
Tales From The Front Nine

A Report on my Visit to
Wisconsin -s Last Golf Club

By Monroe S. Miller

Keith Wallace had made the invitation any number of
times, but I just hadn't found the time to drive down to visit
him and see his course. Or, maybe it would be better to
say I simply hadn't taken the time. Too bad, too. It was a
great visit in more ways than I'll be able to detail in this
report.

Keith was the first generation born in America of a
Scottish immigrant couple. His parents, Bill and Lorraine
Wallace, spent the last 25 years of their lives in Wiscon-
sin; Bill was the greenkeeper at the Bonnyrigg Golf Club
in the south/southeast part of Wisconsin. Keith succeeded
his father and has been the golf course superintendent at
Bonnyrigg for a number of years now.

Bonnyrigg Golf Club is an independent, quiet, out-of-
the-way and unpretentious organization. Neither Bill nor
Keith was very active in the WGCSA, adding somewhat to
the mystique. Never had one of our meetings been held
there, maintaining an aura of curiosity about the place.
Their predecessors were similar in demeanor, and both of
them had retired after a career at Bonnyrigg.

BGC wasn't a member of the WSGA, or any other
organization, for that matter. The golf pros over the years
were not PGA members, happy instead with their circum-
stances and position among the players at Bonnyrigg.

Keith Wallace dropped me a line confirming my visit,
and sent me directions to the course. "I'm directing you to
the clubhouse," he wrote, "because you'd never find the
shop."

I almost didn't find the clubhouse. Like most cautious
Midwesterners, I left plenty early - you know, in case of a
flat tire or a road detour or some other potential delay.
There is nothing worse or more rude than showing up late
for an appointment. Good thing - I got close in plenty of
time but had a devil of a time finding the clubhouse, Keith's
directions notwithstanding. Finally, I followed a car that did-
n't look like a farm vehicle, thinking it might be someone
going to play golf. My hunch was right.

The drive into the club was a good quarter mile, narrow
and old and very unimpressive. The land on either side
was pasture land, fenced with rusty steel fence posts and
barbed wire. This was as far from Magnolia Lane as you'll
get.

The drive opened into a modest parking lot; it was clean
and well striped. I pulled into an open spot in the shade,
and started to look for Keith.

The clubhouses at country clubs around the country are
fairly easy to spot. There are those, seen mainly in the
Midwest in my experience, that are immense, rambling
bright white clapboard structures. Usually they have either
green shutters or black shutters with shingles to match, big
brass doorknobs, massive red brick chimneys, and grass

lawns dappled with the feathery shade of elms or oaks.
They are easy to decorate for the holidays and different
seasons - big red bows and huge dark green wreaths at
Christmas, and tall corn shocks and pumpkins in the
autumn. The golf shop mostly is on one end of the build-
ing, and the kitchen and delivery areas are on the other.

Then there are the big brick monoliths, Tudor in style,
complete with so many rooms that they actually accom-
modate overnight guests of members and members them-
selves.

Another standard clubhouse is the style that looks like it
belongs in Spain - they have the appearance of a
hacienda, all white-washed with a red clay tile roof. They
seem out of place in the north.

So do those clubhouses that seem to have been built
for a southern plantation, complete with oversized white
columns at the entrance.

The clubhouse at Bonnyrigg is, well, a house. It is small
and looks like a typical Midwestern bungalow. In other

HE NEXT BEST THING TO RAIN!

• Complete Course Design and Installation
• turnkey or in-house installation

• Conversion of manual/hydraulic to electric

• Repair, Routine Maintenance & On-site Training

• In-house CAD Design &
CIT Data on Sprinkler Performance

• Installation & Upgrade of Pump Stations

• Answers to your "how-to ..." questions

If you have a goal, we have the leadership ...
... personalized service you can depend on,

~nomowoc ~m-=-'.ocialion

ffiigation _
12



words, it is a house, unlike those just described, which
might be houses for Rockefellers or Vanderbilts or Kohlers.

Keith drove up in a Cushman and reached out to shake
my hand. We exchanged pleasantries - he didn't have
the heavy Scottish accent of his parents - and he said,
"let's start our tour in the clubhouse."

Up the steps we went and through the door. It opened
into a large hallway. There was no receptionist or recep-
tionist's desk. A coatroom was on the right, a small office
was to the immediate left.

The dining room was open to the hall; there weren't
more than a dozen tables in it. A small bar was to the
immediate corner so as not to interrupt the view of the
golf course. Two sides of the dining area were glass,
offering great sight lines to the finishing hole and the back
nine. "There's no menu," Keith said. "You can get a ham-
burger, a steak, fried chicken, and spaghetti (that's what
they call pasta at Bonnyrigg). If you are here early, you
might be able to talk the cook into scrambling you a couple
of eggs and serving them up with a glass of milk."

