
BUILDING UP MEMBERSHIPS 

PAY AS MUCH 
AS YOU PLAY 

J o h n G e r r i n g has proven t h a t an 
idea can sell. Holly Tree C C was on-
ly that in the spring of this year—it 
had no golf course, no swimming 
pool, no tennis courts and no m e m -
bers. Yet within one 48-hour period, 
Gerring and his partners convinced 
enough people of the soundness of 
the Holly Tree concept that $1.2 
million was invested in residential 
lots around the course, then under 
construction. Fifty-seven of the 76 
lots put on the marke t were gobbled 
up by Greenville golfers. 

What could cause this kind of en-
thusiasm when many country clubs 
t o d a y a r e l o s i n g m e m b e r s ? T h e 
primary reason given by many of 
the p rospec t ive Holly T r e e m e m -
bers was their faith in the kind of 
golf o p e r a t i o n tha t J o h n G e r r i n g 
could provide. Potential members 
mentioned also the low cost. An-
other reason given was the assur-
ance that Holly Tree would be in-
vitational and the fact that George 
Cobb would design the course. 

G e r r i n g ' s high r epu t a t i on with 
Greenville golfers was won through 
two separate tours , s tart ing in 1963 
as head professional of the exclu-
sive Green Valley CC in Greenville. 
A p ro fe s s iona l s ince 1958, a f t e r 
g r a d u a t i n g f r o m W a k e F o r e s t 
Col lege , Gerr ing went f rom Green 
Val ley t o M y e r s P a r k C C in 
C h a r l o t t e , t o D e e r w o o d C C in 
Jacksonville and to Norwood Hills 
C C in St . Louis, then back to Green-
ville. 

D u r i n g t h o s e y e a r s G e r r i n g 
learned how first-class clubs opera te 
and wha t ingred ien t s m a k e t h e m 
success fu l . T h e s e lessons he will 
apply to Holly Tree. 

One of those is that the club will 
be owned not by the members but 
by Holly Tree Planta t ion Corp . The 
four principal figures in the creat ion 
of H o l l y T r e e a r e G e r r i n g ; D r . 
J a m e s M c N a m a r a , a G r e e n v i l l e 
physician; J a c k Shaw, a builder and 
architect C o b b . 

The concept of Holly Tree 
CC attracted members 

through a unique pricing 
plan based on usage 
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"The ultra-rich member is not . . . the best 
revenue producing member." 

". . . couples in their 30s and 40s . . . will 
use these facilities the most." 

\ 
"I would like to try having committee men 
serve three years." 

G e r r i n g is a genera l p a r t n e r in 
the corpora t ion along with M c N a -
mara and Shaw. He also is general 
manage r of Holly Tree " and golf 
profess ional , " emphasiz ing the lat-
ter role, "because 1 want to stay in 
the golf end. Golf is my business." 

TAKING OFF 

The g roup did not conceive of the 
idea of Holly Tree until 1972, and 
on ly a n n o u n c e d t h e i r p l a n s on 
N o v e m b e r 6, 1972. 

Pr ices were m e n t i o n e d in two 
mailings. The first was sent to peo-
ple w h o had been p e r s o n a l l y 
recommended by someone known 
to at least one of the three partners . 
More names were produced by re-
sponses to the first mail ing. In all 
the names of 1,800 heads of families 
were produced. All had professed 
an interest in joining Holly Tree or 
had been r e c o m m e n d e d by some-
one who had. 

The two most fascinat ing num-
bers in those mailings were these: 
$100 dues annua l ly fo r m e m b e r -
ship and $20 a month for the use of 
the golf faci l i t ies . S o m e prospec-
tive m e m b e r s looked no f u r t h e r . 
T h o s e who did found m o r e ba r -
gains: tennis fees, $10 a month and 
s w i m m i n g , $15 a m o n t h for five 
mon ths a year. 

