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with a Plan

The ebullient Michael Pascucci is bound and
determined to make Sebonack Golf Club into one
of the nation’s finest courses BY MERRELL NODEN

ICHAEL PASCUCCI IS A LUCKY MAN, AND HE KNOWS
it. “I have been blessed,” he says, and while very successtul men
often utter such pieties in hopes of sounding modest, Pascucci
means it. This, after all, is a man who plays golf with Jack Nick-
laus and who once blocked for Jim Brown on an undefeated high
school football team.

“I tell Jack that ’ve played golf with the greatest golfer who ever lived, and I've
played football with the greatest running back who ever lived,” he says. “That’s kind
of unique for a guy like me.”

A gyuy like me. Pascucci makes it sound like he’s just some lucky little schmoe who
won the lottery, not a man who has made one shrewd decision after another and worked
hard to see them all fulfilled. His is a great American success story made all the more
worth celebrating by the fact that, at every turn, he has gone out of his way to share his
good fortune with his family, friends and community.

“He’s a bigger than life kind of guy, a happy and very normal guy who’s never
changed,” says Seth Waugh, CEO of Deutsche Bank USA and a fellow member of
Deepdale, who also happens to be Pascucci’s next-door neighbor in Florida. “The
people who knew him growing up are still his best friends.”

Pascucci is 67 years old and in 2001, after four years of looking all over Long Island
for the perfect piece of land on which to build a dream golf course, he found 300 acres
in the most amazing place, adjacent to the National Golf Links of America and a stone’s
throw from Shinnecock Hills Golf Club. Once the estate of banker Charles H. Sabin,
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it had been cwned for 53 vears by
the “Elecrrical Workers -Union,
wihach keprt it as pare of its pension
fund and ran 3 summer campoon

Thaugh ha ramly collab-
orates on deslgn,
Mickiaus wes willing to

make an excepbion in

thie property, called Camp Intcgrity.  the case of Doak and
“TF anybody else had awned it,  the hallowed plecs of

they would have sold off a piece,™  neal estale Pascucs had

says Pascucct. “But the Unton did-  acouired near Shin-

n’t need the money: Thats the only  necock and National;

reason this big a picce was anill  Sebonack i selt lo offi-

assembled.” cially open in 2006,

Mot only is ic-big, it is truly
breatheaking, more rugged than the adjacent properries
and boasting two miles of shorchne. By contrst, National
playvs along: the water for only a very short serecch, and
Shinneeock nor ar all, “Here's the way T put it,” savs Mark
Hisscy, Pascuca’s project manager for Scbonack, pointing
1o a huge aerial photograph shawing afl three sites. *1F]
said 1 have theee picces of properry for you: Which one
would you pick?™

For any golfer who's ever tasted seaside golf, that®s a no-
lrainer, Theow in its hiscoric neighbors and location in the
Hamprons, and it is hard o imagine theres another piece
of land amywhere in the country as chowe as Scbonack. Pas-

cucei degided 1w make the Union one offer, elling them, “it

von negotate five conts, TPl get up from the able and lewve”
They took that offer, 845 million, which he paid in cash

“This conrse is sometling I'm trating myself to,” he savs
with a smile. *1'm not a2 guy who has horses or boars. But
I"'m treating myself to this.™

The real consequence of Sehonack’s being a treat rather
than a business venture is that Pascuec genuinely scoms not
1o care whether or not he comes out ahead. Indeed, he ralks
as if he expects 1o lose money, at least in the short ron. And
no wonder: He has hired not one but owo top architects, a
cnee-in-a-lifetime deeam ream of Nicklaus and Tom Doak.
Micklaus you know. Doak is suddenly the young superstar
filbowing rhe success of Macific Dunes, on the Omegon coast,

28 THE MET GOLFER DECEMBER 2004/ JAMUIARY 2005

“If I said I
have three pa.' ECES
of property for
You, which

ose would

which Gelf Digesr rares No. 2 among courses you ean play. As
superintendent he's hired Garrett Boddington, who spent
five vears helping Craig Currier turn Bethpage Black into a
green gem worthy of hosring the Open.

