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BY BOB LABBANCE

A n July of 1900 Ekwanok Country Club in
Manchester became Vermont’s first eighteen-
hole golf course and the championship layout

ushered in the second era of Vermont golf.

Tomato cans in a pasture had given way to

modern green construction and maintenance,

and a new standard of play. Encouraged by

the success of the first five national
championships sponsored by the fledg-
ling United States Golf Association,
thoughts turned to a state wide tourna-
ment and an organization to administer
it here in Vermont.

In 1902 Ekwanok invited all twenty-
one of Vermont’s clubs to send their
best golfers to the first Vermont
Amateur. They also organized a meet-
ing of seven key clubs and formed the
Vermont Golf Association, one of the
first such organizations in this country.
The founding members were the Mount
Anthony Club, Ekwanok, Dorset Field
Club, Rutland Golf Club, Montpelier
Country Club, and two courses that no

tournament; today’s body has taken the
responsibility for so many more pro-
grams for our state’s golfers.

From handicapping to course rat-
ings, scholarship programs to state days
the VGA reaches golfers from Newport
to Bennington from its modest
offices in Rutland. Jim Bassett
has been executive secretary
for more than a decade. “I
took over in the fall of
1983 and at that time my
job was to oversee the
tournaments, There was
the Amateur, we didn’t
have a Mid-Am yet, and
the Senior Amateur, Junior

clubs in Vermont at the turn of the cen-
tury, not all of them stayed :grounld lfong
enough to join the orgamzauonbzr;] acl::‘
by the great golf boom of the 1 5 '; the
original seven members had been
joined by only seven other clubs. Th.e
1925 membership list showed the addi-
tion of the Barre Country Club and the
Barre Golf Club, Barton, Bratl_lebc-,m‘
Hour Glass of Windsor, Mountain View
in Greensboro, and the Woodstock
Country Club. In the second half of the
decade new courses joined but others
fell by the wayside. At one point even
the Woodstock Country Club resigned.
The tradition of making the presi-
dent of the host club for the amateur
tournament the president of the
VGA led to an interesting
situation in 1928. The
tournament had been
awarded to the brand
new Burlington Country
Club, but according to
the minutes of the annual
meeting, “In February
1928. Mr. James F. Dewey

longer exist, Waubanakee in Burlington ~ Stroke Play Championship notified the members of the The officers ©
and OId Pine of St. Johnsbury. Each and Father and Son were all e Executive Committee of the
club was allowed onec member on the one day events.” Today there ~ Association that he had been but in 193
executive committee, and George B. are three times as many tour- & notified by the Burlington eled aft
Worthington of Mount Anthony was nament days, and fifty state Country Club that their course Massachu
elected the first president. days as well, in addition to was not in sufficiently good course w:
For the past ninety-three years the course slope ratings, pace of condition to justify them in would be
Vermont Golf Association has provided play ratings, GHIN handicaps, holding the Championship system h:
a wealth of services and excitement to  scholarships, and scheduling.  conmen v s there in 1928. The new 13- tures, ing
Vermont’s golfers. Today there are The job description reflects hole golf course of the | yardage,
fifty-five member clubs and nearly how much the organization past 93 ye Equinox Links Club 2l § green, |
10,000 member golfers who enjoy the itself has grown. Manchester, Vt., was suggest - £ fairway
fruits of this volunteer organization’s Despite the changes since its incep- ed for the 1928 Championship and sub- = and the
labor. In the early years the VGA was tion, the VGA has not enjoyed a mitted to the club for their approval. [ of trapg
little more than a local committee from  smooth and steady progression from its which was given unanimously. and § were g
the host club of that year’s amateur founding. While there were twenty-one Mrs. George Orvis, President of the § : USGA ‘
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Associntion for 1928.”

for MrS.