" T h o s e who join the club for one 
activity may use the o ther facilities 
on a pe r use b a s i s , " e x p l a i n s 
Gerr ing . " A n example would be $1 
per out ing for swimming and $2 a 
day for tennis. Golf would be $3 on 
w e e k d a y s , $5 on w e e k e n d s . F o r 
guests , golf fees are $5 and $7, re-
spectively. 

" A n o t h e r category of member-
ship is the man who pays $ 150 a year 
and has no other dues. He will be 
billed each t ime he uses a facility; 
those will be the only bills he re-
ceives other than his annual $ 150." 

T h a t par t icular membersh ip cat-
egory should appeal especially to 
people who belong to other clubs, 
but who still want access to Holly 



Tree even though they play most of 
their golf somewhere else. 

O n e m e m b e r s h i p ca t egory , 
which might wind up being called 
" s u p e r m e m b e r s h i p , " will cost 
$1,000 a year. Gerring's label for it 
is "charter membership." For that 
category, the member and every 
member of his family will get all 
their range balls free. They will have 
use of all facilities. It will even cover 
club storage, locker rental and that 
member 's share of any electric car 
usage and allow him one free guest 
each month." 

O t h e r m e m b e r s h i p ca t ego r i e s 
include juniors (ages 21 to 32) and 
sen iors (over 60), each at $50 
annually and $15 a month for golf; 
and non-resident memberships at 
$25 a year, with activities paid for on 
a per use basis. 

As Gerring sat in his office this 
spring discussing his plans, the first 
formal invitation for membership 
had not yet been extended. None-
theless, he had a file of projected 
figures, months in the preparation, 
which he describes as conservative. 

"Based on those," Gerring says, 
"we expect th ree- four ths of our 
course budget to come in through 
renewals." 

That will make each May 1 a very 

l a rge day for Hol ly Tree , pa r -
ticularly as those $1,000 checks 
from charter members arrive in the 
mail. 

It will be some time, Gerring dis-
closes, before the club knows how 
many members it will permit. He is 
determined to keep the size of the 
membership comfortable so that 
the club will not be crowded to the 
point of jeopardizing the pleasure 
of those who use it. 

Q U A L I T Y AT L O W COST 
From its inception, Gerring wanted 
a "27 hole membership" and a 27 
hole course. " I have made some 
studies," says Gerring, "and found 
out that tyou're so close to taking 
care of the same amount of play on 
27 holes as you do with 36, that 27 
seems to be what we should have. On 
27 we can give good service, have a 
super golf course and a quality staff 
at inexpensive rates." The third 
nine holes are inc luded in the 
original land plans, and they will 
find a place reserved for them when 
the times comes for them to be built, 
with very l i t t le add i t i on to the 
maintenance staff, adds Gerring. 

Gerring is certain that even at the 
club's low prices, his club can "be a 
class operation," and he is deter-

The indefatigable Gerring discusses the nine and 18 double greens with one of his new assistant professionals. 

mined that it will. 
"We'll have a guardhouse at the 

gate and there will be a guard in it ," 
he emphasizes. "Members will be 
issued stickers for their cars. We will 
have starting times for Saturdays, 
Sundays and Wednesdays. We are 
going to install a telephone f rom 
the ninth and 18th tees to the club-
house grill, so players can order their 
food while they are playing those 
holes. 

"We will designate a special table 
for quick service for those making 
the turn. We'll serve breakfast on 
Saturdays, on Sundays and on holi-
days." 

Gerring believes food should be 
served only during daylight hours, 
based on his belief t ha t mos t 
coun t ry c lub d in ing r o o m s lose 
money. Holly Tree, therefore, will 
not serve at night. Besides, as he 
points out, "There are so many fine 
restaurants in Greenville, we don' t 
want to ask ou r m e m b e r s h i p to 
subsidize a d in ing room. If the 
members want to rent the club for 
special occasions, they can arrange 
for their own caterers and pay only 
a nominal fee for its use." 

