No

applies to golfers and their
golf courses. Our weekend
forays down to our clubs are a com-
forting, unchanging routine. We play
with friendly foes who report any
downward movement in our handi-
caps before we have a chance to hide
the evidence. The ever-gracious club
professional compliments the twitch
in our swing as a revolutionary con-
cept in golfing mechanics. The starter
knows the 9:28 foursome's unchang-
ing dialogue of verbal sparring that is

“T here’s no place like home”
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The newly expanded St. Johnsbury

takes its place in the upper echelon o
by Mike Havsel-Shearer

more important than their practice
swings for setting the round in
motion. And of course, we all expect
a member’s bounce whenever the
ball, perchance, strays from the
preferred line. But part of golf's plea-
sure is to venture occasionally into
the unfamiliar.

[enjoy stumbling and bumbling
along for those rare and serendipi-
tous finds. I relish the unexpected
good fortune of finding a club where
the emphasis is on the golf, and the
friendly atmosphere oozing through-

Country Club
f Vermont Golf

Stephanie Wolff

Life-long member Jim Havers designed the new nine in avsociation with Geoffrey Cornish.

out the club makes me feel just like I
am home. St. Johnsbury is just such
a place. The members are kind hosts
and warmly welcome visitors. You'll
find members who are proud of their
course and eager to hear that the goll
experience was a challenge,

Last year there was a decided dif-
ference to the course that rests on the
border between New Hampshire and
Vermont. After many years of plan-
ning, St.Johnsbury opened nine ad-
ditional holes that blend naturally
with the old. Though the new nine

increase the number of golfers trying
to beat Colonel Bogey, there are
some drawbacks, too. No longer will
there be a second chance to stroke a
perfect iron and land on the postage
stamp fifth green. And only once n
the round will the long hitters have a
chance to reach the long bending
over hill and dale sixth in two. But
there are new opportunities on the
back nine to boast about in the club-
house before leaving for home.
Rather than begin at the first tee
with a quick waggle or two and de-
scribe how we should play each hole,
it seems appropriate to be properly in-
troduced to this venerable club cele-
brating seventy years of play this year,
The course began enthusiastically
in 1923 with the guiding prod of Dr.
Frank Farmer, a physician in St.
Johnsbury, who saw golf for “is
medicinal purposes.” Though, curi-
ously, he was not a golfer, nor would
he ever take up golf himself! | myself
have used many excuses to Justify my
obsession with the game but the good
doctor’s advice expands the possibili.-
ties for slinging the clubs over the
shoulder. If only I could get a pre-
scription that required a daily dosage.

In the Caledonea Record, Dr.
Farmer commented, “For twenty-five
years I have been working among
you as a physician. I am now about to
make my greatest contribution to you
as a medical advisor, that of preventa-
tive medicine. I hope to see a place
where we can gather with our fami-
lies and have a health-giving play-
ground for all of us.” He had visions
of many activities, including golf,
“where we can all come and enjoy
this magnificent outdoor country
during the time we can spare.” And
what are the medicinal characteristics
of golf?

The good doctor claimed, “It’s a
case of counter- irritation. Once you
let it in, the golf infection attacks the
main life centers and all troubles be.
come negligible.” Certainly many of
us are well contaminated and only
wish we could take tablespoons, not
“tee-spoons,” of this sweet medicine.
At St. Johnsbury, Robert Tenney,
Ralph Worrell and Guy Ross are
three members who can be found
every day from mud season’s ending
until winter's beginning — golfing.

Within one month of announcing
the formation of the club, St.
Johnsbury was able to obtain the
services of Willie Park Jr. to design
and construct their course. The Park
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family 1% }\'ithoul question one of the
most distinguished families in all of
gqlf. Willie Park Sr. was a four-time
winner of the British Open, including
the inaugural tournament in 1860.
His son, Willie Park Jr., twice won
the Open, in 1887 and 1889. Park
was one of the early professionals
who participated in many of the his-
toric challenge matches of the turn of
the century. After retiring from the
competitive side of golf, Park estab-
lished himself as a course designer
and club maker. Prior to World War
I, his course work was mainly in
Great Britain where some of his more

D

well-known layouts include
Sunningdale and Wimbledon. Park
came to the United States and estab-
lished himself as a designer willing to
add spice and challenge to his
courses in America while maintaining
the traditional Scottish golf flavor. A
few of his New England courses still
exist, including Castine in Maine and
Woodway in Connecticut.