L

(
qf was called for. _

”];- The VGA ste_ppeq in }he middle of a
i very controverm‘al situation and it took
Thl.- a few years to iron out the problems,
1q;.
the

The officers of the VGA.

ginox Links Club was appointed
presidem of the Vermont State Golf

Mrs. Orvis was owner of the
Equinox Hotel at the time, and since
the hotel had' paid Walter Travis to
design the Equinox Golf Links, she was review th 3
resident of the golf club. This was a  year ang SZSF? tevfl:y
first, tO have a woman as president of a irm i
nen’s golf association, but not the last
Orvis. She would be returned
i in 1932 and 1936 wh i
as president in 15 en the  with g i
s At plaved S Einox. representatives of

As early as 1928 the VGA began
appointing committees to study the
esmblishment f)f a state-wide handicap competiti
sy BEe iously handicaps Wers petition for the Rust
established at eacih member club and it  Classic was fj
had become obvious that they did not in 1935 andlrtsi:eFr)ll?:Jei
travel wellali; Clea;ly a ten handicap pended during the war years. The com-
layer at Ekwanok was not a perfect petition was dominated by New

match fordathten handicapper ff_Om Hampshire, but Vermont often scrapped
Barton, and the state felt an equalizer out a victory when the tourney was

but in 1931 a plan was adopted, mod-

eled after a system used in
Massachusetts. The criteria to rate each
course was visionary, reflecting what
would become the basis of the Slope
system half a century later. Seven fea-
tures, including playing distance not
yardage, topography, condition of the
green, slope of the green, width of the
fairway, strength of prevailing wind,
and the character, quantity and location
of traps, bunkers and natural hazards
were all factored in. Later on, the
USGA would abandon many of these

factors and rate purely on length
before the advent (?f the )(r:urrent Sil;opc’
system. No matter what the system,
there would always be grumbling about
hand.lcaps. so the VGA
appointed a committee to

course ratings if needed.
In 1935 members of
the VGA got together
Maine and New
Har_npshire’s golf organi-
zations and initiated a

Trophy. The Tri-State

played on home turf. Such was the case
at Ekwanok in 1939, and Burlington in
1952. Win or lose, the camaraderie that
was established between the best ama-

Stephen Ostrowski

teur players of northern New England
led to life-long friendships and rival-
ries.

Vermonters also met the young man
who would become the state’s greatest
champion in 1935. Tommy Pierce of
Rutland was only sixteen when he shot
70, the lowest qualifying round record-
ed up until that time in the Vermont
Amateur. Then after winding through
days of match play, Pierce met Leslie
Mercer in the final. Mercer was also
sixteen when he won his first Amateur,
but that was now fourteen years ago.
Described by the Rutland Herald as
“the most grueling and dramatic battles

Iin 1902 Ekwanok
invited all
twenty-one of
Vermont’'s clubs to

send their best

golfers to the first

Vermont Amateur.

ever waged in the history of the 33.-year
old tournament,” Tom Pierce won with
a par on the 40th hole, and would go on
to win a total of seven Amateur titles. If
it wasn’t for the interrup-
tion of World War II he
probably would have won
more.

In 1937 the best ama-
teur golfers in the north-
east visited Ekwanok for
the New England
Amateur. Johnny
Levinson of Kennebunk,
Maine made tournament
history by being the first
player to successfully
defend his title. His oppo-
nent in the final was
Massachusetts star Eddie Lowery, who
was best known as Francis Ouimet’s
caddy when Ouimet won the US Open
twenty-four years before in 1913. After
the tournament George McKee, the
Handicap Committee Chairman wrote
“I can report now that Vermont is on
the map in golf after the successful
tournament in Manchester last week.
Vermont was the perfect host.” It was
further noted that “Golf in Vermont
received considerable publicity, a total
of 62,400 words being sent over the
wire relative to the matches.”

