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Ruha the Renovator
Shadow Wood Shines Anew
by Trent Bouts

I

t’s a running joke among the extended family that Eric Ruha was
fired from his first job on grass. A
neighbor hired him to mow as a 12-yearold but after the second cut, the neighbor told the kid to leave his green and
white Lawn-Boy mower alone and not
come back. “He said, ‘You can’t mow
straight lines and you’re making my yard
look like crap. You’re outta here!’” Ruha
laughs.
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The joke has grown over the years, in tandem with Ruha’s
career. Not that he mows much these days. As director of
golf course operations at Shadow Wood Country Club in
Bonita Springs, he has larger concerns with oversight of
three courses - the Bob Cupp designed North and South,
and the Arthur Hills designed Preserve.
From 2017 to 2020, he renovated all three, one by one, a
remarkable feat of endurance in the best of times. But with
Hurricane Irma in 2017 and the onset of the pandemic in
2020, the going was anything but smooth.
Irma produced 12 inches of rain at Shadow Wood, on the
back of 15 inches two weeks earlier. Fortunately, the North
course greens were established, and turf damage was minimal. Still, more than 200 trees came crashing down.

After three renovations in four
years at Shadow Wood Country
Club, Eric Ruha has now spent
25 percent of his career focusing
on grow-ins.
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“Bag drop guys were coming to help us, kitchen staff were
coming to help us,” Ruha says. “Whoever was on property who
could throw log into a trailer, we were employing them. It was
a frenzy to try and get cleaned up.”
When COVID-19 shut down travel early in the project on the
Preserve, Ruha used drone footage and FaceTime to provide
virtual site visits for designers at Rees Jones, Inc. The Jones
team had some experience with virtual visits over several projects in Japan, but Ruha, not so much.
“I’d really only done FaceTime with my mom before,” he says.
“So, it was kind of weird holding up the phone with an architect in New Jersey and going, ‘Hey man. Now, here’s this bunker. How does this look? Do you want to change anything?’”
Ruha played remote host for about four weeks before Rees
Jones and senior designer Bryce Swanson could get back on
site. “Nobody was flying,” he says. “Everybody was scared. It
was a weird time. Bizarre.” Despite those obstacles, the only
exception to coming in on time and on budget with all three
renovations was a week or so delay in reopening the North
course.
That success only came about, Ruha says, because of the efforts
of a lot of people, including his own team led by current super-

intendents Ryan Czaplewski at the Preserve, Mike Fasy on the
South, and Ben Stoner, North. “I’ve been very blessed to have
great team members from crew personnel to assistants and
superintendents,” he says. “We are a well-rounded team that I
challenge to produce great conditions every day.”
In turn, his team had the backing of another strong group.
“My general manager, Brian Bartolec; director of golf, Andy
Scrivner; and CFO, Soren Spiers; these guys are the heart of
the operations that support us, and we them,” Ruha says. “And
Brian is a golf guy, from the PGA side. He rides the course with
me every day. When I tell peers that, they say, ‘Isn’t that a pain?’
But I think it helps because he’s up to speed. If he gets stopped
up at the clubhouse with a question, he can get in front of any
potential issues right away because he knows what’s going on.”
Continuity across the renovations was also a big factor in their
success.
“Having Glase Golf Construction and the same construction
manager, Darwin Sharp, for all three projects was awesome,”
Ruha says. “And Rees Jones and his people were absolutely the
best. There was never a ‘This is the way it’s going to be, and we
don’t care of you can maintain it’ attitude.
“They wanted to know if the mowers would fit here and there,

The Ruha family: Eric, Kara, Johnathan and Evelyn.
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A stunning look down the par 4 fourth hole on the South course.

that kind of thing. They wanted to know what we needed to
balance the vision of Rees Jones and the sustainability aspect.
That was never missed on all three courses.”
The operation also ran smoother from project to project, a fact
Ruha attributes to getting off to a great start with the North
course. Situated between I-75 and South Tamiami Trail, at the
mid-point between Naples and Fort Myers, Shadow Wood sits
amid some of the most concentrated golf terrain in the state.
And Ruha made the most of the knowledge on his doorstep.
“We did our due diligence, for sure,” he says. “There’s no secrets
among greenkeepers. In the community of peers right here, I
was able to pick up the phone and ask questions of a number of
guys who had just done renovations. You know, ‘How did this
go? What would you do differently if you could?’ That all went
into the hopper, and we felt really strong going into the North
project.”

