
Holiday golf in the Midwest may be 
dominated by resorts in Michigan, 

Wisconsin, and Minnesota, but in recent 
years one getaway has put the region’s 
southerly reaches back on the radar 
screen—French Lick Resort in hilly 
southern Indiana. With its two grande 
dame hotels, attending casino, and 63 holes 
of golf, the property has announced itself in 
a big way since being transformed by the 
late Indiana billionaire William Cook and 
the Cook Group. Having taken its moniker 
from the strangely named town that might 
otherwise be a depressed rural backwater, 
this unlikely retreat makes an immediate 
impression with its grandeur. Factoring 
in history, it resembles a pair of other 
classic resorts—West Virginia’s Greenbrier 
and The Homestead in Virginia. Like 
them, French Lick Resort has a rich spa 
tradition and everything else you need for 
a satisfying retreat that seduces guests into  

its rhythms. One quickly learns it is not 
priced for the locals. French Lick, a member 
of the Preferred Golf Club, even boasts as 
its star attraction a golf course that has an 
audaciously high $350 green fee and gets 
almost no play except from high rollers. 

Before the rebirth of the resort, the 
community was best known as the home of 
basketball legend Larry Bird, who put the 
town on the map when he dubbed himself 
“the hick from French Lick.” Yet, once 
upon a time, French Lick was anything but 
“Hicksville.” Early in the 20th century, it was 
the tourist mecca of the Midwest. The two 
grande dames that comprise the current 
resort, the French Lick Springs Hotel and the 
West Baden Springs Hotel, were rivals back 
then. Located a mile apart, each touted the 
beneficial properties of the mineral-laden 
local springs that had lured health-seekers 
to the area since the mid-1800s. After first 
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winning over the fashionable 
crowd, French Lick became a 
renowned retreat for celebrities, 
politicians, and eventually 
gamblers and gangsters like Al 
Capone. By the 1920s, a number 
of illegal casinos had sprung up 
in town. Golf was also integral 
to the French Lick experience, 
and in 1924 French Lick’s Donald 
Ross-designed eighteen hosted 
the PGA Championship. Most 
guests, however, came for “the 
waters.” While guests in residence 
followed a regimen of drinking 
from and bathing in the curative 
spring waters, each resort 
marketed its own trademark 
product: Pluto Water (billed as 
“America’s Laxative,” with the 
slogan, “When Nature won’t, 
Pluto will”) at the French Lick and 
Sprudel Water at the West Baden.  

The stock market crash dealt the town and the resorts a severe 
body blow, and by 1932 the West Baden Springs Hotel had closed 
its doors. Although the French Lick Springs Hotel hung on, the 
town fell out of favor and French Lick suffered a long period of 
decline. Eventually, most of the spring wells were cemented over. 

French Lick’s revival gained traction when William Cook, a 
philanthropist who made his fortune in medical products, pledged 
millions to restore the West Baden Springs Hotel. The work was 
simply marvelous. The Cook Group ultimately purchased the 
French Lick Springs Hotel and renovated that as well. When the 
combined resort opened in 2006, licensed casino gaming helped 
pave the way for French Lick’s recovery. Top-notch golf also raised 
the resort’s reputation, attracted well-heeled guests, and gave high 
rollers something to do away from the gaming tables. The resort 
renovated the Donald Ross Course (formerly known as the Hill 
Course) and debuted the spectacular Pete Dye Course in 2009. 

Once you arrive, everything is a snap. In addition to very fine 
golf, French Lick Resort keeps guests busy with horseback riding, 
indoor tennis, fancy spas, decent dining, and a casino. The French 
Lick experience is all about the resort, for there’s nothing to the 
town and little of note in the surroundings. You shouldn’t come 
here if you seek shopping or nightlife. 

Although French Lick boosters like to point out that their resort 
hamlet is centrally located within three of hours of Cincinnati, 
3.5 hours of St. Louis and Nashville, four hours of Columbus, 
and five hours of Chicago, it’s not the easiest place to get to. If 
flying commercially, your best bets are Louisville (SDF), about an 
hour and a half away, and Indianapolis (IND), a good two hours 
away. Those with access to private aircraft fare much better, as the 

French Lick Airport (FRH), just three miles southwest of town, 
has a 5,500 foot runway.  

The Pete Dye Course (Rating: A-), located at the summit of 
Indiana’s second tallest peak (at 950 feet of elevation, you may not 
think you’re in Indiana), is a couple of miles from the resort hotels. 
When he commissioned Pete Dye to build this course, Bill Cook 
opened up his check book to the tune of a reputed $28 million. 
The result is a gorgeous, expansive, windswept layout that Dye 
hopes will one day host the PGA Championship. Since opening in 
2009, the course has compiled an impressive tournament résumé. 
In 2010 it staged the National Club Pro Championships and is 
currently the venue for an annual Senior LPGA event. In 2015, it 
will host the US Senior Open Championship.

A plaque in front of the clubhouse quotes Pete Dye: “The ardent 
golfer would play Mount Everest if somebody would put a flagstick 
at the top…golf is not a fair game, so why build a fair golf course.” 
Both of these statements are quickly borne out at French Lick. 
While a far cry from Everest, French Lick’s site was more severe 
than any the Marquis de Sod had ever tackled. Thanks to clear 
cutting of trees and massive earth moving, the designer created a 
layout that is stunningly attractive, thrilling to play, and, of course, 
brutally difficult. The holes play along ridges. The use of different 
grasses (bentgrass fairways and fescue rough) adds definition and 
enhances the aesthetics. By elevating tees, fairways, and greens, he 
showcased the surrounding valleys and hills of Hoosier National 
Forest. One a clear day the vistas extend over 40 miles. Even as 
Dye beats you up, you’ll be reaching for your camera.