After the 1937 New England
Amateur was played in Vermont the
VGA came to a monumental decision
at its annual meeting. “On motion it
was voted that the VGA be on record
and notify the USGA that stymies
would not be played henceforth in the
Vermont State Tournaments.” The
stymie would not be formally abol-
ished by all of golf’s governing bodies
until 1951,

A Vermont Seniors Golf Associ-
ation, consisting of thirty-one members
was formed in 1938. Once again, the
home of the new group was Ekwanok
and there the annual championship
would be played. An art critic for the
New York Tribune, author of the liter-
ary gem; Nine Holes of Golf, and
member at Ekwanok, Mr. Royal
Cortissoz was elected the first presi-
dent.

In the late 1930s the VGA was very
concerned about a drop in participation.
Secretary George McKee wrote the fol-
lowing memo. “Sunday baseball and
week day baseball is still a serious
threat to the popularity of golf, and
with financial conditions of our clubs it
is necessary that interested golfers do
everything possible to stimulate the
playing of golf. I cannot too strongly
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about the Wr,”“n
conclusion exci e
tournament
wrote, Wi
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crowed andug_hl h\t
Patroni, Turn flna”y
still as calm o2 Way
cool as ij and 5
playin Wag
rounli"g Haicfzractis:
€
noted that “Miky
quite a bit of kied )
from the other ding
about desertip Prog
pride of a month to come £ hiy
Burlington and play.” up 4
There was a plan to make the $1
Vermont Open part of the PGA TSU(J
and Fred Corcoran, secretary of Tor
pGA was being courted by host the
Charles MacAndrew. But the f0“'0wr}ro
year they were unable to agree 0'"‘;
date, and then World War I1 i"lervf:nrl, a
The Open was staged for three y:m'
starting in 1948, but then it lay Ao
until Lake Morey Resort revived it nt
1955, The full service resort has oSt
the tournament ever since. )
Vermont golf virtually shut down ar
the start of World War II. In 1942
President Leslie Pierce sent out a ques-
onnaire to member clubs “most all of
returned with the answer in
ut h.o'ldmg‘ the tourna-
Citing tire and gas
shortages on July 18, 1942, the VGA
cancelled the Amateur, and it would not
be played again until July of 1946.
Interest in golf began to build after
% the war, and then boom in the 1950s. In
1954 Vermont Life ran a seven-page
review of Vermont’s COUTScs, penned
by Floyd James, Secretary of the VGA.
Mr. James would go on to serve the
state association and play in the state
Amateur for decades, and still gets out at
Burlington Country Club at age 90 say-
ing “I can hold up for nine pretty well.”
In 1954 the VGA initiated the
Tournament of Club Champions, an
idea whose time should come again. A
present or past club champions were
eligible to enter, and the weekend event
proved quite popular. Vermont golf had

come back once again and by the en
twenty-¢igh!
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courses in the early 1960s \'% resort
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andgm%d Simpson h

1. son has

25 a player at the Bur[issgro':‘ecil‘owlh

Club and as an officer in both the \\llrgry

and the Vermont Seniors. He describ A
noble unfjertakmg of the state golf at_%s a
D ens in the 1960s. “The thing thats
close to my heart is the Vermont G 1?
5cholarsh1p Fund. At a meeting at :;,

Burlington Country Club in 1962 lhz
Vermont Senior Golf Association set
aside $50 to go towards a permanent
account. Th!s account grew up in the
Vermont SEN10rs and we are still putting
five, six, seven thousand dollars into the
account every year. We gave away $400
{he first year to George Phinney, Ir., in
1994 we’ll give close to $32,000.”

Ten new scholarships are awarded
each year to deserving young men and
women with good grades and an inter-
est in golf. It will reward these college
bound Vermonters with $800 per
school year for four years. The account
is also funded by 2 percentage of GHIN
cards, tournament entry fees, plus the
generosity of people like you.