REVENUE T H R O U G H USAGE 

Gerring, whose previous responsi-
continued 
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bilities have included management, 
has given a lot of thought to which 
aspects of a club are assets to the 
member and which are liabilities, 
and he has fashioned his master 
plan for Holly Tree accordingly. 

The availability of caddies will be 
one Holly Tree feature, which 
Gerring plans to encourage by pro-
hibiting the use of pull carts until 3 
p.m. on Sa turdays and Sundays 
and possibly Wednesdays when the 
youngs t e r s a re not in schoo l . 
(Electric cars, of course, will be 
available.) Gerring plans to com-
bine a golf training program with 
his caddie program, limiting the 
caddie roster to those who are sons 
of members or residents of Holly 
Tree Plantation even if they aren't 
members. 

"1 believe our members will like 
the caddie program. It will give 
their sons a chance to earn money, 
while they are learning about golf," 
he adds. 

Gerring holds definite ideas about 
member policy making. At Holly 
Tree, "members will participate in 
the running of the club and in set-
ting policies. That is unusual for a 
corpora te c lub . " Gerring has ex-
panded that idea to avoid the con-
fusion that of ten can result when 
c o m m i t t e e m e m b e r s serve only 
one year. " I would like to try hav-
ing c o m m i t t e men serve th ree 
years," he says. 

Gerring's home is only 60 miles 
from Greenville in Union, and his 
exposure to the ways of S o u t h 
Carolina golf and golfers includes 
growing up as the son of golf 
professional A1 Gerring. He has seen 
enough to make him cautious about 
idle dreaming, but also enough to 
help him think big. 

The package for Holly Tree that 
he is designing will allow him to 
realize several of his ambi t ions . 
He has for years wanted to take 
what he describes as a "quality golf 
p r o g r a m " to the age and income 
group he visualizes as Holly Tree's 
membership. And he is convinced 
that his program can be achieved 
without sacrificing pro shop sales. 

"The people in the income levels 
and age groups who will be attracted 
to Holly Tree are the backbone of 
the game today . They have fine 
a u t o m o b i l e s , fine houses , good 

careers and they want the best in golf 
equipment and conditions." These 
are the people, comprising a large 
market, who have sizeable recrea-
tion budgets and who could make up 
a good club membership, but who 
are not anxious to lay out $3,000 or 
more at one time for a club mem-
bership. These people are invest-
ing in c o m m u n i t i e s , not jus t in 
Holly Tree Plantation, but in other 
areas of the United States, in which 
the focal point is the golf course. 

Another advantage of Gerring's 
approach to Holly Tree is his em-
phasis on a prodigious member-
ship, which increases member en-
thusiasm in tournament play. The 
more participants for thdse events, 
the more, he believes, the members 
enjoy competing. 

"The ultra-rich member is not, 
it may surprise you, the best reve-
nue producing member for a golf 
club. He has so many other things 
he can afford to do—travel to Eu-
rope, extended vacations—that he 
does not spend as much time play-
ing at his home c o u r s e as the 
younger people with less money. 

" M r . Skinner's philosophy was 
revenue through usage, and our in-
f o r m a t i o n and expe r i ence indi-
cates that couples in their 30s and 
40s are the ones who will use these 
facilities the most." 

Equipment purchases in Ger-
ring's shop can be made on the in-
stallment plan in cases where the 
price of the purchase would suggest 
it. But, he interjects, he has done 
tha t at o the r , m o r e expens ive 
clubs. 

"We will let a man buy a $300 set 
of clubs and sign 10 $30 tickets. 
Each month, one of these $30 tickets 
will be added to his bill. I might add 
that I have never yet lost a cent in 
one of those deals," he relates. 

M E R C H A N D I S I N G T O S E R V E 

THE MEMBER 

Turning to the subject of service to 
members through sales, Gerr ing 
will r e t a in many m e r c h a n d i s i n g 
ideas that have served him well at 
other courses. 