On all three courses, greens were cored out, recontoured,
reshaped and grassed with TifEagle bermudagrass. New loop
irrigation was installed on all greens. Bunkers were reshaped
and some repositioned, with Bunker Solutions liner installed
in all. Forward tees were also added, expanding the number of
teeing options to 10 on most holes. “Something for everyone,”
Ruha says. Overgrown landscaping and wood lines were cut
back providing views and increasing breathability.
All fairways, tees, collars and approaches had already been
regrassed between 2013 and 2015 with Celebration bermudagrass replacing 419 that had declined with off-types creating
significant inconsistencies during peak season.
Ruha made two notable adjustments for the South and Preserve as a result of his experience with the North course.

Shadow Wood’s first course, the South, was built in 1998 and
at 140 acres, is one of the largest in Lee and Collier counties.
A visiting vendor was once blown away by the “oceans of turf.”
The North, which opened in 2000, is a step down at 120 acres,
and the Preserve, 2002, is small by comparison with 80 acres.

The first was to grass greens in nine-hole groups, rather than
six, six and six. “Six-hole batches worked okay on the North,
but I thought nines would be a little more manageable in terms
of fertility, spraying and so on,” he says. “If we could get the
first lot done by the middle of June and the next by a dropdead date at the end of July, we would be in good shape when
members started coming down from up north in October.”

Having arrived as assistant superintendent for the grow-in at
the Preserve in 2002, he was promoted to superintendent in
2004. When Kenyon Kyle left in 2008, he added the North and
South and the title of director. Ruha’s intimate knowledge of
all three properties was another factor in the efficiency of the
renovations.

The other, after a suggestion from a colleague, was to effectively
grow bigger greens than he needed. What he calls “overgrassing” meant laying sprigs about two sod cutter widths out into
the collars. “This was sacrificial turf that we would come back
in and replace with Celebration sod around the five- or sixweek mark,” he says. “This gave us a very crisp, non-contamFall 2021 | THE FLORIDA GREEN 35

Shadow Wood’s agronomic leadership team, from left, Ryan Czaplewski (Preserve), Ben Stoner (North), Mike Fasy (South) and Eric Ruha,
director of agronomy.

inated edge. We had zero problems with Celebration runners
taking over theTifEagle, and it worked great.”
Eric Ruha’s neighbor may have canned him all those years
ago, but his grandfather, Bill Campanizzi, was more forgiving. He let his grandson mow his yard with “one of those Toro
rear-bagger, bullet proof, never die, units,” Ruha says. That
didn’t mean Campanizzi was a pushover. A former beat cop
who, during a tough time in a tough town - Youngstown, OH
- became a detective and chief of narcotics, Campanizzi was all
about work ethic.
Perhaps not surprisingly then, Campanizzi’s daughter, Marsha,
Ruha’s mother, was “the eternal disciplinarian” as well as “a
gourmet cook.” His father, Emil, spent 35 years on production with General Motors. Ruha describes his upbringing as
proudly blue collar.
“My dad and my grandfather were both great guys,” Ruha
says. “They believed in hard work pays off. Believed in using
your head, treating people the way you want to be treated. I’ve
always lived by that. I drill those idioms into guys when I talk
to them. I don’t care if you’ve got experience. We can train you
so long as you come to work on time, have a good attitude and
can learn. That’s everything.”
That’s pretty much what Ruha had to offer when he interviewed
for is first job in golf course maintenance with Terry Buchen
at Double Eagle Golf Club in Galena, just north of Columbus.
To that point, Ruha had been through a couple of unsatisfying years in college, first in accounting at Mercyhurst, PA,
where he was also a placekicker, and then in general studies at
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Youngstown State.
He spent summers doing “hot and dirty work” in the steel mills
for $9 an hour before his grandfather, who knew the grandson
reveled in the outdoors, said, “You know, you can actually go to
school and get a degree to work on a golf course.” It was a light
bulb moment.
Ruha enrolled in the turfgrass program at The Ohio State University and a career was born. Although by his own admission,
Ruha had an awful lot to learn. Mowing straight lines was only
part of it. The first time he played golf, as a teenager, he used a
tee for every shot until his buddies eventually set him straight.
And even by the time he sat down with Buchen, he had no clue
what kind of facility Double Eagle was.
“I didn’t really know anything about anything on a golf course,”
Ruha says. “I told Terry I was able bodied, and that I could
push a mower and use a shovel. I could do work. No more
questions asked, he said, ‘We hire a lot every summer at $7.25
an hour and if you’re in the turf program at Ohio State, you can
work as much overtime as you want.”
Ruha did the math. It was less per hour than the steel mills
but along with the overtime, he knew enough to recognize
an investment in his career when it was right in front of him.
“They couldn’t kick me out of that place,” he says. “If I wasn’t in
school, I was working, and I still pushed 30- to 40-hour work
weeks even when I was in school with a full course load.”
Double Eagle, built by the late industrialist, John McConnell,
who did his own time in steel mills on his way up, remains one

