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Bay Hill: A Golfer’s Paradise – The Complete History of Arnold Palmer’s Bay Hill Club & Lodge

by Anthony Baldwin

“Babe, I’ve just played the best golf course in Florida, and I want to own it.”

- Arnold Palmer to his wife, Winnie after his first round at Bay Hill, 1965

Author’s Note

For more than six decades, Bay Hill Club & Lodge has stood as one of golf’s most beloved private resorts, an unpretentious sanctuary carved from the old tangerine groves of southwest Orlando. What began in 1961 as a modest Dick Wilson design on sun-drenched Florida soil has grown into the permanent home of the Arnold Palmer Invitational and a living monument to The King himself. This is the story of how a simple golf course became a cherished second home for players, members, and dreamers alike.

Bay Hill deserves more than tournament highlights and scorecard snapshots. It deserves the full story: its humble beginnings on former citrus land, the day Arnold Palmer picked up the phone in 1965 and told Winnie, “Babe, I’ve just played the best golf course in Florida, and I want to own it,” and every chapter that followed. Drawing from original club archives, Palmer correspondence, past and present PGA Tour players, decades of caddie wisdom, and my own research, I set out to capture the soul of the place.

You will find a complete history of the club’s evolution, a meticulous account of every major renovation, complete with the exact firms, architects, and contractors involved, from Arnold Palmer Design Company’s 2009 greens rebuild to Leibold Irrigation’s 2018 Rain Bird transformation and the 2024–2025 bunker adjustments. You will receive a hole-by-hole masterclass on the Championship Course, packed with practical playing tips straight from the caddies and pros who know it best. You will relive the legendary moments that made the Arnold Palmer Invitational must-watch television. And because Bay Hill is more than just 18 holes, I’ve included insider recommendations for the best local attractions, restaurants, and hidden gems that turn a golf trip into an unforgettable Orlando experience.

Whether you are a longtime member who has walked these fairways for years, a tournament fan who watches every putt on Sunday afternoon, a resort guest planning your first stay at the Lodge, or simply an armchair golfer who dreams of one day teeing it up where Arnie once did, this book was written for you.

Welcome to Bay Hill. A golfer’s paradise. Let’s play.
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Part I: Foundations
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Chapter 1: The Birth of Bay Hill (1960–1965)
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In the heart of southwest Orlando, long before fairways and greens defined the landscape, the land that would become Bay Hill Club & Lodge was part of the vast citrus empire of Dr. Philip Phillips, one of Central Florida’s most influential pioneers and, at the height of his operations, the largest individual citrus grower in the world.

Starting in the early 1920s, Dr. Phillips assembled thousands of acres across the region, planting expansive groves of oranges, grapefruit, and especially tangerines that were shipped nationwide by rail. The surrounding countryside became a fragrant sea of citrus trees, with productive orchards stretching as far as the eye could see.

Yet the specific parcel that would form Bay Hill, roughly 600 acres nestled along the Butler Chain of Lakes, proved stubbornly resistant to cultivation. Although completely encircled by highly productive tangerine and orange groves, this tract suffered from poor soil nutrients and inadequate water-holding capacity, rendering it unsuitable for sustainable commercial citrus production. It remained largely fallow and undeveloped.

After Dr. Phillips sold the majority of his holdings to Granada Groves, a subsidiary of the Minute Maid Corporation, in the mid-1950s, this underutilized raw land was retained by the family. In 1959, real-estate developer Thomas F. “Tom” Barnes Jr., a Minnesota native, and his partner Tom Dore, a Michigan businessman, recognized the property’s hidden potential. Contacted by Howard Phillips of the Dr. Phillips family, Barnes toured the site and secured an option on the land, soon joined by a group of investors primarily from Nashville, Tennessee.

What the soil lacked in fertility it more than made up for in natural beauty: gentle rolling hills, scenic wetlands, and a picturesque bay touching its northwest boundary, features that inspired the name “Bay Hill.” What had once been overlooked citrus land stood ready for transformation.

The course was masterfully designed by Dick Wilson, one of the most prominent and respected golf course architects of the post-war era. Known for his strategic bunkering, precise risk-reward holes, and trademark elevated putting surfaces that improved both visibility for players and natural drainage, Wilson crafted an 18-hole layout, today’s Champion and Challenger nines, that perfectly suited the gentle rolling terrain and natural wetlands of the former citrus property. His original routing, praised for its excellent flow, sightlines, and intelligent use of the site’s topography, remains remarkably intact today, more than six decades later, even after multiple modern refinements and ownership changes.

Construction began in 1960 and was carried out by builder Bob Simmons. The course officially opened for play in late 1961.

From its very first day, Bay Hill made golf history as the first golf course in the world planted with the revolutionary new Tifway Bermuda grass. Developed just a short time earlier at the Coastal Plain Experiment Station in Tifton, Georgia, this fine-textured hybrid Bermuda offered superior density, wear tolerance, rich color, and playing quality compared with the coarser common Bermuda varieties then in use. By selecting Tifway so early, Bay Hill served as the pioneering showcase that helped establish the grass as the new standard for premium golf courses throughout Florida and the entire southern United States.

