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The summer golf season in Grand Rapids is without a visit by the Champions Tour for the first time since 1986, but you can hit the road and catch your old friends in a major championship this week in suburban Detroit. 

The Ford Senior Players Championship will be played Thursday through Sunday at TPC of Michigan in Dearborn. Tickets at $30 are available at the gate. 

As for Grand Rapids and our Jaycees -- who brought the senior golfers here all those years until being unable to secure title sponsorship for the event this year -- golf may not be gone forever. 

"We'd like to stay involved with golf if we could, and especially stay involved with the community service aspect of it," said Kris Nylaan, the new president of the Jaycees Foundation. 

"A lot of people really miss the event. After 19 years, we feel we have a void this summer." 

Options abound 

The Jaycees are keeping an open mind on golf. They have some options, not excluding finding another title sponsor and getting back on the Champions Tour. 

The Jaycees could go back to their roots with a one-day charity event with celebrity/tour players in a pro-am to raise funds. They could hook up with another tour, like the Nationwide Tour, the feeder tour to the PGA Tour. 

The LPGA Tour, of course, is always looking for groups who have secured title sponsors. Another local group is working on that very thing, although nothing past a second trial pro-am is being worked on at this point. 

Nothing is determined at this time with the Jaycees either, but ideas are encouraged and discussion takes place often on the subject, Nylaan said. 

The Jaycees remain a valuable resource for a golf event. A significant amount of experience in the running of a national sports event is contained in the group. It's a shame they don't have a tournament to work on this year. It would be a bigger shame if the golf door is ever closed. We, as in Grand Rapids, supported the event. We came out. We welcomed the golfers, and they liked it here. 

"I'm so disappointed," former Grand Rapids champion Dave Stockton said. "It doesn't seem right to not be going to Grand Rapids." 

Even Ford uncertain 

The Champions Tour is stale in a way, and even faces challenges keeping Ford on as a title sponsor of the major in Detroit. Attendance has declined in recent years, though the tournament has added concerts and other events to add interest. 

The PGA Tour, which owns that event, has TPC courses in its umbrella of golf around the country. If Ford chooses not to renew after next year's final year of the current contract, then the PGA would likely move the senior major to another place to match up with an available title sponsor and TPC course. Then Michigan would be without a visit by the over-50 set. 

Ford officials are not talking, at least in a public forum. And the tour maintains it has never been healthier, and points out fairly that several title sponsors have been added in the last year. 

They don't talk about the lost sponsors, of course. Grand Rapids is a market they would return to if possible. The PGA officials feel the product is a proven success here, and officials from the tour have stayed in touch with the Jaycees. The only problem, and always the biggest problem, is title sponsorship. Somebody has to come up with a $2 million or so to invest in such a sports marketing opportunity. 

Dan Pohl is in Dearborn this week. The Mount Pleasant native made his debut on the Champions Tour in April, and has played well enough to earn enough points to qualify for this major. Pohl, with injuries and age keeping him off the PGA Tour in recent years, wanted a chance to play for the loyal fans from his home state. 

"I thought having tournaments in Grand Rapids and Detroit would be great," he said this spring. "I'll have to settle making enough points to get to Detroit, and hope everybody is willing to drive to see me." 

To get to Dearborn, Danny and old friends this week: Take I-96 east to I-696 east to The Lodge (M-10) south to Southfield Freeway (M-39) to the Ford Road exit and follow the public parking signs. Shuttles take fans to the course, though some residents off the Rotunda Drive exit do offer yard parking at a price. 

Park, and walk on in. Remember when you could do that with the Senior Tour over at The Highlands? 