" W e will mail i n f o r m a t i o n 
regularly to our members. They like 
to hear f rom their pro s h o p , " he 
says. One holdover from the past, 
which has been particularly effec-
tive, and which Gerr ing will ob-

viously retain, is his habit of mail-
ing thank-you notes to those mem-
bers whose purchases totaled more 
than $15. The appreciation that this 
pe r sona l touch has c rea ted is 
summed up by one of Gerring's ad-
mirers: "1 bought a car for $7,000 
and didn't get a thank-you note, so it 
was nice to get one for buying a few 
golf gloves." 

Ano the r successful practice of 
l ong - s t and ing t ha t will be in-
corporated into Gerring's pro shop 
merchandis ing plan is the giving 
of baker 's dozen golf balls when a 
member buys a dozen balls. 

Al though Gerr ing dislikes the 
s a l e s m a n image , he real izes the 
necessity of making his merchan-
dise attractive. "I like to take the 
role of counse lo r r a the r t h a n 
s e l l e r , " he m a i n t a i n s . " I m a k e 
suggestions when I 'm asked, but I 
try to let my assis tants actually 
finish the sales when it's not incon-
venient." 

Although he avoids the discount-
er role, he keeps an eye out "for 
anything that stays in the shop over 
three months. Everything seems to 
depreciate after three months, and 
I've always believed that one's first 
loss will be the smallest, so we put 
things on sale that haven't moved 
well." 

The prestige and integrity of the 
pro shop, Gerring has long believed, 
is essential to creat ing that first-
c lass qual i ty he bel ieves he can 
ach ieve . T h a t in tegr i ty is c o m -
promised, he mainta ins , when it 
carries non-golfing items, such as 
watches or clock radios, solely for 
profit. Gerring has made a practice 
of opera t ing a t t rac t ive and well-
stocked pro shops that serve only 
the golfer and his needs. 

The way Gerring expresses it, the 
soundes t business p rac t i ces a re 
those that best serve the member 
and his game. 

One of his most successful, in-
volved promotions was his "Swing 
and S l i m " exerc ise golf lesson 
classes for women. (This particular 
service was cited by G O L E D O M as 
one of the 10 best ideas submitted 
for its "Buy It At the Pro Shop" 
contest O c t o b e r / N o v e m b e r issue, 
p. 34A.) He retained an instructor 
to conduct the class in light exer-
cises. After a hour on the exercises, 
"we worked on their golf swings. We 

continued on page 51 
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charged a $10 registration fee, but 
with the condition that anyone at-
tending all sessions would get a $5 
credit at the pro shop and we gave 
back the other money in prizes. 

" I t helped their golf games, their 
physical well being and it en-
couraged them to play more golf, be-
cause they were enjoying it more." 

A good youth program also is 
included in Gerring's plans to serve 
his members . He is aware tha t 
multiple benefits can result from 
cultivating youthful interest in 
golf. Not only, he says, are the chil-
dren where their parents want them 
to be, but, he adds, "A lot of adults 
start playing because their chil-
dren do." 

Teaching, also, ranks high on 
Ger r ing ' s list of services to his 
members, and because he has had 
rewarding results as a teacher, he 
intends to spend a lot of his time at 
Holly Tree teaching. 

"I 've never seen," he says with a 
smile, "a professional who was a 
good and enthusiastic teacher, lose 
his job. 

" I still believe in the old time 
va lues—cour tesy , apprec ia t ion , 
interest in your members and their 
families." 

M e m b e r s undoubted ly will 
applaud the plan to keep the course 
open seven days a week f rom 
March through October . Gerring 
simply does not think a course must 
be closed one day a week for main-
tenance. In the other months, No-
vember through February, he feels 
six days will be plenty to sat isfy 
playing appetites. 