Both Floyd James and Ed Simpson
give each other much of the credit for
nursing this fund from birth to its
robust state, but Mr. James sqmm‘_ed it
up succinctly by saying 1 think for a
small state trying (O raise money, the
golf association has done pretty da{mn
well. We've had some good people’

At the 1967 annual meeting “John
McDonough spoke on new counce ral-
ings by yardage only. All clubs will
receive new material. This will raise

cow
of ev
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A well Tesearcy,
eﬂk on 2 ¢ bﬂ()k
ble to SP t Golf in Vermop, 199; Ouk, s
felt they must bc';l y for Verm(t)l?e duced, and for the o li:‘fq:, ﬂlg:,““-eq
ican.” Not a good idea be;:half of, and 10 ablished.live data was made a"“ilablc_nel SO, \I}r“‘
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it was the VGA w went back multiple Elsewhere in t f group has slowly Spreag Ihetrny_ T;t
the courses, then standardization of file F. Ray Keyser rmer Governor 0 olf is enhancing the envir, Worg the
times to insure ﬁ:—; regard 10 weather, 1;;15 committee. A f;ughl his leglslatwg cg]ualit y of life and the state’ :‘n'lrn‘ 11-?1
i . . & Q|
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acls 0 VGA walChed the b about the eco : o to the 5 dul‘ﬁ for plcklng [he preside r()QE.
As the . tortured by yas bringing iled and ascend nt W
roject be nd golf ¥ has preva changed to an C1CY throy,, Vay
fello RSl e O uicide  Thankfully reason ken free from a ffices, and then g y,,_gh the
Vermont's regulatol dering pesticide truction has broke 1980s. other offices, Syea .
heard the state consicer ostly and  golf cons t lasted most of the before service on the €X-officj, boa
islation that would be ¢ ey regression tha ick Kennedy of Bllrlington 0arg
legislati If industry, they Patri S o
detrimental to the go rent president and represents y, e -
nization’s long hcrltglg_c wel], K°nn§§‘
has been the unofficia] historian fy
GO ars, and as an author of twg Othm
(N N J ye or
You a books on golf patents he hag bEen
IRTY WORK researching the hlsmlry (l))fl'lhc'“3 s
’ Amateur for eventual puy ICation,
WE’LL DO THE D Probably the oddest finish to
Amateur that Kennedy w1ll_d0cum3m
occurred in 1971, Todd Plimptoy, of
Crown Point and Bi]] Sebask of
Rutland were even up after the scheq. |
uled thirty-six hole final matct, On the |
first playoff hole Plimpton nailed his|
drive down the middle, while Sebaskyj
hooked one into the trc?s. After al
search turned up his ball ip a pile of
leaves at the base of g tree, Sebasky
played a remarkable recovery shot out
into the fairway. As the crowq cheereq,
Premo Ratti, president of the VGA Wag
informed of an unfortunate turn of
events. [ hate to make thig announce-
ment,” he told the large gallery, “but it

has been discovered that Billy hit the
wrong ball and automa
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tically loses the
hole. The match jg over and Todd
. . Plimpton is the champion.” A retury
* Golf Course Construction « Septic Systems trip to the tree showeq the correct bal]
* Foundations e Water & Power Lines still nestled in the weeds, while anothe;

. ball had been launched back into play.
® BRoail Constructlon In the trye Spirit of the game

We will handle qif Your excavating needs, | Seusky acepe

s fate, “It’s Just ong
ngs,” he said, anc
ompliment the new
one hell of a golfer

of those freaky thi
then he turned tg ¢
champion, “You are
You never missed g

shot all day.”

e honorable tradition of golf j;
what the Vermont Go)¢ Association
Rrermcic all about, For ninety-three years it ha
w provndc_ed for Vermony’s golfers whils
. . Protecting apq upholding the rules an
ngsbury COHStI’UCtIOh CO., Inc. codes of this venerable game. With th
P.0. Box 1476, Waitsfield, v 05673 \h;(c)}&tztl o hlel:lm', e mhfhc ey
1S will sail smogt into th
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