The one thing Pascucei can’t afford to sguander is Hme,
Thar sense of urgency made Pascucd a sitting duck for local
envirommentalists, To ensure the project moved as quickly as
possible, he is taking a number of extraordinanly costly mea-
sures: commirting o building and mainmining the course in
ain “orgaine” manner; Hning the greens with an impermealie
material so that nothing gers into the sodl; and donating 54
acres of wetlands 1o the town of Southampton. And rather
than bulldame the trees thar have grown up so thick thar Hissey
and Doak once got lost on the property, he is spending
S150,000 a week to rent three huge machines which can lit-
erally pull cven large trees up by the roos,

“Mo bulldozers here,”™ says Pascucc. *Yoo pull [the oree]
out and shake-off the dirt, so as not to disturb the miceobes
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in the soil. Then we had to build these root rakes, which are
four-fisor prongs, and pull all the roots out and leave the soil
there, You take the remaining soil and vou chuem it in place
mtn beautifidl topsoil tracwill suppart all the natve grasses we
plan to use. The el Trere’s oimg o be so good, rocksl gros™

Above all, the local auchorites did nor want any houses
butlt on the property. [t had once been zoned for 65 houses.
The specter of someone coming along and actually build-
ing those 65 houses worked in Pasouceds fvor, While a new
golf course isn’t open land, if its done the way Pascucci’s
doing Sebonack, its as close as You'll get these days and cer-
tainly miuch better for the environment than any residential
or commercial development.

Ir s wanys thie toughest hurdle was raing the 85-year-
old Sibin mansion, which preservationists hoped might be
rwrned into the clubbouse. Ir just wasn't worth the 518 mal-
liom renewation' cost. Pascucc plans to build 1 fantastic new
clubhouse, from the rop deck of which vou will be able 10 see
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a complete horizon of water, O four acres, he intends to
busild a cluster of four-bedroom cottages, much like Pine Val-
lev's, wherne the national membership e hopes to attract can
stay. Given the fact that old Camp Ineegrity had mumerous
eabins, motek-bke buildings and outbuildings, there will act-
ally be a pier loss of buildings on the property. It has been
done in a whirlwind.

“I' had, over 360 personal meetings, me!™ he says,
“Through blizzards, cancelled vacations, cancelled trips. The
peont is, they wane 1o see vou , the owner, the guy with skin
in the game.™

IF THIS is to be his treat, it is beyond the wildest imaginings
of his bovhood. Bom in Hoboken, Pascucei grew up in Man:
hasset in Lowog Island’s Nassau County, where his parents
devored much of their spave time o helping the poor, the
sick and the disabled. For mose of his working life, Ralph
Pascucci was a landscape contractor for Levitt and Sons, the
Johnny Appleseed of the American suburbs. OF all the things
Falph taught his son, the most important was to respect the
ambition of the workingffan and to tap into it generously.

“My farher always said, “You go hungry before vou le
one of vour people not get paid,™ recalls Pascuced, “And he
believed in incenrives: His men were the kind who said,
Dron’t pay me b the hour; just give me the opporTunity to
work and pay me through incentives. That way [ cain make
as much as 1 want,” [ learned that: Incentives work ™

Today, Fascucci is slender and tanned, with green eves
andl stecl-gray haie. It's hard o picrure, but as a boy he was
&0 chubby the kids in the neighborhood called him “The
Golden Buddha,” a memaory that tickled Pascucci when he
artended his 5ith reunion necently. *Most of the people who
were skinny back then .. [ raded 80 pounds with them!™
he chuckles in his gravelly voice, *My 80 pounds is in the
closet banging to get out.”

He attended parochial granumar schoods befiore winding up
ar Manhasser High, where The Golden Buddha put those
cxtra pounds to good use as nghe tackle on the schoal™s
powerhouse football team. Tiny Manhasset, with only 128
Kids in Pascucci’s chss, was the gizot killer of the Long Island
gridiron, Pascuccl weighed 235 pounds and he was oot even
one of the bigger guys on the team. OF course, it akso didn't
hure to have Brown at halfback.

“Tim could almost liverally score ak will,™ marvels Pas-
cucei, who still sees his old teammare now and then. *The
good news was that he was so elusive because Jim was very
powverful and eculd have really hurt the other kids. We'd be
up 21-0 after the first quarter and our coach would take all
the srarters out. We would start the second half but our
coach never pan up the score.™

Pascucc wasn't much ofa student in those days, but he
was smart enosgh to send his football films wo the coach ar
Bucknell who helped ger him in. Pascucei played just one
season there, choosing instead to concentrate on his stud-
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ies in finance. After graduation, he worked for his dad for a
few vears, carned an MBA at NYU, and then used a pater-
pal loan to go into business for hiniself as a contractorn.