The early investors saw far more than overlooked citrus land when they secured the roughly 600-acre tract in 1959. Led by Minnesota-born real-estate developer Thomas F. “Tom” Barnes Jr. and his Michigan partner Tom Dore, the group was soon joined by a core of successful businessmen primarily from Nashville, Tennessee, wintering Floridians who shared a deep appreciation for the state’s climate and natural beauty. These men were not interested in building another public golf course or commercial development. Their vision was deliberate and deeply personal: to create a refined, members-only private club and residential community where families from the North could escape harsh winters and enjoy a gracious lifestyle centered around championship golf.

They envisioned rolling fairways carved through the natural terrain beside the sparkling Butler Chain of Lakes, with homesites thoughtfully integrated along the edges of the property. The club would remain exclusive, never open to the general public, offering an unpretentious yet elegant sanctuary that combined world-class golf with fine dining, social gatherings, and the relaxed elegance of old Florida. It was to be a place where members could build their winter homes, raise families on the fairways, and enjoy the privacy and camaraderie that only a true private club can provide. The picturesque bay along the northwest boundary inspired the name “Bay Hill,” perfectly capturing the peaceful, elevated setting they had chosen.

Construction delivered exactly that foundation. The initial 18-hole layout, today’s Champion and Challenger nines, opened for play in late 1961, instantly earning praise for its thoughtful design and seamless integration with the landscape. A decade later, after legendary architect Dick Wilson’s death in 1965, the same Bob Simmons who had built the original 18 returned to the property. This time he both designed and constructed the third nine, the Charger, which opened in the late 1960s. This thoughtful expansion created the full 27-hole complex that still serves the club today.

Members and guests can now rotate through three distinct nines of equal quality, each offering its own character and challenge while preserving the intimate, private-club atmosphere the original Nashville investors had so carefully envisioned more than sixty years earlier. That founding commitment to exclusivity, quality, and community remains the enduring heartbeat of Bay Hill Club & Lodge.

In the winter of 1965, Bay Hill reached a defining turning point when Arnold Palmer, golf’s reigning superstar, then 35 years old and known worldwide as “The King”, arrived for his first visit to the club. He had been invited to play in a charity exhibition match alongside Jack Nicklaus, Don Cherry, and Dave Ragan. Playing the Dick Wilson-designed course in front of a large gallery of local fans and members, Palmer immediately fell in love with the layout.

He fired a brilliant 66, tying the existing course record, and defeated Jack Nicklaus by seven strokes. The performance created such excitement that the next day’s local newspaper ran the headline “Palmer Brings Bay Hill to its Knees.”

That same evening, still exhilarated from the round, Palmer picked up the phone in the clubhouse and called his wife, Winnie, back in Latrobe, Pennsylvania. With unmistakable passion and enthusiasm, he delivered the now-legendary words that would forever change the destiny of Bay Hill:

“Babe, I’ve just played the best golf course in Florida, and I want to own it.”

This single phone call marked the beginning of a lifelong love affair between Arnold Palmer and the club. What started as a one-day charity exhibition would eventually lead The King to lease Bay Hill in 1970 and purchase it outright a few years later, transforming it into his winter home and the permanent home of the Arnold Palmer Invitational. The famous quote remains one of the most cherished pieces of club lore, proudly displayed and referenced throughout the property to this day.
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Chapter 2: Arnold Palmer’s Love Affair and Ownership Era (1965–2016)
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True to the promise he made to Winnie after that magical 1965 round, Arnold Palmer moved decisively to make Bay Hill his own. In 1970 he signed a five-year lease on the club that included a clear option to purchase. For the next five years he balanced his still-dominant PGA Tour schedule with increasing involvement at the property, quietly studying every detail and beginning the subtle improvements that would define his vision.

In 1975, Palmer exercised the option and purchased Bay Hill Club & Lodge outright, becoming its sole owner. He and Winnie wasted no time transforming the modest private club into their beloved winter home. The Palmers began spending every winter season in Florida, dividing their year between their primary residence in Latrobe, Pennsylvania, and their new sanctuary along the Butler Chain of Lakes.

What had once been a quiet retreat for Northern snowbirds now carried the unmistakable warmth and personality of the Palmer family. Arnold and Winnie personally oversaw upgrades to the Lodge, the clubhouse, and the grounds, creating an elegant yet unpretentious environment that felt like a true home. Bay Hill was no longer simply a golf course, it had become the Palmers’ cherished second home, the place where Arnold could play daily, entertain friends, and lay the foundation for everything that would follow.

In 1976, fresh from purchasing Bay Hill Club & Lodge, Arnold Palmer took a bold step into golf course architecture by formally establishing the Arnold Palmer Design Company in partnership with Ed Seay. A University of Florida graduate and experienced landscape architect, Seay brought technical precision, engineering expertise, and a deep knowledge of Florida terrain, while Palmer supplied his legendary playing instincts and vision for strategic, player-friendly courses. The new firm quickly began applying its talents directly at Bay Hill, with early projects focused on refining the layout to better suit modern play and tournament conditions.

Just three years later, in 1979, Palmer achieved another historic milestone when he used his influence to bring the PGA Tour to his beloved club. He successfully relocated the annual Orlando stop—the Florida Citrus Open, which had been held at Rio Pinar Country Club—from its previous venue to Bay Hill. The tournament made its debut that March as the Bay Hill Citrus Classic. Before the first event, Palmer and Seay completed a signature redesign of the dramatic 18th hole, converting the original par-5 into the now-iconic 456-yard par-4 that has defined the tournament’s thrilling finishes ever since.
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