Park visited the St. Johnsbury site
in early August of 1923 and walked
the old Merrill farm with the mem-
bers, staking out the nine hole
course. Construction began immedi-
ately and by mid-September mem-
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bers itching to play were out and
about foozling to the temporary
greens. During the construction of
the course Willie, who suffered from
what we now believe to be
Alzheimer’s, could not complete the
work. His brother Mungo Park fin-
ished the nine, for which they were
paid about $2500. The dedication of
the course occurred on May 30,
1924, The front nine at St.
Johnsbury remains nearly as it was
originally designed. St. Johnsbury is
believed to be the last course Willie
Park Jr. designed. He died in his
hometown of Musselburgh, Scotland.
Just this past year the course was
extended to eighteen holes with the
completion of the second nine, de-
signed by the team of Geoffrey
Cornish and a local club member,

Vot

The condition of the back nine reflects the
hard work of Superintendent Todd Rainville.

Jim Havers. Havers, a second gener-
ation member, started as a caddie in
the early 1960s. Often he walked the
woods looking for wayward shots
and, like many of us, mentally cre-
ated his own nine and pictured his
own magnificent play. Ironically,
about the same time as young Jim
was searching for balls, Geoffrey
Cornish first visited the club. It was
not until 1990 that the membership
raised sufficient capital for the addi-
tional nine holes. One of the key
problems confronting the club was
the wetlands and their protection in
Vermont by Act 250. Working within
the guidelines of Act 250, Havers, as-
sisted by many of the members, navi-
gated their proposal through the wet-
lands review board and have
produced nine new holes that Hlow
naturally through the wetlands.

In speaking to Cornish, he com-
mented he was looking to comple-
ment the original Park design so the
the course would play as “eighteen
holes rather than two nines.” This i*
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indeed what he has d.on‘c. He has cre-
ated, to use his description, “a moun-
{ain links course.” Thc_ fairways bend
through the wooded hills and are all
roly-poly. Shot placement is at a pre-
mium rather than length. The turfis
smooth and, to use the words of
Bernard Darwin, the wordsmith of
all golf writers, “The greens are as
pearly perfect as an_?,rthmg can be in
H imperfect wqud. .
It seems foolish to describe these
holes to the reader as you sit in a
comfy chair. We all play golf from
different angles. There are some who
tack back and forth while others are
plagUEd by a ghostly cross wind that
buries every shot in the right side
rough. But as we read on, let us pre-
sume to follow the line the designers
expected us to play. At least in our
imagination we always strike it far
and sure. We shall only glance to the
side to read the description of the
hazards that plague the less fortu-
nate, who certainly do not read this
fine journal.

As one walks to the first tee, there
is a sign listing all the do’s and don't’s
of the club. The final commandment

states, “Enjoy yourself and be sure to
stop at the 19th hole.” This is fol-

lowed by, “These Rules Will Be
Enforced by The Board of
Directors.” Standing on the daunting
first tee, one is sorely tempted to skip
the match and retire directly to the
nineteenth hole. The first hole is a
mere 330 yards long but appears to
be an equal distance upward.
Perhaps Dr. Farmer has gotten his
wish in terms of suggesting the mem-
bers participate in some aerobic exer-
cise. After a ninety degree left hand
turn, the hole plays to a small green
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nestled in a hollow. Upon reaching
the green, except for those having
just returned from scaling the
Himalayas, a respite is required to
pump oxygen to the gray matter that
is all fuzzy and wobbly. Once recov-
ered, turn around and enjoy the view.

True to its distinguished heritage,
the first nine remains a classic design
of early golf. The greens are small
and even the accurate iron players
must learn to play delicate pitches to
the slick and subtle putting surfaces.
The bunkers seem perfectly natural
and positioned in all the right spots,
no matter how strong]_y we protest
our predicament. The seventh hole is
a classic par-3 in the Redan mold, a
much copied design from North
Berwick in Scotland. A large bunker
fortifying the front left intimidates
the golfer to aim right. But this cow-
ardly approach will generally result
in a worse dilemma, as the nght slope
slides rapidly away.

The ninth hole is a boost to the
golfer’s fragile ego. No matter how
frequent the tops, skittles and foozles,
all is forgotten and forgiven standing
on this tee. Those who relish viewing
their drives soar far and away are re-
warded. From an elevated tee, the
wide fairway rolls along far below.
Even if the woods, bunkers or woeful
putting have made the good doctor’s
prognosis of golf’s irritations unfortu-
nately correct, it is hard not to strike
off this tee confidently and look for-
ward to the back nine.