Members will find more than golf 
at their club. The clubhouse will 
house a sauna bath and an executive 
suite. The latter will be equipped 
with a desk, telephone, note pads 
and other administrative accoutre-
ments as an added convenience for 
those members who need to con-
duct one more office chore before 
they reach the tee. 

There also will be a card room 
and a golf museum, stocked initially 
by a large number of items that peo-
ple have given Gerring over the 
years, "including about 180 hick-
ory-shafted clubs." 

The site of Holly Tree is eight 
miles outside Greenville. There are 
good access roads, and Shaw's hous-

ing development was well under 
way before the idea of the club was 
even a consideration. Dr. McNa-
mara already owned some of the 
land which will feel the spikes of 
play at Holly Tree. Part of it is on 
his former cattle farm. The group 
extended the c o r p o r a t i o n ' s land 
holdings to 935 acres before they 
made their initial announcement. 

An At l an t a f i rm already has 
bought 35 acres to build con-
dominiums, a feature the partners 
feel will add graciousness to their 
project. 

The first 18 holes, for which 
ground was broken almost during 
the initial press conference, rolls 
over 175 acres, and the land re-
served for the third nine does not 
have long to wait, it seems. 

Gerring, who normally has 24 
hour, seven day, 12 month enthus-
iasm, verbally caresses his new un-
dertaking. He talks of bentgrass 
greens, the flexible tees the way 
some men talk about their horses. 

As count-down to opening day 
began in ea rnes t , his t hough t s 
jumped so far ahead that he began 
checking off the people to whom he 
felt a great debt for helping bring 
Holly Tree to reality. 

"Jack Shaw and Dr. McNamara, 
of course. And a man who has been 
t r emendous ly he lpfu l , George 
Cobb. He has done a super job of 
giving me the benefit of things he 
has learned in constructing over 300 
other golf courses. 

"Bill Ullman, of Southern Golf 
Course Builders has been a great 
help." 

Those were immediate and be-
long to the present. His conversa-
tion then turned to his pro shop 
philosophy, which he has acquired 
working for Wade Ruffner at Bilt-
more Forrest CC, Biltmore, N.C., 
E.E. Johnson, Belle Meade CC, 
Nashvi l le , Tenn . , and Haro ld 
Sargent of Atlanta's East Lake CC. 

Those were the head profes-
sionals under whom he served his 
official apprenticeship, after hav-
ing served an unofficial apprentice-
ship under his father. 

All of them have contributed to 
Gerring's picture of the type of golf 
ope ra t i on he would like to run. 
Many professionals have had the 
same dream. What make Gerring's 
different is that his is coming alive. • 

Light Weight-One Hand 

Short 
handle, 
light 
weight. 
Golfer can 
rake trap 
while 
holding club 
in other hand 

HIGH DENSITY 
PLASTICJ/VEATHER- PROOFED 

The br ight , y e l l o w -
handled R A K E - E z e e 
Rake flags attent ion, 
reminds golfers to rake 

... trap. Stands erect on 
blunt metal point. 

Sturdy, attractive, won't 
rust, yet low in cost. Rake-Ezee 

stands erect on point, reminds golfer to 
rake trap. Fully guaranteed with tough 
plastic head. See your distributor, or 
write: j> 

For more information circle number 166 on card 

MONTEX 
GOLF CAR 

One of the best fleet golf cars on the 
market today is now available to 
golf car dealers and golf course 
owners throughout the co.untry. 

Starting from zero in 1971, in 
Florida, we almost matched our 
competition the first year and out-
sold all the golf car companies in 
our territory by better than 2 to 1 
in 1972 (list of sales available by 
written request). 

Montex Golf Car production has 
increased enough so now you can 
have this golf car on your golf 
course. Join the winner. Call 
(305-395-4414) or write for further 
information. 

Lew Montgomery, Inc. 
145 N. W. 20th Street 
Boca Raton, Florida 33432 

For more information circle number 157 on card 




