrive, wrap the bottles with just the neck 
exposed and write a number on each one. 
Give everyone a piece of paper, a pen, a 
wine glass, a glass of water, perhaps some 
bread sticks, and start tasting the wines 
one at a time. I suggest going with pours 
of no more than one or two ounces for the 
tasting session, much like you would get at 
a winery’s tasting room. 

 Follow the six esses: 
see the color of the wine, 
swirl it in your glass, smell 
it, sip a little, swish it around 
in your mouth, and then 
swallow. Taste through all 
the wines, write down your 
impressions of each one, 
and then talk about them 
as a group and hear what 
people liked and didn’t 
like. Once you’ve tasted 
all the wines, take them 
out of their wrapping, 
and next to the notes you 
made about that wine, 
write down the vintage 
year, the winery, where 
it was made, and how 
much the bottle cost. If you hold on to 
these notes, they can be the foundation 
of your wine education, a growing ability 
to remember what style of wine you like, 
along with what wineries you think make 
good wine..
 Consider an online wine club. Here 
are some examples: www.firstleaf.club; 
wineinsiders.com; www.winc.com; www.
wsjwine.com; www.goldmedalwineclub.
com. Nearly all of these clubs offer a first 
case at a loss-leader price, with the wines 
often costing about $10 per bottle. You 
will be exposed to wines and producers 
you never heard of, from all around the 
world. I think the best plan is to buy that 
first case, try the wines, and then cancel 
and move on to another club. If you do 
this, say, once every three months for a 
year, you will have tried 48 new wines and 
expanded your palate for the better. 
 Almost every U.S. winery has a club of 
their own, as well. These usually ship two 
or three bottles on a monthly or quarterly 
basis. But, I suggest you hold off on these 
until you have focused your tastes on 
what you really like. I myself have been 
a member of Cline, Clos Pegase, Keenan, 
and Truchard for years.
 There are plenty of wine courses, 
catering to every level. As a way to 
increase your wine knowledge, these can 
range from easy and nearly effortless, to a 

real commitment of both time and money. 
It all depends on what suits you. Here are 
just a few: Wine Folly; World of Wine: From 
Grape to Glass; Introduction to Wine and 
Winemaking from U. C. Davis; The Great 
Courses; and, there are thousands of 
wine-related videos on YouTube.
 Finally, there is self-education 
through reading. There is a wealth of 
resources both in print and online, such as 
at winervana.com. One of the books I rely 
on is The New Wine Lover’s Companion by 
Ron Herbst. Jon Bonné’s The New Wine 
Rules is great for demystification. Hugh 
Johnson and Jancis Robinson’s The World 
Atlas of Wine is just that, a comprehensive 
overview of wine places, terroir if you 
will. Kevin Zraly’s Windows on the World 
Complete Wine Course is highly regarded. 
And Robert Parker’s Wine Buyer’s Guide, 
although definitive, is like drinking from 
a fire hose. (Parker retired in 2019, so his 
seventh edition from 2008 is likely to be 
the last.)
 There are magazines too, of course, 
such as Wine Spectator, Wine Enthusiast, 
Decanter, and Imbibe. But frankly, these 
can be overwhelming for the casual wine 
drinker, especially the first two. I read them 
occasionally, but don’t subscribe, and find 
their numerical rating systems capricious 
and rather unhelpful.
 Drink more wine!

smhawk@winervana.com

Where one great course leads to another

It’s close to home... And, with 13 incredible courses at 
one unforgettable destination, it’s a golfing experience 

you’ll treasure. You’ll spend less time traveling and more 
time doing what you love to do... Playing tons of  golf.  
Come PLAY and STAY with us. Book your Golf  Trail 
Getaway today. Visit GolfAtLakeOfTheOzarks.com.

Situated on  166  ro l l ing ,  wooded acres ,  The

B luf fs  hosts  an  incred ib le  18  ho les  of
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Big  changes  are  coming to  The B luf fs  in

2021 !  Vis i t  our  webs i te  at

her i tageb luf fs .com/construct ion-updates  to

stay up  to  date  with  everyth ing  happening!  

(815) 467-7888 HeritageBluffs.com

Architects
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These facilities are market sensitive and can 
provide an excellent additional ancillary golf amenity for traditional golf facilities.Golf 

courses are living components within our 
environment and change over time. Therefore, 
courses that we designed 20 to 30 years ago 
need a comprehensive review of strategy vs. 
current technology, golf course infrastructure, 
functionality, and golf course feature condi-
tion. This golf course “life cycle” leads to 
the restoration and renovation of existing 
facilities that we designed in the past.
GC: Pete Dye, a true golf legend, died last 
year. Do you have any personal stories or 
thoughts that resonate with you regarding 
him?Clark: I was playing in a Pro-Am with my 
partners at ‘The Teeth of the Dog’ in the 
Dominican Republic. We reached the second 
par 3 on the front nine, which abuts the 
ocean. At the same time that we arrived at 
the green, a man fully attired in a snorkelling 
outfit appeared out of the water. He was 
an amiable, chatty sort of individual and 
one of my partners asked him if he was 
a golfer. He removed his goggles and lo 
and behold ... It was Pete Dye himself! He 
was, of course, the designer of ‘The Teeth 
of the Dog.’
Jacobsen: Our 1996 ASGCA Annual 
Meeting returned to Pinehurst, N.C. (site 
of the ASGCA inaugural meeting in 1947). 
During one of our breaks I took my wife 
and three boys on a walk through the his-
toric Village of Pinehurst and came upon 
a quintessential ice cream shop. Who was 
standing out front but Pete Dye. When 
he caught us out of the corner of his eye 
as he was indulging in an ice cream cone 
(with ice cream dripping down his arm) 
he looked like a kid who just got caught 
with his hand in the cookie jar. He said 
”whatever you do, just don’t tell Alice that 
you saw me … she would kill me.” We all 
got a good laugh!
  He was an incredible storyteller that 
a person could listen to for hours. You 
could hear the same story for the third 
time and it would be just as funny as the 
first time you heard it! Whether you are a 
fan of his designs or not, it is undeniable 
that he was incredibly creative and inno-
vative. Pete’s “outside the box” approach 
to design challenged traditional design 
methodology and inspired our profession 
to be more imaginative. A tremendous 
legacy for not only golf course architects 
but also the golfers that enjoy the courses 
that he designed around the world. 

GOLFChicagoMagazine.com
www.firstleaf.club
wineinsiders.com
www.winc.com
www.wsjwine.com
www.wsjwine.com
www.goldmedalwineclub.com
www.goldmedalwineclub.com
winervana.com
http://golfatlakeoftheozards.com
http://heritagebluffs.com
facilities.Golf

