Making the Rounds

98 courses later, journey nears end
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As the round drew to a close, something came over Larry Berle. Walking with his wife, Ann, up the
fairway on the 18th hole at Pebble Beach, he was overwhelmed by memories - not of his own life,
but of the legacy of golf played at that historic course.

He got this feeling that Jack Nicklaus, Tom Watson and Hale Irwin were part of his foursome.

"It was almost as if I was walking through history," Berle said. "Every great golfer has walked there,
and it just got to me. On the plane home, I said to Ann, It would just be so great to recreate that

feeling.'"

So began Berle's personal mission. Looking for more mystical golf moments, he embarked on a
quest: To play America's top 100 golf courses.

That was 10 years ago. Berle, now 55, has played 98 of Golf Digest's current Top 100, plus a dozen
that have since dropped off the list. He plans to play the remaining two - Baltimore Country Club and
Atlantic, in Bridgehampton - by July 16. Then it's home to Minneapolis to celebrate.

It is a feat worthy of a party. Topsy Siderowf, an associate editor at Golf Digest who oversees the
biennial ranking process, said she used to keep a list of people who had played the Top 100. Ten
years ago, when she stopped keeping track, she had 10 on file.

"t's hard to do, No. 1, because there are 100, and the list changes every time," Siderowf said. "You'd
have to have a fair amount of money to do it, and the biggest problem is that some of these are very
private places. You would have to know somebody to get on, and that's the biggest stumbling block."

Berle had some advantages. Ann works for Northwest Airlines, so his air travel was inexpensive. He
is the president of SRO Productions, a concert and CD production company, so his schedule was
flexible. Still, it was much harder than he expected. '

"I thought this would be fairly easy to do," he said. "I thought, 'Oh, when I go to these towns, I'll
-trade them some tickets or my head pro can call,' because there's usually some reciprocity. That
worked maybe 5 percent of the time."



So he moved on to Plan B - networking. He started telling people what he was trying to do, from
close friends to relatives to business contacts to casual acquaintances. A business contact in Monterey
Bay, Calif., introduced Berle to a Garden City's neighbor, who helped Berle get onto Garden City,
Shinnecock and several other local courses.

Occasionally, he could pay to play. A round at No. 20, Shadow Creek in Las Vegas, cost $500 (which
includes a limo ride to and from the course, as well as a caddie). To get onto the Sanctuary - which is
a private course in Sedalia, Colo., owned by Dave and Gail Liniger, who open it six times a year to
personal friends and 12 more times for charity events - Berle played in a charity tournament to
benefit the Colorado State Patrol.

Nothing helped him at Bethpage Black, No. 46 on the list. He did what everyone else does - slept in
his car, finally rounding out a foursome of complete strangers at 10 a.m. one day a year ago.

Overall, he estimates the average round of the Top 100 to cost $80. With hotels and rental cars, he
puts the total fee of his quest between $20,000 and $25,000. If a person were to add airfare, the cost
would probably double.

Five years ago, he switched from Pings to a set of clubs he assembled himself. Berle's game has not
improved very much - he still shoots in the high '80s - but he is now much more interesting to have at
parties. He is happy to discuss the merits of his favorite courses (Pebble Beach, Cyprus Point,
Marion, Oakland Hills), and to share stories, such as the round he played in the pouring rain at the
Valley Club, in Montecito, Calif.

He started out looking to recreate that feeling he found at Pebble Beach. Soon he became a student of
golf course architecture. Eventually, it became less aboui real estate, and more about people.

"People say it's not the destination, it's the journey, and this is clearly a journey," Berle said. "I'm not
even so sure that getting to the end is even what you want. But it's also just a chapter in my life, and
maybe I'm ready to close it."

Berle does not plan to extend his odyssey to the 100 best courses in the world. Maybe, he said, he
would just try to stay current with the domestic list, playing new courses as they are added.

As for that mystical feeling he found at Pebble Beach, he only found it once more - at Augusta
National. When he checked his voice mail from a vacation in Utah and heard a message from a friend
who was a member of Augusta, he only had 24-hour notice to get from Utah to Minneapolis to
Georgia to get on the Masters course.

"I'm changing planes in Atlanta, and it dawns on me, I haven't really talked to anybody. I called the
club and explained myself. The woman at the desk says, 'Oh, is this Mr. Berle? There will be a driver
to meet you and bring you to Augusta National."

While there, Berle had access to every inch of the grounds, from the crows nest to the Eisenhower
cabin and the championship locker room.

"Just being on the grounds was thrilling," he said. "There's maybe 25 members on the grounds on any
given day. That's how exclusive it is. It's just an unbelievable thrill. Every inch of ground at Augusta
feels like that, like you're walking on hallowed ground."



