
Having flirted with fame, Viola 
takes aim on the design market 
By MARK L E S L I E 

From arranging Jack Nicklaus' 
home gardens to designing golf 
courses in the exotic West 

Indies, Lorrie Viola has made the quan-
tum leap into golf course architecture 
that many young landscape architects 
merely dream about. Yet, after 10 years 
of working with the likes of Gary Player, 
George and Jim Fazio, and Karl Litten, 
Viola is still looking for the big break 
that will propel her into the ranks of 
"recognized" architects. 

While the number of women in her 
profession can be counted on one hand, 
Viola has great expectations. 

"I think everyone's a little leery about 
being a guinea pig by hiring me," said 
Viola, who has established L.A. Links 
Inc. in Farmington Hills, Mich. "It's 
going to take a couple of courses by 
myself to start, and more people may 
follow suit." 

It's a field she wants to remain in. "I 
always wanted to work in design. And I 
wanted to develop recreational-type 
facilities. Golf course architecture fits 
perfectly," she said. 

Increased public course development 
could open doors, she said, adding: 'The 
guys who are charging $500,000 and $1 
million [design fees] aren't going to 
really be able to get into that market. 
People can't afford that type of facility 
with those fees. So, hopefully things will 
start to pick up soon." 

A par-3 nine-holer called Northfield in 
Haverhill, Mass., opened last summer. 
And she is busy doing a lot of planning 
and feasibility studies for several 
Michigan developers, building a course 
in Penn Lake (Pa.) Golf Club, and Jolly 
Harbour Golf Club in Antiga, West 
Indies, with Litten. 

In Michigan, she said, "there's a lot of 
farmland that's inexpensive. Put up a 
little golf course and people line up down 
the road to play it. 

"We're saying, 'Here's some acreage. 
What kind of residential development 
can we get in there?' I'm working as a 
developer almost." 

• • • 

Viola feels her background sets her 
apart. She earned a landscape architecture 
degree from Michigan State University in 
1983. Nothing new there. But in 1992 she 
earned a master's degree in business 
administration from Florida Atlantic 

University, culminating seven years of part-
time study. "It made my BA more well-
rounded," she said. "Going into the 
business world, I have a better idea how to 
do marketing and management, whereas 
landscape architecture gave me no 
business background whatever." 

In between, she worked for golf course 
architect Bill Newcomb in 1983; moved 
to South Florida to work for two years 
with Nicklaus including his beloved 
gardens on his estate; worked another 
two years with George and Jim Fazio; 
then joined Player-Litten in 1987. 

Though still working occasionally with 
Litten, Viola went out on her own in 
1991. "Karl supported it. He provided 
renovation jobs he didn't want to be 
involved with," she said. 

• • • 

Viola, whose older sister Sherry, 36, 
broke into a male-dominated field as a 
physician before her, credits others with 
breaking the barrier in golf course design. 

"People like Jan Beljan [of Fazio Golf 
Course Designers, Inc.] have opened the 
door for the rest of us to say, There is no 
reason we cannot do the same things the 
male architects have been doing all these 
years,' " Viola said. "Jan's had some nice 
support from Tom Fazio and has been 
able to do a lot of things because of 
working for him. What I'm crediting is 
Tom's allowing her the same opportunity 
as the rest of the people in his company. 
If your company doesn't support you 
equally with your male counterparts, 
you'll never get anywhere." 

• • • 

Viola has no "fingerprint" trait in her 
designs. Rather, "What I've learned is, if 
you can make one hole on every project 
stand out from the rest, you can say that's 
your signature hole for that course. " 

Most important, she said, is to "meet 
your client's needs. If he is a public 
entity, certainly you can't create a golf 
course that's not playable by all levels, 
and that's not affordable to build, 
maintain and operate. 

"The fewer alterations you can do and 
still maintain a challenging golf course, 
the better. If you have wetlands, you 
have to work with and around them. A lot 
of people feel the wetlands issue is 
ridiculous and crazy and they're fighting 
against authorities. It's obvious, because 
history has shown us, there's nothing we 
can do about it. So address the 

Lorrie Viola, right, routes one of her golf courses, 
which include Northfield, above, in Haverhill, Mass. 

environmental issues up front and work 
with the environmental people." 

Viola's strong suit as a designer is her 
land-planning skills, she said, "something 
a lot of other designers don't have. And 
that is something I understand well. I 
always look at that availability in case a 
project calls for it. Basically, you have to 
consider how the developer is going to 
make his money back... whether it's 
residential, a family recreation area, or 
something else." 
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