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Fraise mowing of Olde Florida GC’s fairways 
helped prep them for regrassing during a recent renovation 
at the Naples, Fla., club, a project overseen by Darren Davis, 
CGCS (bottom), who has led maintenance efforts there since 
the club opened 29 years ago. Top photo by Darren Davis/
bottom photo courtesy of EPIC Creative

Led by a former GCSAA president, venerable  
Olde Florida Golf Club undergoes the most extensive  

renovation in its 29-year history.

Lawrence Aylward

new new againagain

y now, there’s a good chance Darren 
Davis has gone fishing. !e Certi-
fied Golf Course Superintendent at 
Olde Florida Golf Club in Naples, 
Fla., has also perhaps walked on the 

beach. But for six months this year 
— from April through September — Davis basi-
cally lived at the club where he has tended turf 
for more than 29 years.

!at’s because Olde Florida underwent its 
most extensive renovation since it opened in 
1993. And Davis, who knows the course’s nu-
ances like nobody else because of his history 
there, was the person in charge of the $4.5 mil-
lion renovation, which was done primarily to 
improve playability and aesthetics. Olde Florida 
reopened Nov. 1.

“It was a long summer,” Davis, a 32-year 
GCSAA member who served as president of the 
association in 2018, said in September as the ren-
ovation was winding down.

But while the summer was long and tiring for 
Davis, it was also gratifying. 

“(!e renovation) has absolutely rejuvenated 
me,” he says.

Inside information
Davis was hired as Olde Florida’s construc-

tion superintendent in 1992 and was actively in-
volved in the course’s construction, grassing and 
grow-in. He is the only superintendent the club 
has ever had. “Managing it this long has given 

me a unique perspective on all of the course’s 
subtle intricacies,” Davis says.

!e renovation’s price tag, which also in-
cluded updating the driving range, would’ve 
been higher if not for Davis’ experience. He 
knew where he could save the club money.

Consider the bunker redo, which made up 
$890,000 of the renovation’s total price. !e 
existing sand from the front nine bunkers — 
about 149,000 square feet at an average depth 
of 6 inches — was removed, stockpiled and kept 
clean. Most of it was later used on the fourth and 
eighth fairways as well as smaller areas on the 
sixth and seventh holes to modify the soil and 
improve drainage. Davis knew exactly what to 
do with it.

While Leibold Irrigation’s construction divi-
sion was selected as builder of the project, Davis 
oversaw all material purchases to avoid the nor-
mal markups that contractors charge for secur-
ing such materials.

“!e club has confidence in me as a 29-year 
employee and a Certified Golf Course Super-
intendent, and knew I was able and willing to 
track expenditures and be accountable for them,” 
Davis says.

Regarding Leibold Irrigation, Davis says he 
selected the company because it fit his vision for 
the project. He calls Leibold a “boutique” firm 
because, he says, the company fully invests itself 
in its projects and doesn’t spread itself too thin by 
taking on too many projects at once. 

lde islde is
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Top: As a part of the bunker portion of the renova-
tions at Olde Florida, crews removed sand from the 
bunkers, and that sand was later used to modify soil 
in historically wet areas around the golf course. Photo 
courtesy of EPIC Creative

Bottom: Aside from the putting surfaces, every 
other surface at Olde Florida was regrassed during the 
renovation project. Approximately half of the 112 acres 
were sprigged (top photo), and the remaining 56 acres 
were sodded. Photos by Darren Davis

years, the bunkers had slowly lost some of 
their original shaping from normal wear 
and deterioration, especially in their fingers.

!e bunkers were also originally built 
without liners. Today, bunker liners are a 
mainstay in the industry, and there are sev-
eral bunker construction methods to choose 
from that weren’t available in 1992. After 
careful research, Davis chose Better Billy 
Bunker because he felt that company’s tech-
nique could combat South Florida’s some-
times-torrential rains and keep the bunkers 
from washing out, among other things.

“!ere have been many days in the 
summer when all of our 16 crew members 
would spend eight hours doing nothing but 
pumping water out of the bunkers and re-
raking the sand,” Davis says, noting that 
now the bunkers can withstand an inch of 
rain in an hour, and playability and aes-
thetics won’t be affected.

Tom Wildenhaus, Olde Florida’s director 
of golf, has been on the property for as long 
as Davis and says the bunkers have regained 
their contour and definition. “I remem-
ber what they looked like when the course 
opened — they just popped,” Wildenhaus 
says. “Now when I drive through the course, 
they’re popping again.”

