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GOLF BUSINESS PROFILE 

From farm to 
daily fee golf course 
by David J. Slaybaugh, editor 

T h e Richton Park area, about 30 miles 
south of downtown Chicago, is much 
like other s u b u r b a n fringe a r e a s all 
over the county: half of what was 
farmland 15 y e a r s ago is now covered 
by a luminum-sided housing develop-
m e n t s a n d " n a t u r a l w o o d " c o n -
dominiums. In the middle of it all are 
two golf courses that w e r e also farm-
land 15 years ago. The land be longed 
to J o h n a n d W i l m a U r b a n , t h e n 
successful dairy owners in n e a r b y 
Chicago Hts. 

That 160 a c r e s of land was f a r m e d 
by a tenant who split the profit with 
the U r b a n s on a 50/50 basis . In 1961, 
the farm provided the U r b a n fami ly 
with a home and all of $200 in income. 
Natural ly , U r b a n says, " W e began to 
search for s o m e use which would 
return a higher profit, s ince I had no 
i l lusions about being a gent leman 
farmer . As w e walked over the eroded 
hilltops and through the low spots on 
the acreage , one of us made the com-
ment that the only thing the land was 
good for was a golf c o u r s e . " 

After pondering that c o m m e n t for 
severa l weeks , U r b a n dec ided that 
perhaps it wasn ' t such a bad idea . He 
ca l led in the Nat ional Golf Founda-
tion, and the N G F representa t ive said 
that the land was " a n a t u r a l " for a golf 
course . T h e n a golf course archi tec t 
was invited to inspect the site. He , too, 
said it was " a na tura l . " Short ly there-
af ter , a construct ion firm was asked to 
es t imate the cost of building a golf 

course there, and the owner said the 
land and location m a d e it — what 
e l s e ? — " a n a t u r a l . " 

U r b a n still had some doubts, but, 
he says, "At least w e had three exper t 
opinions , so we fel t more conf ident 
about the possibi l i ty of building a 
course . We looked over the l i terature 
we had gathered, ta lked to a lot of peo-
ple, and f inal ly dec ided to go into the 
golf bus iness . " 

It was a good decis ion. T h e semi-
pr ivate facil i ty that the U r b a n fami ly 
o p e r a t e s today had gross rece ipts of 
$ 2 9 0 , 0 0 0 f o r f i s c a l y e a r 1 9 7 7 - 7 8 , 
ending in S e p t e m b e r . T h e 18-hole 
layout averages 25,000 to 27,000 rounds 
of golf per year on a daily f ee bas is — 
which does not inc lude rounds played 
by the 125 golfers and fami l ies who 
paid for an annual m e m b e r s h i p with 
unl imited play. 

Both sides of the road 
That success didn't c o m e easi ly, how-
ever . T h e U r b a n s ' land was divided 
into a 40-acre parce l on the east s ide of 
the road and a 120-acre parcel on the 
west s ide, so they dec ided to begin by 
bui lding a 9-hole e x e c u t i v e course , a 
25-tee driving range, and an 18-hole 
min ia ture golf course on the 40-acre 
si te . 

G o l f c o u r s e a r c h i t e c t L a r r y 
P a c k a r d designed both the 40-acre 
layout and a regulat ion 18 holes on the 
other side of the road. Construct ion of 
t h e s h o r t c o u r s e w a s c o m p l e t e d : 

quickly, and the U r b a n s opened their 
first fac i l i ty in M a y 1963. 

T h e y w e r e " p l e a s e d with the oper-
ation of the fac i l i ty , " U r b a n says, and 
the 18-hole course across the road was 
opened in 1967. 

" A f t e r the 1 8 - h o l e c o u r s e w a s 
o p e n e d , " U r b a n adds, " w e found that 
play i n c r e a s e d each y e a r at a grati-
fying r a t e . " So much so, that when an 
ad jacent town of fered to buy the ex-
ecutive course , driving range, and 
miniature golf faci l i ty, the U r b a n s 
agreed. That faci l i ty is still operated 
today, direct ly across the street from 
U r b a n Hil ls Country Club, as the Park 
Forest Munic ipa l Golf Center . 