Shots missed to the left often incur a heavy penalty on the Pete dye Course
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Pete Dye seemed intent on 
enhancing his already diabolical 
reputation at French Lick. Narrow 
fairways, steep falloffs to ravines, 
small greens, thick rough, uneven 
lies, some blind or semi-blind 
shots, extreme length (the course 
can play over 8,000 yards), and 
frequent strong winds on the 
exposed playing field confound 
even the most skilled of players. 
All manner of bunkers—from 
large swathes of sand that extend 
100 yards to the most devilish 
tiny pots—dot the course. The 
most visually arresting and 
creative traps are the “volcano 
bunkers” (yes, they look like little 
mountains) that dramatically line 
the 2nd hole. 

Upon meeting your forecaddie, 
the first stop is French Lick’s expansive practice range. Once 
the game is underway, six judiciously spaced sets of tee markers 
ensure everyone has a fighting chance. When played from the 
proper markers, forced carries are quite manageable. Although 
the front nine plays more severely than the back nine, the 
entire round presents relentless challenge. We loved the variety 
of holes and the look of the course. Dye situated his greens 
for maximum effect—the par four 12th features a view to the 
horizon line. As is often the case on Dye’s designs, the par threes 
stand out. The 208-yard 13th features a Redan-like green, while 
the 16th tops out at a whopping 301 yards with a lake running 
down the right side from tee to green. The rousing home hole, 
a seemingly endless (447 to 657 yards) sweeping dogleg left par 
five, offers one last falloff to a grassy ravine. Though bunkers 
on the right make the fairway look deceptively narrow, the real 
danger is the falloff to a deep grassy ravine if you cut the corner 
or lose your shot to the left. 

An eye-popping green fee of $350, plus mandatory forecaddie 
($30 per player plus gratuity) ensures that play is sparse. (Our 
forecaddie, Brian, was excellent.) On a slow day you may well 
have this immaculately groomed track all to yourself. An 
average day here is 20 rounds, a good day 40. Last year, the 
resort ended its policy of requiring players to be registered 
resort guests. We should also note that the green fee is a day 
rate. If you want to go around again, you need only pay the 
forecaddie fee and gratuity. After the round, you will want to 
enjoy drinks and lunch in the cozy clubhouse dining room or 
outside on the terrace. You’ll never get tired of the view.  

The Donald Ross Course (Rating: B+), located four miles south 
of town, is much more affordably priced and heavily played 
than the Pete Dye Course. The layout, originally known as the 

Hill Course, is a vintage gem that was updated in 2006. In 1924 
it hosted the PGA Championship (Walter Hagen defeated Jim 
Barnes, 2-up) and in the late 1950s the LPGA played an event 
here (Louise Suggs and Mickey Wright were among the notable 
winners). Though the layout had remained mostly true to Ross’s 
original design since opening in 1920, Ross connoisseurs have 
rejoiced over Donald Ross Society head Mike Fay’s restoration 
and the dramatic upgrade in turf conditions. The course, which 
is free of housing, plays like a step back in time with its natural 
look and classic push-up greens. 

When Hagen won here he said Ross had created “a course 
where all eighteen holes are uphill.” Although that isn’t true, 
almost every hole features an approach to an elevated green. 
Ross, who spent considerable time on-site, reveled in the 
“exceptional terrain into which the greens and bunkers fit 
naturally.” Woodlands frame the perimeter but the rolling 
playing field itself has very few trees. Though tall heather 
lurks beyond the rough, the wide playing corridors give even 
wayward ball-strikers courage. Just remember to club up on 
approach shots, especially on the par threes. Three of the four 
one-shotters on this par-70 test tip out at over 240 yards and 
play steadily uphill; two of them (the 6th and 13th) also head 
into the prevailing wind.

Ultimately, it’s the greens that make the course memorable. The 
bentgrass putting surfaces tilt from back to front, feature strong 
contours, and slip away at the edges. In Ross’s day they rolled 
at 5 or 6 on the Stimpmeter; now they get up to 9 or 10. The 
most notorious green is the 8th, the only dogleg hole on the 
course. There’s about a seven-foot drop between the back and 
front of the putting surface—and that’s two feet less than Ross 
originally allowed for. The starter told us he saw one poor soul 
eight-putt this green during a US Open qualifier.  

french lick’s hilly donald ross Course hosted the 1924 PgA Championship
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Like so many Golden Age courses, greens and 
tees are close together. Be alert for stray shots. 
We should also mention that the 9th hole 
plays across the entrance road. Many a tee 
ball finds the parking lot or bag drop area. It’s 
also common for cars entering and exiting the 
facility to get hit.

There’s no practice ground here, just a putting 
green. Golf carts come equipped with a 
rudimentary GPS that gives distances to the back, 
middle, and front of the green. The clubhouse 
features reproductions of Ross’s original course 
diagrams. Hagen’s, the clubhouse restaurant, has 
a nice bar and decent food.

French Lick still has nine holes of its original 
Valley Links, a Tom Bendelow creation that 
dates back to 1907. The routing proceeds over 
very flat ground and doesn’t compare to the 
resort’s other offerings. Though the par-36 
layout reaches 3,492 yards, the course is best for 
juniors, novices, and families, as there are two sets of “Family” tees 
(1,111 and 1,900 yards). You will also see flagsticks for FootGolf 
somewhere in front of the real greens. Standard golf rules and 
etiquette prevail in this game played by kicking a soccer ball. The 
facility also includes a large practice ground with a driving range 
and pitching greens and practice bunkers. 

Sultan’s Run (Rating: B+), located about 25 miles southwest 
of French Lick, is also managed by the resort. Designed by Tim 
Liddy, a disciple of Pete Dye, this course rambles over the ground 
where the legendary breeding horse, Supreme Sultan, spent his 
years at stud. The terrain rolls dramatically through thick woods 
marked by ravines, streams, and lakes. The tree-lined fairways 
stand in vivid contrast to the exposed Ross and Dye courses back 
in French Lick. 