Opposite the dining room, on the other side of the hall,
were the doorways to the locker rooms, both the men's
and the women's. "I don't know why they keep the
women's locker room," Keith mused. Rarely do women
play golf here, although they certainly can." The men's
locker room consisted of pale green half lockers in rows
divided by narrow wooden benches. The shower had three
shower heads, a clue to how busy Bonnyrigg usually was.
There were a couple of card tables, but no television, no
locker room attendant and no one available to shine shoes
or switch out steel spikes for soft spikes! Pretty much, you
are on your own. It was becoming obvious this small pri-
vate club existed for golf, exclusively and solely for golf.

"I'm anxious for you to meet our golf pro," Keith
enthused as we walked through the locker room to the golf
shop. "You'll like him. He was trained in Scotland, just like
my father was."

"Meet Hamish McFarlane," Keith said. I smiled,
exchanged a firm handshake and thought to myself, 'this is
how it was 50 years ago."

Jim McFarlane was wearing a white shirt and a necktie,
like some golf professionals did even when I first started a
career in golf. It was refreshing to see a pro dressed that
way, rather than in a $100 shirt, $200 slacks and God only
knows the cost of Italian shoes one might be wearing.

The golf shop mirrored the clubhouse facilities. It was
the size of a big closet. There were a few golf shirts with
the Bonnyrigg crest embroidered on the front, some wind-
breakers and umbrellas, a few hats, a good selection of
golf balls and a couple sets of handmade clubs. McFarlane
had an excellent reputation as a clubmaker. That was the
pro shop, probably because that was what the members
felt was adequate. A small caddie shack was away from
the golf shop, and a couple of golf cars were parked
against the back wall of the first tee.

"Bonnyrigg isn't a big place," Keith told me as we head-
ed out for a tour of the course. "It's typical of those cours-
es built between 75 and 100 years ago in Wisconsin.
There are about 110 acres here, but the excellent design
of the course gives it a feel of covering more acres than
that. And it has stood the test of time - very, very few
changes have been made."
. I was impressed by the condition Keith had the course
In. It didn't have that "overgroomed" look to it. The fairways

were cut at a modest height; there was no collar or inter-
mediate rough. The greens were small, somewhat undulat-
ed and grassed with what appeared from a distance to be
very healthy turf. Close inspection confirmed that.

"I don't know what our greens stimp at," Keith said as
we stood on the fourth. "It doesn't matter. The green con-
venor (green committee chair at most clubs) and his com-
mittee, the club captain (president) and I communicate reg-
ularly about this issue. Mostly, it is not an issue. They are
not trying to keep up with anyone else, so a speed number
is meaningless to them.

The sticks were plain, the flags were shaped like pen-
nants ("Tradition," Keith said.) and there was one set of
blocks on the one set of tees.

Keith's shop was neat as a pin, the equipment inventory
fully adequate and current, and the crew was done by
noon most days.

"When you get down to it, this is a golf club," Keith
offered as we made the final turn back to the clubhouse.
There aren't many like us left. We don't have a single golf
outing or tournament a year. Not one. There are no wed-
dings or birthday parties or theme parties or any other
social event. You can get a bite to eat and something to
wash it down with, but not much more than that. And
there is no Muzak in the building; it is really quiet!

"Players are loathe, almost forbidden to talk about busi-
ness deals or the stock market. They play golf and talk
about the game. It is a golf club. Period.

(Continued on page 15)
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(Continued from page 13)
"There is no swimming pool, no tennis courts, no

halfway house, no paddle tennis. What there is, is decent
and undistracted golf.

"Hamish doesn't take tee times. If you want to play, you
just show up. And mostly, all the guys walk when they
play. Or, if you want some solitude and would like to play
alone, you can. All you have to do is say so.

"And although I tell everybody Bonnyrigg is a golf club,
it is in one way a country club because we truly are in the
rolling hills of rural Wisconsin. We are in the country, but
close enough to metropolitan areas that we have mem-
bers from all them. But if you want to play Bonnyrigg, you
have to make some effort to get here because it is some
distance from everywhere."

I thanked Keith for his hospitality as we shook hands
again. I started my truck, backed up and headed out the
driveway on my way home.

On the trip back I thought about what made Bonnyrigg
different from most other private clubs - and "different" is
the correct word. Not better, not worse. Just different.

And the biggest difference was one of conspicuous-
ness. Bonnyrigg has golf and pretty much only golf. Little
else matters. Conspicuous consumption doesn't exist, by
the choice of the members. They are independent, com-
fortable with what they are doing and belong to Bonnyrigg
just to play golf, kind of the old fashioned way. It is locat-
ed in a difficult to find place, it chooses members carefully
and is debt free. In the world of golf today, it is an unusual
organ ization.

In Wisconsin, it is our last real golf club. ~
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