W h e n the U r b a n s o p e n e d their 18-
hole golf course , they w e r e living in a 
1 0 0 - y e a r - o l d f a r m h o u s e on t h e 
premises . T h e y made the first f loor of 
their h o m e into a c l u b h o u s e which 
could s e a t 40 p e o p l e i n s i d e a n d 
another 40 outside on the porch. T h e y 
served only beer , soda, chips, candy, 
gum, and frozen s a n d w i c h e s . The pro 
shop stocked balls, gloves, tees, and 
three sets of c lubs " l e a n i n g against a 
w a l l . " E v e n that s e e m e d too much at 
first, but as play on the course in-
creased, so did the n e e d for a larger 
c lubhouse . 

Typica l of everything John U r b a n 
does, the n e w c lubhouse was designed 
not only to a c c o m m o d a t e p r e s e n t 
needs, but also to b e e x p a n d e d at a 
future date with a m i n i m u m of ex-
pense and effort . This m e a n t locating 
plumbing, e lec t r ica l l ines , and so on 
w h e r e they could be added to without 
having to b e moved. 

T h e wood and br ick c lubhouse , 
built in 1972, measured 40 by 70 feet 
and inc luded basement storage for a 
dozen Har ley-Davidson gas-powered 
golf cars , eas i ly a c c e s s i b l e by a ramp 
leading direct ly from outside. 

Another ramp e n a b l e s suppl iers to 
back their trucks right to the base-
ment unloading a r e a and put mer-
chandise direct ly in the walk-in cooler 
and f r e e z e r . Tanks of mix and b e e r 
are also located in the b a s e m e n t , and 
the b e v e r a g e s piped upstairs via a 
mixing system. 

An addit ion to the c l u b h o u s e was 

Urban Hills golf professional Bruce Meyer p r a c t i c e s on the putting green outside 
the clubhouse. The large mulberry tree on the right was the only tree on the 
property when the course w a s built. 



completed in April 1974 and doubled 
the size of the original building. This 
doubled the capaci ty of the bar , pro-
vided a full-size pro shop for the first 
time, and inc luded a fair ly spacious 
off ice. T h e addition's b a s e m e n t was 
dug deep enough to hang four driving 
range nets above the 16 Club Car elec-
tric golf cars which are hooked to their 
Lester bat tery chargers there . 

Income and expense 
Unlike many golf courses today, Ur-
ban Hills Country Club doesn' t de-
pend heavi ly on those golf cars for in-
come. According to the c lub 's golf 
professional , B r u c e M e y e r , the cars 
average two rounds ap iece on Satur-
day and Sunday, plus a round every 
other day on weekdays . T h e i r rental 
accounts for about 7V2 percent of the 
total revenue at Urban Hills — about 
half the nat ional average for dai ly fee 
courses . Renta l fees are $6 for 9 holes, 
$11 for 18. In addition, 22 m e m b e r s 
pay $115 (for gas-powered) or 135 (for 
e lectr ic) to k e e p their own golf cars at 
the course; these are stored in garages 
along the s ides of the m a i n t e n a n c e 
building. 

Unl ike many golf course o w n e r s to-
day, John U r b a n readi ly disc losed his 
faci l i ty 's income and e x p e n s e figures. 
" P e o p l e are re luctant to talk about i t , " 
h e says, "but w e ' r e damn fools . W e 
in the golf business don't e x c h a n g e 
enough in format ion . " 

U r b a n H i l l s C o u n t r y C l u b ' s 
revenue , however , is nothing to be 
a s h a m e d of — espec ia l ly consider ing 
the negative e f fec t Chicago's " s p r i n g " 
w e a t h e r had on play this year . Income 
at U r b a n Hills in the first 6 months of 
1978 was only 73 percent of what it 
was last year . " W e real ly didn't get 
any good play until the end of M a y , " 
he expla ins . 