of the most exclusive clubs in the country. Ruha was there from
1994 to 1999, the last four years with Todd Voss. But as much
as he learned from both Buchen and Voss, he had little clue
about golf course maintenance in the real world.
“Double Eagle is a total anomaly,” Ruha says. “At that point
of time, if we had 20 golfers a day that was a busy day. And
the caddies, they would name drop who was coming that day,
people like Archie Griffen, lots of NBA stars, NHL stars. I
thought, wow, that’s kind of cool. So, when I left there, that was
the reality I knew – not even 20 golfers a day and celebrities!”
Voss knew better and made sure the kid did too. “He sat me
down and said, ‘Look, you know what quality is. That is what
you take from here, you know what good turf looks like and
you know what it takes. You’ll have to modify that to your
resources wherever you go but you know what quality is.’”
Late in 1999, Ruha moved south to work as an assistant on
the grow-in of the Arthur Hills course at Fiddlers Creek near
Marco Island. All told, Ruha has now been part of five growins. “Twenty-five percent of my career has been doing growins,” he laughs. “Honestly, I love it. I like construction but if
you ask my wife, Kara, she might say it’s time to take a break
and take some vacations.”
Like many successful superintendents, Ruha credits much of
where he is to his wife. Married for 12 years, he says Kara’s “patience and understanding are second to none.” “When we take
course rides, she always marvels at the work and detail that go
into the beautiful product my team produces,” he says. “Coming from her, that compliment never gets old.”

With daughter Evelyn, 8, and son, Johnathan, 6, the Ruhas have
taken some short breaks since wrapping up at the Preserve.
Some quick trips to the Keys and few Disney visits. “With the
kids at that age, they just light up when we go,” Ruha says. “It
is just magic.” Most recently, the family rented a cabin in the
mountains of north Georgia, where Ruha found himself partial
to coffee on the patio in a sweatshirt in September. “You can
keep the beach,” he laughs.
One other destination he’d like to try is “out West.” And he
just might have a place to stay. Kyle, his old boss at Shadow
Wood and who recommended Ruha take his place, now owns
a restaurant, bar and accommodations called Wapiti Lodge in
Wyoming, near Yellowstone National Park. The two stayed in
close contact after Kyle left Shadow Wood for Audubon Country Club, “just down the road.”
“About one week in front of him heading out West, he texts
me on a Friday and says, ‘Hey, (wife) Beth and I just bought a
lodge in Wyoming,’” Ruha recalls. “I said, ‘Woah. We need to
have a brown drink and discuss this matter. And we did and he
told me the whole story. My jaw dropped and I said, ‘Hey, man,
that’s great.’ And he’s loving it.”
In an ideal world, there’s someone else Ruha would like to call
on, maybe over a brown drink. That neighbor who sent him
away all those years ago. “But the guy passed away before I got
into this business,” Ruha says. “It’s one of those, if-he-couldsee-me-now kind of things. I’m sure we would both have a
great laugh.”

The par 4 fourth hole on the North course.
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