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Ballyneal Golf & Hunt C lub, near Holyoke, is a private club with a $70,000 initiation fee. Ballyneal
opened for play only three summers ago but already is ranked among the nation's best 
(Aaron Montoya, The Denver Post )
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HOLYOKE — "Where in the heck do you find
high-octane gas around here?" a member of
Ballyneal Golf & Hunt Club asked shortly after
driving in. Club co-founder Rupert O'Neal
grinned. In Holyoke, he said, it's easier to find jet
fuel than premium petrol. Surrounded by
cornfields a dozen miles from the Nebraska
border, Holyoke is getting used to the roar of

corporate jets landing at the town's small airport. 

A private golf club with a $70,000 initiation fee,
Ballyneal opened for play just three summers ago
but is already attracting rave reviews, as well as
golfers from around the world. 

Golfweek ranks Ballyneal the nation's eighth-
best course opened since 1960. Golf Magazine
has Bally-neal rated No. 82 in the world among
all courses. 

"Ballyneal is a spectacular example of the 'build
it in the middle of nowhere and hope they come'
genre," Golfweek course architecture editor
Bradley S. Klein said in a phone interview. "It's an
old-fashioned, down-to-earth club . . . that
operates entirely contrary to the grotesque
excesses of the 1990s." 

Unlike most private golf clubs, Ballyneal is not a
stickler for rules — and seems to takes pride in
that. Play with your shirt untucked? No problem.
Need to take a cell call on the course? That's OK.
And, for evening functions, leave the sport coat
at home. 

"When guys come here, we want them to feel
like they're at their cousin's house in Ireland,"
head pro Matt Payne said. 

O'Neal, 49, said he wants golf to be relaxing and
fun. 

Ballyneal is so informal it doesn't even have tee
markers. (The scorecard says it plays from 5,210
to 7,147 yards, at a par 71). There are no yardage
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Ballyneal

View slide show of Ballyneal Golf
& Hunt Club in Holyoke .

markers on the fairways, either, nor are
motorized carts allowed.  
 
Look of links golf 
 
O'Neal played golf growing up in Holyoke but
turned to wrestling when he couldn't beat a long
hitter from Yuma named Steve Jones, the same
Steve Jones who would go on to win the 1996 U.S.
Open. O'Neal  

wrestled at the University of Northern Colorado
before returning from college to run a 3,000-
acre farm that has been in the family for 98
years. Looking for additional ways to make
money, he started an upland game-bird hunting
club.  
 
Initially, eight hunters each paid a $5,000
membership fee that included the use of O'Neal's
hunting dogs to flush pheasants from the family's
cornfields.  
 
The concept worked so well that O'Neal decided
to expand, and adding a golf course would give
club members something to do outside of
hunting season. He envisioned the sand hills
(locals call them "chop hills") adjacent to a parcel
of the family acreage, as the site.  
 

Rupert's first phone call was to his younger
brother, Jim, who left Holyoke to pursue a career
in golf and is head pro at Meadow Club near San
Francisco. 

"I've called Rupert an 'entrepreneurial farmer,' "
Jim said. "He really has a bigger vision of what's
possible than most people do." 

When his brother described his plan, Jim thought
back to his youth and watching the British Open
on television. 

"I enjoyed the look of links golf," Jim recalled
during a phone interview. "Watching how that
kind of course and the weather kind of messed
with golfers, then in looking at the dunes near
us, I realized there were an awful lot of
similarities." 

Impressed by designer Tom Doak's work at
Pacific Dunes along the Oregon coast, (ranked
No. 2 by Golfweek among modern courses), Jim
O'Neal recruited him to build a course 
on land the O'Neals leased from Wray-based
Bledsoe Cattle Company. Doak accepted and
took his first look at the terrain in 2002. 
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(Click image to enlarge)

"Our only two mandates to Tom were that it's a
walking-only course and it really needs to be
fun," Rupert said.  
 
Their model was Sand Hills Golf Club, built on
similar terrain near the western Nebraska town
of Mullen, and currently ranked No. 1 among
modern courses by Golfweek.  
 
The O'Neals decided that, because of its remote
location amid sparse population — Holyoke is the
largest town in Phillips County, with around
2,300 residents — Ballyneal should be a high-
end destination club with members from across
the country. To attract that type of clientele, they
knew Ballyneal had to be ranked among the
nation's best courses.  
 
"From the very beginning we were looking for a

top-50 course," Jim O'Neal said. "Tom Doak
delivered what we asked for, and we were asking
for a lot." 

Ballyneal, honoring the famed Ballybunion
course in Ireland and the O'Neal family history,
has 104 members and has announced it will cap
membership at 130 in order to provide a "low
volume, exclusive and intimate casual feel" for
its members. 

Panorama, privacy

Doak took a minimalist approach in his design.
Very little dirt was moved. Greens were placed in
natural amphitheaters framed by dunes. Bumps
were left alone in the fairways, as with the
legendary links courses of Ireland and Scotland.
In addition to following the natural contours of
the dunes, Doak positioned tee boxes and greens
with views and vistas in mind. The three lodges
on the property were situated to offer a
panorama of the plain's spectacular sunsets. 

"Doak spent a lot of time out here with his
associates, and you can see that," said Cleve
Trimble, a retired surgeon from Valentine, Neb.,
and a member of several golf clubs, including
Ballyneal. "He didn't design this from an air-
conditioned office in Boca Raton from some
topographical map." 

Ballyneal attracts its share of big-name CEOs
and celebrities, but the club protects their
privacy. 

"They (celebrities) love the fact that they can
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come in here and enjoy golf without being
bothered," Rupert O'Neal said. "We're beyond the
paparazzi."  
 
Despite its rave reviews, not everyone is a fan.
Rupert O'Neal acknowledges some prospective
members declined to join because they were
turned off by the club's folksy attitude and lack
of frills.  
 
The fescue greens turn off some golfers. Rupert
O'Neal said that, because of the severe
undulations, Ballyneal's greens would be too slick
if they were bent grass. The "old-school" putting
surface reflects the character of a links course.  
 
One of the reasons Golf Digest left Ballyneal out
of its list of top 100 courses in the U.S. is
because of the fescue greens, said Ron Whitten,
the magazine's course architecture editor.  
 
"I tell people Ballyneal is an acquired taste,"
Whitten said.  
 
He doesn't agree with the ban on motorized
carts.  
 
"To not allow carts, for the age group they're
after, I think that's a mistake," Whitten said.  
 
Asked about the cart controversy, Rupert O'Neal
said as the club membership ages, he will build
another course that will allow carts. The chop
hills, he adds, could easily accommodate seven
or eight more courses.  
 
Tom Kensler: 303-954-1280 or

tkensler@denverpost.com
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