I n c r e a s i n g p l a y to i n c r e a s e 
r e v e n u e is the n a m e of the game at Ur-
ban Hills. " O u r thought is to get a lot 
of golfers out h e r e , " Urban says. " T o 
that end, w e ' v e gone af ter leagues : 
ladies , industr ial , and also junior 
go l f . " 

Four high schools use U r b a n Hills 
as their home course , getting as many 
as 74 junior gol fers on the course at a 
t ime. T h e y play at a reduced rate , of 
course . " W e ' r e going to get a juniors 
league going next year for s u r e , " Ur-
ban says. " W e in the golf bus iness 
have b e e n remiss about promoting 
junior golf. W e need to get students 
from dilTerent schools to play together 
on a f r iendly compet i t ive basis . 

" I f they find their way here to play 
when they 're in school , we hope they 

LEFT: Ramp next to pro shop 
leads to basement of clubhouse, 
where golf cars are stored and 
maintained. 

RIGHT: Owner John Urban at 
work in the office. Records for 

every aspect of the business a r e 
at his fingertips, giving him 

complete control over his 
operation. 

ABOVE: Left half of clubhouse, 
built in 1972, now contains bar 
and dining area. Wing on right 

was added in 1974 to provide 
more dining area, bigger pro 

shop. 

RIGHT: Part of Urban Hills'golf 
car fleet recharging in the 

basement of the clubhouse. 

ABOVE: Metal building houses 
course m a i n t e n a n c e equipment 

and supplies. Garages on the side 
are for members' personal golf 

cars. 
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wil l f ind their w a y h e r e to play w h e n 
t h e y ' r e older, too . " 

G r e e n f e e s a r e $3.50 and $6.75 on 
w e e k d a y s , $4.50 a n d $8.00 on w e e k -
e n d s a n d hol idays . T h e r e a re r e d u c e d 
f e e s for seniors , j u n i o r s , and twilight 
play . 

E x p e n s e s , U r b a n says , a r e " a b o u t 
the s a m e as i n c o m e . " About 49 per -
c e n t of e x p e n s e s is d i rec t ly at tr ibu-
t a b l e to golf c o u r s e m a i n t e n a n c e at 
U r b a n H i l l s . A b o u t 21 p e r c e n t is 
a t t r i b u t a b l e to c o u r s e m a i n t e n a n c e 
l a b o r . 

S u p e r i n t e n d e n t J a c k U r b a n , John ' s 
son and part of the o p e r a t i o n " s i n c e 
the b e g i n n i n g , " k e e p s a c r e w of f ive or 
s ix fu l l - t ime w o r k e r s and one part-
t i m e w o r k e r d u r i n g t h e s u m m e r 
m o n t h s . He e m p l o y s " a s m a n y good 
o n e s as I can hang o n t o " during the 
r e m a i n d e r of the y e a r . Jack does his 
own night water ing , his own golf c a r 
m a i n t e n a n c e , and m i n o r r e p a i r s on 
m a i n t e n a n c e e q u i p m e n t . If m a j o r 
r e p a i r s a re n e e d e d , the e q u i p m e n t is 
sent b a c k to the d e a l e r who sold it, or 
he is a s k e d to c o m e out and r e p a i r it. 

A look a r o u n d the c o u r s e and in 
the m a i n t e n a n c e b u i l d i n g r e v e a l s two 
T o r o G r e e n s m a s t e r 3 t r ip lex r iding 
m o w e r s , a n ine-gang T o r o P a r k m a s t e r 
m o w i n g tractor , a Ford tractor pul l ing 
a R o s e m a n n ine -gang unit , and a R o s e -
man f ive-gang m o w e r u s e d for rough 
and a r o u n d trees . U r b a n has t h r e e 
Ford L C G tractors in al l , o n e of w h i c h 
is a d i e s e l that h a s p r o v e n to b e " m u c h 
m o r e e c o n o m i c a l " than those with 
n o r m a l gaso l ine e n g i n e s . In addit ion, 
a n o t h e r Ford d iese l t rac tor is e q u i p -
p e d w i t h a f r o n t l o a d e r a n d a b a c k h o e . 