Sultan’s Run plays longer than its 6,859 yards because of all the 
hills. Most holes commence at elevated tee boxes and play down 
to the fairway before climbing to an elevated green. While the 
landing areas are inviting, awkward lies abound and penal trouble 

(trees, thick vegetation, and 
water) lurks at the margins. 
This is the case with the par 
four finishing hole. It starts 
with a significant carry over 
water, wetlands, and sand 
from a promontory tee. The 
fairway then darts back to 

the right to a green tucked hard by an impressive waterfall. This 
rousing test caps an enjoyable shot-maker’s round. Although 
drainage and turf conditions were a notch below the resort 
layouts, Sultan’s Run is still worth the drive if you seek more golf 
on your French Lick getaway.

The French Lick Resort (Rating: A-) boasts two historic grand 
hotels about a mile apart, both of which have been marvelously 
renovated. The quieter and more romantic of the two is the West 
Baden Springs Hotel. It’s hard not to marvel at the enormous 
six-story domed atrium that once was the largest free-spanning 
dome in the US. The atrium is so large and the furniture so spread 
out that you may not immediately realize how many people 
are present. Guest rooms extend around the circumference of 
the hotel. Although premium rooms face the atrium, we prefer 
chambers facing the hotel gardens; they’re a little quieter. The 
public spaces and guest rooms exude European flair. Room 
amenities include one king or two queen beds, a flat-screen 
television, mini-refrigerator, wet bar, and safe. The concierge and 
the front desk are well trained and very helpful.

The French Lick Springs Hotel is where the resort action is. If you 
plan to spend lots of time at the casino or are coming with kids, 
this is where you want to be. The hotel, which fans out in three 
large wings and connects to the casino via a walkway, dates back 
to 1901. It benefited immensely from the head-to-toe restoration 
by the Cook Group, who spared no expense in renewing its 
ornamental design features. Like the West Baden, the hotel has a 
sweeping verandah with rocking chairs. The standard rooms are 
slightly larger but a little less posh than those of the West Baden 
Springs Hotel.  

The neatest and most exclusive place to stay is the mountaintop 
Pete Dye Mansion at the Pete Dye Golf Course. You can rent the 
entire house and enjoy fabulous views and wonderful privacy.

Note also that a complimentary hotel shuttle bus constantly 
circulates throughout the resort property. 

    The resort also manages 

Sultan’s run, a tree-lined 

layout 25 miles away in 

Jasper.

s

Couples usually prefer the marvelously restored West Baden Springs Hotel

 frenCH liCk reSOrT
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The French Lick Resort (Dining Rating: B) offers something 
for everyone thanks to its multitude of dining venues. For 
elegant fine dining in the West Baden, Sinclair’s has a grand 
dining room feel with high ceilings, linen tablecloths and well-
trained servers. Several menu items are prepared tableside. The 
ultimate Sinclair’s experience is the chef ’s table set with special 
Versace dinnerware right in the kitchen. Ballard’s Bar offers 
lighter fare under the atrium dome. The ambience and people 
watching are more memorable than the food. Your best bet 
may be the hotel’s signature Bloody Mary. 

At the French Lick Springs Hotel, 1895: The Steakhouse 
features an open kitchen and views of the hotel gardens and the 
iconic gazebo. We started with the baked lobster mac n’ cheese 
and capped it with a tender prime bone-in rib-eye. One wall of 
The Power Plant Bar & Grill features the resort’s old electrical 
switchboard. This is a casual spot with mediocre pub fare. Since 
guests expect casinos to offer buffets, the hotel converted a 
ballroom into the Grand Colonnade Buffet. It’s used primarily 
for breakfast. Selections are rather limited, though you can get 
made-to-order omelets.   

We also ate at Hagen’s at the Donald Ross Course, where we 
enjoyed the Salmon BLT, and at the Pete Dye Clubhouse, 
where we had a very good burger. Seating choices include the 
deck overlooking the course or the cozy dining room of this 
converted mansion.  

In town, the French Lick Winery (Rating: B-) serves lunch to 
accompany wine tastings. We enjoyed 33 Brick Street (Rating: 
B), a sports bar/steakhouse that is the closest thing to a Larry 
Bird museum as you can find in town. Opt for the ribs and have 
a look at many of Larry Legend’s trophies.  

There’s no shortage of things to do at the resort, headlined by 
the casino and elegant spas. The Spa at French Lick is much 
larger and a little less pricey than the more tranquil Spa at 
West Baden. Treatment options include a bath in the authentic 
mineral spring waters. To minimize the water’s foul sulfur 

odor, add the “Aromatherapy” option. Both hotels have indoor 
and outdoor pools and fitness rooms. You will also find indoor 
tennis courts, basketball courts, a game room, and a bowling 
alley over at the French Lick Hotel. Walkers and mountain 
bikers will find plenty of trails. The resort stables are located 
a little beyond the West Baden Springs parking lot. Guided 
trail rides last from 45 minutes to two hours. The casino, 
which connects to the French Lick Hotel, is frequented not 
only by resort guests but also by locals from the surrounding 
countryside. Finally, to gain an appreciation of local history, 
the Indiana Landmarks Association gives fascinating tours of 
each hotel. 

French Lick Resort 
frenchlick.com; 888-936-9360; 812-936-5558 (Pete Dye Course); 
    812-936-9300 x7215 (Donald Ross Course);  
    812-482-1009 (Sultan’s Run) 
West Baden Springs Hotel 242 rooms from $249 to $700. 
French Lick Springs Hotel 443 rooms from $179 to $689. 
green fee:  Pete Dye Course, $350 plus $30 forecaddie  
  fee plus gratuity. Donald Ross Course, $90-$120.  
  Sultan’s Run $49-$65. valley Links $25. 
Aerification:  Pete Dye: late March; late September. Donald Ross:  
  early May; mid-October. Sultan’s Run: sometime in 
  early fall.