It was i 1979 thar Pascucd started the business that really
made him, It began with a keen insight into consumer psy
chology: “For a lot of people cwiring o car imeans having to ger
il of it, and that's a hassle, ™ Pascucd explains, “They'd rather
drive a new car for two or three vears and give voo the keys
back and get another new one, So we created a leasing program
through ear dealers. Thar was the key to it Rather than doing
it dirgetly—how many could 1 da in 2 year by myself, a hun-
dredi—I did it throwgzh dealers, So I had 5,000 sabesmen work-
ing for me every week through the car dealerships.”

With one son, Chris, negotiating with 41 different banlks
10 keep the capital flowing, and another, Ralph, overseeing
the servicing of the retuened cars, Oxford Resources Corp.
became the largest car lease company in the country. 1e went
public in 1993 and was bowght by Barnetr Bank in 1997 for
Sa60 mllion,

“He's really good at thinking our of the box,™ says Hisscy,
“He looks ar things from a completely different perspective
thin cvervone else,™

Hissey is a good example of how Pascuce finds sava o
enrich the lives of these around him. The son of a Welsh
shipward worker, Hissey grew up in a house wirh no phone
or indoor toiler. He was the Arst Welshman o go (o Har-
vard, where he had the good fortune of having Chris Pas-
cueci a5 his freshman vear roommate. Unable to afford o
fiy home for holidays, he fell into the lap of the Pascucci
famnily. On the day he and Chris gradvated in 1984, Pascucc
offered him a job out of the blue.

Pascucei’s latest enterprise, apart from Sebonack, is a
real estace venture called June that invelves building high-
end, single family homes in communitics for active people,
*We're a 50% partoer in it, handliog the finance side,™ he
savs. “We buy 1,000 acres and build homes en two or three
acres, around a Jack Nicklaus golf course with a clubhouse,
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fitness center-and spa, all managed by Ritg Carlvon. The
first one’s going to be in Loudoun County, Virginia, and. |
should open in abour a year. We'll be doing ten of these,
in places like Palm Springs, Los Angeles, Trallas and
Chicago.”

The Pascuccis are also very active in chanty work, Chris
is chairman of the board for the Henet Viscardi School for
the Dhsabled, and Michael chairs Monsignor Tom Hartman's
charity TeleCare. A favorite cause of the Pascucct Family
Foundation is the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, whichrmakes |
minuscule loans to individual entrepreneurs, wsually women, |
in poor countries like Bangladesh and El-Sabvador to help
them start small businesses. “What they’ve shown is thar
even though they are poorand can’
prowide any collateral, the repayment
rares have been very high, around
949%™ says Chirs, *Tt"s probably the
maost powerful poverty-alleviation
ool in our fight today."

It"s a wonder Pastoed has time 1o
play any golf. Unlike his dad, who grew up caddying in the
Harnprons and wenr on 1o become a scratch golfer, Pascued
ook up the game at a relatively labe age, 35, These days, his
handicap hovers berween nine and 13,

Aceording vo Dick Chapdelaine, a member of Pascucc’s
inner circle, Pascucei has quite an eve for course design.
“Whereas you and 1 go out and say, “Boy, that was a pretty
hesle,” Mike will say, “Yeah, but that bunker on No. 16¢ That
really shouldn’t be like thar,* He truly has an eye for whaz a
golf hale should look like. And he gets right berween Jack
and Dioak and says, ‘Hey, guys. [ don’t like that.” | can sce
that he's gerting a good deal of pleasure our of whar's he's
doing, especially participating in the intricacies of design
with bath of them,”

IMasucei did indeed seem exhilarated on o brecey mid-Sep-
tember morning, as.he drove out over the humpy bare
ground, pointing our where the clubhouse is v be buile and
where various holes will be geoared, “1 want golfers always o
have the experience that they're plaving on the water,” he
saya, adding that the routing, which was done by Dioak, takes
yvou to the warer and back. “You're abways in and our of the
water. 1t's pretty clever.”

The thought of building a golf course turns a lot of guyvs
erachey, They will be satisficd with nothing less than the tough-
est oourse possible and woe o the archicect that tres to dis-
sugde them. Mot Pascuced. As he stands high on a bluff above
the Pecomic Bay, near where the 18th ree will go, looking back
towards the ridge where the 18th green and the clubhouse
are oo be builr, be still is sticking up for the linle guy

“This will e 550 yards along the beach, a good finish-
ing hole of three strategic shots,” he says, *Jack told me that
for the pros these davs thar’s a driver and a 4-iron. 1 said,
Tack, it’s for the members, They like to make pars.”™

Wha's going toeargue with that? =

Doak gal the attention
of the golf world with
his design of tha stun-
ning Pacific Dunes in
Bandon, Ore.
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