A M y e r s pump is u s e d for spray ing 
on t h e c o u r s e , w h i l e a C u s h m a n 
T r u c k s t e r with a D e d o e s aera tor on 
the back is "a great t imesaver . " In fact, 
U r b a n h a s begun doing a e r a t i n g for 
o t h e r g o l f c o u r s e s w i t h t h e 

C u s h m a n / D e d o e s c o m b i n a t i o n unit. 
O t h e r v e h i c l e s inc lude a F o r d F-350 
d u m p t r u c k a n d f o u r - w h e e l - d r i v e 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Scout . A D o b b i n s T u r f 
D r e s s e r h a s just b e e n p u r c h a s e d ; Jack 
U r b a n says it will s p r e a d topdress ing 
m a t e r i a l s " a l l the w a y f r o m f i n e sand 
to b l a c k d i r t . " 

U r b a n h a s o r d e r e d a n e w t r e n c h e r , 
w h i c h h e wi l l use in m o d e r n i z i n g the 
i r r igat ion sys tem during the " o f f " 
s e a s o n ( the course is a c t u a l l y open 
y e a r - r o u n d , d e s p i t e t h e C h i c a g o 
w e a t h e r ) . T h e irr igat ion s y s t e m is now 
a m a n u a l o n e , with h e a d s on tees and 
greens and every 90 feet on fairways. 
Water is col lected in a m a n - m a d e lake 
on the golf course. 

U r b a n Hi l l s Country C l u b r e p r e -
sents , in a way , an A m e r i c a n d r e a m 
c o m e t rue : a f a m i l y b u s i n e s s that has 
b e c o m e s u c c e s s f u l through t h e perser -
v e r a n c e a n d h a r d work of the p e o p l e 
in it. J a c k h e l p e d c r e a t e a f i n e golf 
c o u r s e , a n d h e k e e p s it that way , ac-
tual ly m a k i n g it b e t t e r e v e r y year . 
W i l m a o v e r s e e s the dining r o o m and 
k i tchen , but also puts in h e r t ime in 
the pro shop or the o f f i c e or w h e r e v e r 
else she 's needed. Bruce is a neph-
ew, and o n e s e n s e s that h e is an 
i n t e g r a l p a r t of the U r b a n Hi l l s 
fami ly ; h e r u n s the pro s h o p a n d gives 
lessons , but h e also knows j u s t about 
e v e r y t h i n g e l s e that goes on a n d how 
to m a n a g e it. And John U r b a n pulls 
the w h o l e thing together ; h is grasp of 
the golf b u s i n e s s and the record-
k e e p i n g a i d s he has d e v e l o p e d h a v e 
c r e a t e d m i n i - b u s i n e s s e s in t h e m -
se lves : h e s e l l s forms to o t h e r golf 
courses a n d does consul t ing work as 
w e l l . N o w h e h a s a n i d e a a b o u t 
c rea t ing a p u r c h a s i n g pool w i t h o ther 
golf c o u r s e s to buy big p i e c e s of equip-
ment that they couldn' t a f f o r d to pur-
c h a s e i n d i v i d u a l l y . . . b u t tha t ' s 
a n o t h e r s tory . • 

Urban Hills Superintendent Jack Urban about to cross bridge for golf cars; it looks 
like culvert pipe, but is actually an old railroad tank car with the ends cut off 
before being sunk in the creek. This is one of two such bridges on the course; they 
will never wash away. 

Club Car is the world's finest luxury 
golf car. Here are some of the 
reasons why: 

1. Up to 90 holes per charge (50% 
more than any major competitor). 

2. Only golf car capable of going 36 
holes for two full years on a set of 
batteries. 

3. All reinforced fiberglass body. 

4. All-aluminum frame and chassis 
(no rust). Lightest weight of any ma-
jor golf car (848 lbs.). 

5. Motor and differential drive train 
— 38% more efficient than the stan-
dard hypoid drive. 

6. Hydraulic brakes and mechanical 
hill brake (mechanical brake may be 
used as safety back-up system). 

7. Club Car reverses at only one-
half speed as a safety precaution. 

8. Tightest turning radius of all 
4-wheel golf cars. 

9. Leaf spring suspension — front 
and rear. 

10. Four-wheel design for safety, ride 
and less weight per wheel on golf 
course. 

11. Bucket seats for added comfort 
— driver's seat is fully adjustable. 

12. Full line of optional equipment 
available. 

Club Car, Inc. 
P.O. Box 4658 

Augusta, Georgia 30907 

ClubCar 
AUGUSTA, GEORGIA 