Tree-lined Sultan’s run rambles over ravine-riddled terrain
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One of the most satisfying parts of 
our mission at GOLF ODYSSEY is to 

uncover private courses that you can play. On 
a recent visit to Paramount Country Club in 
Rockland County, New York, we so enjoyed 
the golf course and facilities that we inquired 
about the possibility of GOLF ODYSSEY 
subscribers taking the club for a test run. 
Located less than an hour from midtown 
Manhattan and 10 minutes from the Tappan 
Zee Bridge, Paramount is the textbook 
definition of a sleeper. For many years it 
was obscure for a reason, but now, thanks 
to a marvelous restoration by architect Jim 
Urbina, the Paramount eighteen is once 
again true to its A.W. Tillinghast genes, 
charming and challenging players in equal 
measure. Tucked away in a mountain setting 
near the Hudson Palisades, the spacious 
layout provides a delightful escape into 
nature. This is a member’s course we could 
enjoy playing every day. The club itself has a 
fine golf learning program, good dining, and 
excellent swimming and tennis facilities. It 
is also extremely family-friendly. In recent years the club, in an 
ongoing effort to fill its membership rolls, has consciously become 
younger and more diverse. Paramount Country Club is happy to 
extend GOLF ODYSSEY subscribers an invitation to visit and play 
a round. 

Before we delve into the intricacies of the golf, a brief background 
lesson is in order. Many Met area golfers are familiar with the club 
by its former name, Dellwood Country Club. As part of a 2011 
re-branding, the club changed its name to Paramount to connect 
with its roots, which trace back to the founder and longtime 
president of Paramount Pictures, Adolph Zukor. Born in 1873, 
the legendary film mogul was a Jewish immigrant from Hungary 
who found himself excluded from the New York area’s established 
clubs due to his religion. Not one to be denied, the diminutive 
golf enthusiast acquired an estate that offered everything one 
might hope for in a country club. In 1918, Zukor purchased 300 
acres a few miles north of Nyack from A&S Department Store 
heir Abraham Lawrence. The estate, known as Mountain View 
Farm, was home to a large house, a pool, and a nine-hole layout. 
Within two years, Zukor had acquired 500 adjacent acres and 
commissioned A. W. Tillinghast to replace the property’s nine with 
an original eighteen-hole design. Tillinghast, who had already 
built Quaker Ridge and Somerset Hills, designed Mountain View 
Farm as a private estate course rather than as a championship test.  

Initially, the golf course was strictly Zukor’s personal domain, 
used to entertain his stars and starlets. During the hard times 
of the Depression, when Paramount Pictures reorganized, the 
mogul was no longer able to maintain Mountain View Farm as 
before, so he opened it up to a private club membership. Over the 
next several decades the ownership of the club changed hands a 
number of times and the playing conditions and character of the 
course declined considerably. This was due not only to the club’s 
shaky financial footing but also to meddling and modernization 
by various green committees and their architects. Robert Trent 
Jones, Sr. was one of several who put his stamp on the course with 
little consideration for the history of the layout. Thankfully, the 
club’s current owners, the Mandelbaum family, have recognized 
the value and history of the property. To broaden the club’s appeal 
and enhance the golf, the family enlisted Jim Urbina to restore 
Tillinghast’s design. Urbina’s highly acclaimed work, which won 
Golf Magazine’s restoration of the year for 2013, has given new 
zest and cachet to the club.

Although all the bones of Tillinghast’s creation were present in 2010 
when Urbina visited the club for the first time, the character of the 
original design was indiscernible. Urbina told us the restoration 
resulted in the most dramatic course transformation he has ever 
worked on. Every hole needed work. The bunkers had shrunken 
in size and taken on a generic look. The putting surfaces no longer 
bore any relation to the landforms around them. Having lost their 
edges and contours—not to mention vital pinnable areas—they 

Paramount Country Club is a private Tillinghast gem near the Tappan Zee Bridge
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had become little circles. The course seemed 
devoid of any strategy. Good players simply 
aimed for the center of the green and took a 
run at the cup on the bland greens. 

Urbina worked in stages over the span of 
three years. Old photos as well as Tillinghast’s 
original course diagrams and published 
writings on golf course architecture 
(anthologized in The Course Beautiful) 
made Urbina’s job much easier. He soon 
realized Paramount Country Club exhibited 
Tillinghast’s design principles to a “T.” From 
the 590-yard par-five 2nd, to the 135-yard 
one-shot 3rd and the 250-yard par-three 
13th, the routing includes template examples 
of everything Tillinghast insisted was integral 
to a complete and varied eighteen. It even 
finishes with a rare, rediscovered “Reef  
Hole,” a long par three with a diagonal spine 
forming a large pit hazard. 

To enhance Paramount’s visual and strategic 
appeal and highlight the splendid scenery, Urbina and the club’s 
talented young superintendent, Brian Chapin, pruned and 
removed trees to open up the canopy. They added and moved 
tee boxes and gave them an antique look. They changed the 
mowing lines and installed new irrigation. Most significantly, 
Urbina expanded the greens by about 40 percent on average.
This may seem like a startling expansion, but because of the 
scale of the landforms, the enlarged putting surfaces appear to 
be perfectly proportioned. Since they now also sport something 
much closer to their intriguing original contours, strategic 
play predicated by angles is once again integral to the game. 
Paramount really tests your approach game—with many of the 

putting surfaces characterized by dramatic back-to-front tilt, it 
is crucial to be pin high or below the hole.