!e turf is also popping, thanks to 
being regrassed with TifTuf bermudagrass. 

John Leibold, founder and president of 
the East Dubuque, Ill.-based outfit, says 
he was impressed with Davis’ meticulous 
approach to the project. “!e thing about 
Darren is that he plans as good as anyone. 
He does his homework ... and then some,” 
Leibold says.

Another key confidante on the project 
was golf course architect Greg Muirhead, 
the senior vice president of Rees Jones Inc., 
the firm that designed Olde Florida. Muir-
head was on the property with Davis when 
the course was built.

“We were both very young and probably 
thought we knew a lot more than we did back 
then,” Muirhead says. “But Darren has al-
ways been extremely passionate about what-
ever it is he’s involved in. !at kind of passion 
is hard to find, but he has maintained it for 
almost 30 years at Olde Florida.”

Things are ‘popping’
!e renovation touched most areas of 

the course and included a regrassing. It did 
not include a greens renovation, however 
(more on that later).

While the bunker renovation took about 
20% of the project’s total budget, Davis be-
lieves the club will get a solid return on its 
investment, especially since it’s the first time 
the bunkers have been renovated. Over the 
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Bottom: Airgronomics, a company 
that Justin Woodland owns, uses the Air2G2 
machine to relieve compaction of the soil of 
golf courses and athletic fields. Some of the 
funds he earns from those jobs are used to 
benefit industry members in need. Photo by 
Freddie Lacey

Top left: A number of industry partners stepped 
up to assist Olde Florida during the renovation, including 
Ryan, which provided sod cutters. Photos courtesy of 
EPIC Creative

Top center: Cultural practices such as drill-
and-fill aerification have been key in maintaining the 
health and quality of Olde Florida’s putting surfaces, 
which is why they were not a part of the renovation 
project.

Top right: New drainage was included in the 
renovation of bunkers, which were all constructed to the 
Better Billy Bunker system. Photos by Darren Davis

Bottom: Almost 20% of the budget for the 
renovation project at Olde Florida was dedicated to work 
on the club’s bunkers.

!e course’s tees, fairways, roughs and ap-
proaches, which were originally seeded with 
Tifway 419 bermudagrass, had been over-
run with several other varieties, including 
common bermudagrass.

“We’ve known for the last 15 years that 
we had numerous varieties of bermudagrass 
that existed on the property,” Davis says. 
“We did a good job of managing them, 
though.”

But TifTuf is a cut above. While Davis is 
impressed with the number of new bermu-
dagrass varieties that have been developed 
in the last 20 years by different universities, 
he recommended the club select TifTuf for 
several reasons, including its drought toler-
ance, upright growth habit and improved 
shade tolerance.

From a playability standpoint, Davis says 
TifTuf will win over Olde Florida’s mem-
bers. He explains that the hybrid, which 
features 27 chromosomes, grows upright 
with a fine leaf blade. “It almost looks like a 
cool-season grass, like ryegrass,” adds Davis, 
who has trialed the variety on plots at Olde 
Florida for three years. “It also recovers bet-
ter than other varieties.”

Coincidentally, Wayne Hanna, Ph.D., 
the decorated turfgrass scientist at the Uni-
versity of Georgia, began development 
on TifTuf the same year that crews broke 
ground on the construction of Olde Florida. 
Davis consulted Hanna and other agrono-
mists and university researchers about Tif-
Tuf, and they all endorsed it. Wildenhaus 
believes the club’s members will embrace 
the variety.

“As this grass matures, I think the ball 
will really sit up nicely,” he says. “!e look 
of it is wonderful.”

Growing turf to eradicate it
Before the TifTuf regrassing, Davis had 

to rid the course of all those bermudagrass 
varieties, and he knew he needed to kill 
about 99% of the previous varieties for the 
regrassing to be successful. It was a tall task, 
considering bermudagrass is difficult to kill, 
but he had several weapons at his disposal.

!e eradication began in March when 
the club was still open for play and in-
cluded three glyphosate applications about 
one month apart. Knowing that bermu-
dagrass needs to be actively growing to be 
eradicated, Davis and his crew fertilized and 
irrigated it throughout the process. In es-
sence, he needed to get the grass growing so 
it could be killed efficiently.