The back nine starts with a hole
very similar to the first, so it is wise
to follow the directors’ request and
seek refreshments before scaling the
tenth. The tenth hole climbs higher
and steeper than even the first. The
landing zone for drives, except for
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the extremely long or short, is the
parrowest point in the fairway.

Jim McDonald of Lyndm:lvxllc wag
onsible for the construction of the
his hole, over 3500

: - vards of dolomite was removed.
ELII,ELC% beware! McDonald lf:Ft more
than enough rock to send fadmg shots
ricochetting into the wo_ods. This was
McDonald’s first effort 1n course con-
struction and he is eager to do more.
Most of his construction )obs,. like jche
“Southern Connector” at the junction
of Interstate 89 and Route 7 near
Burlington, are unappreflate oy
commuters, whereas artistry with a
bulldozer is admired by golfing con-
noisseurs. :

The eleventh hole is a classic ex-
ample of how a short hole can play
long. Only 330 yards, the fairway 1s
bisected 190 yards out by marshland.
The tee shot must be played as close
as possible tti the .marsh, I\go one en-
sovs playing long 1rons or fairway
13‘3)’0(5)5 tbélagdoul'ﬁe-tiered an.d w.ell-
trapped green. But if the drive is
struck too well you'll find yourself re-
questing yet another mulligan here.

Two holes later, one finds Havers’
and Cornish's devilish doglegs. The
thirteenth doglegs right and dares the
foolhardy to cut off far too much.
Care must be taken to avoid mocking
those that cannot follow your lead and
bend the ball to the right, since the
very next hole is a sharp dogleg to the
left. Like many a Cornish creation,
the urge is to come back and make up
for all the foolish mistakes on your
first go-round. Perhaps, given the his-
torical origins of the club, a local rule
should be adopted. Mulligans shall be
called “Mungoes” to honor the co-de-
signer of the front nine.

Geoffrey Cornish started his career
designing par-3 courses and has al-
ways been at his best on the short
holes. His par-3s are never long, but
require accurate placement of a short
or medium iron to a green, with obvi-
ous trouble on one side and less ap-
parent disaster on the other. The fif-
teenth is 161 yards downhill to a very
narrow green. Off to the left is marsh
and to the right is a hillside which per-
haps may give a few members a lucky

ounce. As guests, our ball will re-
main stubbornly on the slope, leaving
an awkward stance to a green with the
marsh lurking as a catchment beyond:
_ Nearing the finish, the seventeent!
i1 a dramatic hole that descends
downward as much as the first and

the tenth holes climb skyward. If the

resp
new nine. On't

n16111]Jcrship is open to suggestions, [
ropose a wclcomc_d addition on thijs
hole would be the installation of a
stopwamh on the tee. Even if the
match is long past dormie or all the
many presses have been squandered,
this hole offers one last chance for a
rebalance of payments. The short
iron shot needed here is ideal for
challenges of longest hang time.

The eighteenth hole is designed to
bring the greediest golfers to a tragic
ending. The hole doglegs severely to
the right, but, in the Cornish decep-
e tradition, the best line is straight
away. Fools trying to cut the corner
will find themselves stymied by large
trees, with the green sitting enticingly
close by. From experience stuck mut-
tering to oneself behind these trees,
the next shot is an indifferent pitch.
Keep this in mind: the club house
porch sits just beyond the final hole.
The members will surely treat visitors
like one of their own and roast the
misguided when they enter the nine-
teenth hole.

My round over on a brisk autumn
day, I could see smoke curling up
from the clubhouse chimney. Indeed,
it seemed most appropriate to obey
the final rule and partake of the nine-
teenth hole repast. The clubhouse is a
comfortable old farmhouse with a
wonderful display of trophies and
plaques honoring the club champi-
ons. Hung from the wall was a chalk-
board with homecooked fare that I
sampled sitting by the fireplace. My
newfound friends and I bragged
about who's course was the more dif-
ficult and who had the finest and
fastest greens. A good topic for proud
members to debate.

I defended my home club'’s honor
but I must admit St. Johnsbury has
taken its place in the top echelon of
Vermont golf. Seventy years on, Dr.
Farmer's wish is still fulfilled. The St.
Johnsbury members should be some
of the healthiest in all of Vermont. I
no doubt will go back again. After all,
Dr. Farmer's medicine for my incur-
able disease is a very sweet pill to
swallow indeed.

Mike Foozle-Shearer may be from New
Hampahire, but he still knows a good golf
course when be sees it
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