We’ve played here several times since the club reopened. The 
beauty and scale of the place make an immediate impression as 
you leave the mundane trappings of suburbia for a realm that 
feels like it belongs to a bygone era. Unlike other clubs in the 
New York area where the holes are shoehorned into tight sites, 
here you never feel cramped. From promontory ridges you can 
see The Palisades, the Hudson River, and across it, even Sleepy 
Hollow Golf Club in Scarborough.

Despite its impressive scale, Paramount isn’t brutish and penal 
like Tillinghast’s championship eighteens at Bethpage Black, 

Baltusrol, and Winged Foot. The routing is 
neither overly straightforward (much subtlety 
is revealed over multiple plays) nor overly 
quirky, though the golfer’s first impression of 
the place will surely be of the latter category. 
Unfortunately, Paramount’s oddball opener 
simply doesn’t work well. Zukor Road crosses 
the fairway and interferes with the tee shot. 
Traffic is busy enough that hitting a car (golfers 
are responsible) is a real possibility. Some 
players elect to launch their tee shots over the 
road, while others play a layup of 180 to 200 
yards, leaving an approach of 180 to 200 yards 
straight uphill. The fairway climbs 60 to 70 feet 
to a blind green that slopes severely from back 
to front. It’s the course’s number one handicap 
hole, and not for all the right reasons.

Thankfully, the rest of the round is full of fun, 
challenge, and intrigue. The roll call of fine holes 
on the hillier front nine starts with the 2nd, a 

Jim urbina’s restoration has revitalized Tillinghast’s strategic design
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The game at Paramount feels like a delightful step back into a bygone era
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sweeping, downhill par five where an off-camber fairway quickly 
runs away from you—the ball’s first bounce may be forward, 
but the second will surely be sideways, killing distance. This is 
a true three-shot hole. Five, a mid-length par four, features a 
cool centerline bunker and a new bunker added on the left. The 
straightaway par-four 6th culminates with an uphill approach to a 
beautiful skyline green. Here and at the tee on 7 (converted from 
a par five to a par four in the restoration),  you gaze through a 
scenic notch for a Palisades view across the Hudson. On the back 
nine, which rambles through a valley, the one-shot 13th and 18th 
holes complete a set of memorable par threes that represent some 
of Tillinghast’s (and Urbina’s) most impressive work. 

Paramount Country Club, which is typically in better condition 
than neighboring clubs, is a par-70 that tips out at 6,748 yards 
(72.6/125). What the course lacks in distance, it makes up 
for with its greens. Paramount’s big, wickedly fast poa annua 
putting surfaces truly defend the golf course. We’ve ceased being 
surprised when we see putts on these lightning quick, back-to-
front tilted surfaces gather speed and roll right into the rough. 
Note that there’s also a pronounced mountain effect—putts break 
toward the river. Also, now that all the greens are back to their 
original sizes, the “new” Paramount blurs the distinction between 
fairways and greens. Since formal “collars” were removed in the 
restoration, the Texas wedge is a popular choice from well off the 
greens. In recent events, including qualifiers for the Metropolitan 
Amateur and US Open, only a handful of players have broken par.

Practice facilities include a recently renovated driving range 
with some 25 hitting stations, a short game area and bunker, 
and a putting green. The club’s instructional team is first-rate 
and especially good with juniors. Paramount’s amiable head pro, 
Steve Scott, famously pushed Tiger Woods to the limit in the final 
match of the 1996 US Amateur, only succumbing after 38 hard-
fought holes.

The clubhouse, one of the original buildings on the estate, is a 
pretty arts and crafts-style building that was renovated in 2010. 
Here you will find the lobby, Member Grill, Grand Ballroom, and 
outdoor terrace. The golf shop and locker rooms are housed in a 
separate building nearby. Two years ago the club built the Bistro, 
where you can get snacks and lunch. Golfers pass it at the turn 
and after the 11th hole. It’s located between the club’s swimming 
pools and tennis courts. Ten Har-Tru courts and two newly built 
hard surface courts serve a very active tennis membership. The 
club also has seven guest rooms in a member cottage. The guest 
rooms, which were refurbished just a couple of years ago, are 
comparable to nicely appointed hotel rooms. They are great for 
spending a quiet evening in the country and then stealing out for 
one last quick round at dawn the next day. 

For further information on Paramount Country Club and details 
about how you can gain access to its restored Tillinghast gem, 
please contact us at 973-564-6223 x82 or email us at travel@
golfodyssey.com. 

The lofty slope-side towns of Colorado may be known the 
world over for their prolific snow and winter sports, but we 

are hardly alone in favoring the Centennial State’s alpine resort 
villages in summer. Gorgeous scenery, crisp fresh air, abundant 
sunshine, and comfortable temperatures with low humidity just 
scratch the surface of Colorado’s summer appeal. For golfers, no 
mountain retreat has more to offer than the Vail/Beaver Creek 
area. To be sure, Aspen is more stylish and Telluride exudes 
more authentic charm, but the Vail Valley towers over its rivals 
when it comes to the quality and quantity of golf. Choices range 
from layouts that hug the valley floor to steep alpine tracks that 
showcase 100-mile vistas. The area’s most notable eighteens, the 
Tom Fazio and Greg Norman courses at Red Sky Golf Club, have 
been rated among the finest mountain layouts in the US. 