Davis also learned from research by turf-
grass scientists Mike Richardson, Ph.D., 
from the University of Arkansas, and Jim 
Brosnan, Ph.D., from the University of Ten-
nessee, that fraise mowing — a cultivation 
practice that physically removes large quan-
tities of a turfgrass sward (thatch, organic 
matter, soil, etc.) — could enhance eradica-
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tenance by simply removing three screws on 
the top of the head. “On the previous irriga-
tion heads, this would have required us to 
dig up the head,” Davis says.

!e irrigation system’s field satellites were 
also replaced. “!e technology has come so 
far in the last 11 years that it warranted the 
replacement of the field satellites,” says Davis, 
who negotiated the sale of the old irrigation 
heads and satellites to a company in Arizona 
that buys used irrigation components for re-
furbishing and reselling.

Davis says there were “countless ancillary 
projects” that were also completed during 
the renovation. For instance, several trees 
were removed on the slope of the mounds 
to the left of the landing area on hole No. 1, 
and the area was reshaped to provide better 
playability on holes 1 and 10.
  
Show and tell

Another reason the project went 
smoothly — and it’s a big one — is Davis’ 
focus on maintaining clear lines of commu-
nication with Olde Florida members. He 
created a blog when the project began and 
posted to it regularly, complete with photos 
and explanations about certain procedures. 
Davis also offered members guided tours of 
the golf course during the renovation.

“Showing them what we were doing ... 
you could see the excitement in their faces,” 
says Davis, who holds a bachelor’s degree in 
communications from Florida Gulf Coast 
University in addition to his certificate in turf 
management from Penn State University.

Davis’ communication skills are di-
rectly related to the passion he has for Olde  
Florida, which is still burning strong after 
29 years. 

“It would be easy for someone like Dar-
ren, who has been at the club for so long, 
to get complacent, but he’s not like that at 
all,” Richardson says. “He’s always looking 
at ways to improve on what’s he doing.”

And Davis will continue that approach 
— even after the biggest renovation in Olde 
Florida’s history.

Lawrence Aylward is a freelance writer from Medina, 
Ohio.

were resurfaced about 21 years ago with 
TifEagle bermudagrass and remain in ex-
cellent condition, Davis says, noting that a 
recent physical analysis of the greens mix, 
choker layer and gravel layer revealed that a 
greens renovation wasn’t necessary.

Davis says the saturated hydraulic con-
ductivity could be improved, but it’s not 
yet at a level that’s detrimental to the turf. 
He maintains that consistent and aggressive 
cultural practices over the last 21 years — 
aeration, vertical mowing, topdressing and 
appropriate fertilization — have enabled the 
greens to stay healthy. Davis says the course’s 
greens are still 99.9% pure TifEagle.

Another reason the greens weren’t reno-
vated is that it would have added about $1 
million to the renovation’s price tag. “It was 
money that didn’t need to be spent,” Davis 
says. “Why spend $1 million on something 
that didn’t need to be done? I’m a superin-
tendent who treats every dollar of the club’s 
money as if it’s my own money.”

!e course’s irrigation system didn’t re-
quire a complete redesign — the original 
system was designed with excellent indi-
vidual head-to-head coverage, Davis says — 
but those controlled heads were updated to 
catch up with current technology. Specifi-
cally, the “critical components” of the new 
heads can now be easily accessed for main-

Olde Florida’s TifEagle greens were resurfaced 21 years ago and remain in excellent condition, so they 
were not included in the club’s most-recent renovation. A regimen of cultural practices helps keep them in tip-top 
shape.

tion of existing bermudagrass when com-
bined with herbicide applications.

“Bermudagrass is so hard to kill because 
it has millions of growing points — above 
ground, below ground and at ground level,” 
Richardson says. “!e stolons, crowns and 
rhizomes can be 7 or 8 inches below the 
surface, and just getting enough herbicide 
down there to kill it is oftentimes a chal-
lenge. Our theory is to use fraise mowing 
to remove as many of the growing points as 
possible (before spraying herbicide). !en 
there are fewer stolons, crowns and rhizomes 
so the bermudagrass becomes easier to kill.”

Davis consulted Richardson several 
times about fraise mowing before imple-
menting the practice about 10 days after the 
second glyphosate application. Davis and 
his crew fraise-mowed the centers of each 
hole, removing about 1.5 inches of material 
from about 50 of the course’s 112 acres.

For Davis, there was no other way to 
approach the eradication, which took four 
months. “We would have wasted a lot of 
time and money if we didn’t achieve a high 
level of eradication,” he says.

Culture club
Although it was the biggest renovation 

in the club’s history, Olde Florida’s greens 
weren’t part of it. !e USGA-style greens 