This month, we focus our lens on The Club at Cordillera and The 
Lodge & Spa at Cordillera. Located in Edwards, about 12 miles 
west of Beaver Creek, Cordillera occupies an entire mountain 
and much of the valley below. Encompassing some 6,500 acres, 
it is one of the largest resort communities in the country, though 
the resort lodging is limited to 56 guest rooms. Modeled after a 
Belgian château with a Sound of Music setting, the boutique-style 
lodge features a marquee spa. It’s an especially popular hideaway 
for couples looking for a romantic getaway and a good choice for 
buddy groups who want a lot of golf and don’t need any nightlife. 
The Club at Cordillera offers three contrasting but inspiringly 
scenic eighteens: the very good Valley and Summit courses by 
Tom Fazio and Jack Nicklaus, respectively, and the somewhat 
gimmicky but entertaining Mountain Course by Hale Irwin. 
The layouts, which each have their own clubhouses and practice 
facilities, dot distant corners of the vast property. In addition, 
the Lodge & Spa at Cordillera also has a package arrangement 
with Red Sky Golf Club, where playing access, as at the Club at 
Cordillera, is limited to guests of select area hotels. Note that it 
only takes about five minutes longer to go from the Lodge to Red 
Sky as it does from the Lodge to Cordillera’s Summit Course. 

We first visited Cordillera in the mid-1990s when the resort 
was brand new. Around the turn of the millennium, the Lodge 
basked in the publicity of being Condé Nast’s selection for “Best 
Ski Resort in the US.” Cordillera was the chic place to go in the 
Vail/Beaver area and was favored by those looking for elegance, 
pampering, and seclusion. In 2003 Cordillera found itself gaining 
publicity of a different sort when Kobe Bryant, who was staying at 
the Lodge as he awaited knee surgery, was arrested for allegedly 
committing sexual assault against a female staff member in his 
room. (The charges were later dropped.)  

Cordillera
A resort on the rebound?
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Today, the Lodge is a mixed bag. It’s still an attractive and 
romantic place, but has lost its original luster. We found the 
facilities and furnishings a little tired, and we wonder about the 
attention to detail. While the Lodge still is the most conveniently 
situated hotel to Cordillera’s impressive course lineup, access 
to the layouts is no longer an exclusive perk of those staying 
in-house. Guests of the Ritz-Carlton Bachelor Gulch, the Four 
Seasons Vail, the Park Hyatt Beach Creek, and the Sebastian 
Vail Hotel, all of which are newer high-end lodging options, 
can also play Cordillera’s eighteens.

We should note that The Lodge & Spa at Cordillera and The 
Club at Cordillera are separately owned. Never was this more 
evident than in 2011 and 2012 when the Lodge opened for 
business as usual, while the Club’s former owner decided 
to operate and maintain only the Valley golf course. Club 
members didn’t take kindly to this. Many refused to pay dues. 
The members sued the owner, the owner countersued, and The 
Club at Cordillera wound up in Chapter 11 bankruptcy. The 
situation was resolved only when it was sold at auction (one 
of the losing bidders was Donald Trump) and Troon Privé, the 
private arm of Troon Golf, took over management of the three 
eighteens. A fourth course, the 10-hole Dave Pelz-designed 
Short Course, was not part of the sale. That layout is now run by 
the golf management company of one of Cordillera’s members.  

Golf seasons are short in the Rocky Mountains. Peak season 
(as defined by the Club) runs from the end of May though 
the beginning of September, but early to mid-June is a more 
realistic date for better playing conditions. This year the 
Summit Course opened on June 6. In June and July, when 
there’s still lots of snow on the mountains, the weather is more 
variable and afternoon breezes tend to be quite strong. August 
is usually an idyllic month. Our last visit was in September and 
we enjoyed sublime weather. The fall colors are extraordinary. 

On our departure day, however, 
some rain and a cold front rolled 
in. As is often the case, partway 
back to Denver on I-70 we ran 
into a snowstorm.

We flew into and out of Denver 
International Airport (DEN), 
which is about a two-and-a-
half hour drive from the Lodge. 
For a closer option, consider 
Eagle County Regional Airport 
(EGE), located some 25 miles 
west of the Lodge. United 
has flights from Denver and 
Houston (IAH) and American 
Airlines provides daily service 
in summer from Dallas/Fort 
Worth (DFW).

Tom Fazio’s Valley Course (Rating: B+), which rambles along 
the valley floor in Edwards beside I-70, is the favorite eighteen 
among Cordillera members. This may be because it is the least 
mountainous layout (although it is far from flat), boasts an 
opulent clubhouse, and has the most predictable weather and 
longest season of the Cordillera courses. The design is varied 
and full of eye candy. Scrub vegetation and cacti bordering the 
fairways give the Valley Course the look and feel of a desert 
layout. Fazio plays some visual tricks, as occasionally the 
fairways look tiny, and his trademark aesthetic bunkers create 
intimidation off the tee. 

Five sets of tees stretch this par-71 layout from 5,017 to 7,091 
yards. The middle tees (silver) are 6,398 (69.7 par rating, 131 
slope). The two toughest holes on the front nine, the 5th and 
6th, are both long par fours. The number-one handicap 5th (335 
to 464 yards) is a steady uphill march in which an elevated and 
angled green is defended by a cascading stream, OB on the left, 
and vegetation on the right. When you reach the 7th and 8th, a 
mountain wall provides a backdrop as well as shelter from the 
wind. You may think you are in the desert of Scottsdale when 
you reach this section of the Valley Course. 

We enjoyed a fun round. Unlike Cordillera’s other two 
eighteens, here you may often find reasonably flat fairway lies. 
The greens can be extremely fast. Because the Valley Course 
remained open throughout Cordillera’s schismatic ordeal, it is 
the best conditioned of the club’s three layouts. As at the other 
courses, the clubhouse features a golf shop and a restaurant. 
Practice facilities include a range and chipping and putting 
areas. The course is closed on Tuesdays for maintenance. 

The well-groomed, Tom fazio-designed valley Course blends elements of  desert and mountain golf
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The Jack Nicklaus-designed Summit Course 
(Rating: B+), Cordillera’s most spectacular 
eighteen, commands the top of a mountain 
some 9,000 feet above sea level, making 
it one of the highest eighteens in the US. 
Because you are literally at the summit, the 
playing corridors aren’t as severely sloped as 
Cordillera’s original Mountain Course. For 
the most part, you also don’t feel like you 
are playing on tight inclines. The first three 
holes churn amidst the trees. You then enter 
a wide-open, wind-exposed, grassy meadow 
area. When you step up to the tips on the 7th, 
a par three with a tiered, false-fronted green, 
you will be at the high point on the course, 
nearly 9,500 feet above sea level. On the 8th 
hole you leave the meadow land and dart 
back into the aspen forest. The back nine is 
even more impressive. Our favorite hole, the 
12th, is a long par four. The tee shot is semi-
blind, as a rock outcropping cuts across the 
fairway. On the downhill approach, a pond and wetlands infringe 
on the front left of the green. The prudent play for many will be to 
lay up and try to get up and down for par.   

Most players take this par-72 test on at 6,665 (70.5/131) or 6,156 
yards (68.2/124). Throughout the round, you are called upon to 
execute significant forced carries off the tee. In most cases, if you 
fail to reach the fairway, you will be in native grasses so thick you 
will be fortunate to find your ball. In typical Nicklaus fashion, 
the landing areas are ample, though occasionally balls will funnel 
everything toward the center; at other times the slopes hasten balls 
toward the margins and trouble. Expect a harder time on shots 
into the greens, as Jack’s devilish bunkers help defend par. The 
greens were in pretty good shape last year and the Cordillera staff 
told us they came through the winter nicely. Keep in mind that 
you may get over 15 percent more carry distance because of the 
thin air. Good luck gauging distances accurately when elevation 
change is also a factor. 

Cordillera’s Mountain Course (Rating: B) is a 1994 Hale Irwin 
design. This course, which breaks from the gate at 8,200 feet 
above sea level but climbs to nearly 9,000 feet on the back nine, 
made a big splash when a 1997 episode of Shell’s Wonderful World 
of Golf featured a match between Colin Montgomerie and Phil 
Mickelson. Monty got the best of Lefty, 67 to 70.  

The club’s original eighteen embodies the good, the bad, and the 
ugly of mountain golf. The views are stunning, and as the sun sets 
you will see why the Ute Indians called this area “The Land of 
the Shining Mountains.” On the other hand, playing corridors are 
often tight, slopes are severe (expect a lot of stances with the ball 
well above or below your feet), bounces can be crazy, and club 
selection is a crapshoot. Wind adds an x-factor (especially early 
and late in the season). The greens are tricky, with plenty of slopes 
and rolls. It will be interesting to see how fast downhill putts roll 

this year. Last year, the greens were pretty soft, largely because the 
course wasn’t maintained in 2011 and 2012. 

On the Mountain Course the long holes tend to play downhill, 
while the shorter par fours and fives proceed uphill. It is bombs 
away on the downhillers. There’s a tricked-up quality to the game, 
as short hitters may find themselves hitting their longest ever 
drives. Big hitters may be able to drive the green on the 410-yard 
10th hole. During the Shell’s match, Phil Mickelson’s drive wound 
up over the green. 

The back nine of the Mountain Course climbs into higher terrain. 
Formerly a hardscrabble sheep and cattle ranch, this part of the 
course displays vintage farm equipment. One of the prettiest and 
tightest holes, the downhill 13th, was carved out of a grove of 
aspen trees. The back tee here is the highest point on the course. 
Seventeen, the most dramatic par three, overlooks the valley as it 
drops 150 feet to a gargantuan green. For drama of a different sort, 
take heed of the sign warning of a bear crossing on the 16th hole. 

The Short Course, a 10-hole par-three layout designed by short 
game guru Dave Pelz, is just a minute down the road from the 
Lodge. This is a great facility for working on your short game or 
for a casual twilight game. The green complexes feature plenty of 
bunkers, swales, rough, and collection areas. You will find regular 
tee boxes as well as “teeing” areas where you can hit from a variety 
of lies. Thanks to the position of the extra hole, groups can start 
on the 10th rather than wait at the 1st if another group is ahead 
of them. 

The Lodge & Spa at Cordillera (Rating: B), which suggests a 
European château, is a boutique hotel of just 56 rooms. Upon 

At over 9,000 feet elevation, the Summit Course is one of  the highest in the uS

THe CluB AT COrdillerA



July 2014 11

entering, you check in and make your way through a lobby 
adorned with hardwood floors, exposed wood and stone, a 
large fireplace, appealing art, stuffed armchairs and sofas, and a 
baby grand piano. It’s an attractive and cozy setup.  

The guest rooms extend down a long wing on all four floors of 
the building. Each room or suite is a minimum of 450 square 
feet. Our chamber was appointed with a king-size bed, a wood-
burning fireplace, a balcony, a small desk, a mini-refrigerator, 
two armchairs, and a television in an armoire. The carpet and 
chairs had seen better days, and the television was small and 
antiquated. The bathroom featured a separate shower and 
bathtub.

In its early years, outstanding service was a hallmark of the 
Lodge and butler service was offered. During our recent visit, 
the Lodge seemed understaffed. A number of little things also 
went wrong not only for us, but for other guests as well. We 
had to trudge back to the registration area immediately after 
checking in because our room keys would not work. We also 
advise taking a close look at your bill to verify that all the 
charges are correct. The $40 daily resort fee (yes, that’s correct) 
covers parking and access to the indoor and outdoor pools, hot 
tubs, and workout room at the Lodge.

Our restaurant experiences at the Lodge & Spa at Cordillera 
(Dining Rating: B-) didn’t bowl us over. Mirador, the dining 
room at the Lodge, serves breakfast, lunch, and dinner. It’s an 
appealing space decorated with Picasso prints (the restaurant 
was formerly called Picasso’s). The menu is not extensive, but last 
fall we enjoyed the butternut squash bisque and Colorado rack 
of lamb. Highlights from this year’s new summer menu include 
fried green tomatoes with truffled crab salad and arugula, and 

coriander-crusted ahi with grilled baby bok 
choy and a green chili coconut curry sauce. 

We found The Grouse on the Green, 
Cordillera’s take on an Irish pub, less 
satisfying. The restaurant is housed at the 
Short Course clubhouse. The menu features 
standard pub fare. Alas, our burgers were 
overcooked, the French fries were extremely 
salty, and the service was painfully slow. 
The restaurant is closed on Tuesdays and 
Wednesdays.

If you decide to leave the Lodge for dinner, 
head to Edwards to Juniper (Rating: A-) 
in the Riverwalk Center. The bar is lively, 
but recessed lighting and tables set with 
white linens also make it nice for a romantic 
dinner. You won’t go wrong with the blue 
corn crusted Rocky Mountain trout with 
fingerling potatoes, pancetta, and grilled 

corn salsa. Juniper has a very fine wine list. An enclosed patio 
overlooks the Eagle River. For the ultimate casual dining in 
Edwards, go to E-Town (Rating: B-) to watch a game, sling 
down some brews, and feast on pizza and burgers. Of course, 
Vail is about a half hour from the Lodge, and in that town we’re 
big fans of Sweet Basil and Terra Bistro. 

The star attraction of the Lodge remains The Spa at Cordillera. 
We had a very good customized deep tissue massage. The 
signature treatment “room” is actually outside in a gazebo. The 
Lodge also has indoor and outdoor pools, a fitness room, and 
tennis courts, though the latter are a bit forlorn. Chances are 
you will want to get outdoors to enjoy the scenery. Walking, 
hiking, and biking opportunities abound on the Cordillera 
property. Other popular activities such as horseback riding, fly 
fishing, mountain biking, jeep tours, and white water rafting 
can be arranged through the concierge or the front desk. 

The Lodge & Spa at Cordillera 
cordilleralodge.com; 800-877-3529 or 970-926-2200 
56 rooms and suites from $179 to $559.

The Club at Cordillera 
green fee:  $150 to $195 at Valley, Summit, and Mountain  
 courses. rate includes mandatory cart. Short Course:  
 $45 ($10 for optional cart).   
Maintenance closures: Mountain (Monday); Valley (Tuesday);  
 Summit (Wednesday). 
Aerification: Valley Course: Mid-August. none in-season on the  
 other courses.

The Mountain Course has bounced back under Troon Privé’s management

THe CluB AT COrdillerA
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COMing in THe MOnTHS AHeAd...

nemacolin Woodlands resort; lake Winnipesaukee golf  Club in new Hampshire;  
St. george, utah; Treasures of  london; and Princeville in kauai 

The Old Course Changes its 
Advance Reservation Policy 

If you are hoping to score a tee time on the 
Old Course at St. Andrews in 2015, you can 
mark your calendars a little more liberally 
this year. The Links Trust, which controls 
tee times on the Old Course as well as the 
New, Eden, Jubilee, Castle, and Strathtyrum 
courses, has announced a major change to 
its Advance Reservation Process. Whereas 
spaces on the Old Course tee sheet have 
heretofore been allocated on a first-come, 
first-served basis, starting in 2015 all 
Advance Reservations will be allotted 
randomly. This means you no longer have 
to be poised at your phone, fax, or computer 
at precisely 14:00 BST on a particular day 
to submit your application. Instead, the 
Links Trust has set a 20-day window for 
the submission of tee time applications. The 
Old Course application itself remains the 
same. All applications received from 10:00 
BST on Wednesday 27 August until 14:00 
BST on Monday 15 September 2014 will be 
entered in a ballot to determine the order 
of allocation. 

Be advised tee times will be harder to come 
by in 2015 on the Old Course because 
it is the site of the 144th British Open 
Championship. With the Open slated 
for July 16 to 19, the Old Course will be 
closed to public play from Saturday June 20 
through Monday July 20. The other Links 
Trust courses will be closed for varying 
intervals nearer the Open. The exception is 
the Castle Course, where play will continue 
throughout the entire period.

If you are still hoping to play the Old Course 
this year, the bad news is the Links Trust 
has announced that Advance Reservations 
through October have been fully booked. 
(At press time, a limited number of 
Advance Reservations were still available 
in November and December, but remember 
that you will be hitting from fairway mats.) 
Of course, you can still try your luck by 
entering the Ballot (which is drawn 48 hours 
in advance) or by approaching the Starter 
on the day you wish to play with the hope 
that he can slot you in with another group. 
Those who want a guaranteed tee time can 
secure one in 2014 or 2015 at premium 
rates through the Old Course Experience.

standrews.com
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Starting in 2015, all advance tee times for the Old Course at St. Andrews will be allotted by a ballot 
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Pinehurst no. 9 

Even as the eyes of the world were 
trained on its iconic, brilliantly restored 
No. 2 course for the men’s and women’s 
US Opens, Pinehurst Resort scored yet 
another coup by acquiring National Golf 
Club and dubbing it Pinehurst No. 9. This 
Jack Nicklaus-designed layout straddles 
the border of the Village of Pinehurst 
and Southern Pines, just three miles from 
the Carolina Hotel. Jack’s only Signature 
creation in the Carolina Sandhills enjoys 
a reputation as one of the hardest but 
fairest tests in the Pinehurst realm. Though 
Nicklaus penalizes poor shots severely (you 
definitely don’t want to short-side yourself 
here), he also rewards good shots. We like 
the aesthetic and strategic use of water, 
trees, and sand. About three years ago 
the club switched the putting surfaces to 
bentgrass and softened some of the green 
contours. Pinehurst’s immediate plans call 
for upgrades to course conditioning and 
the clubhouse. Although at press time it 
had yet to be added to the resort website, 
No. 9’s green fee this summer is $200.

pinehurst.com


