
The hero of Alfred Hitchcock’s classic film, 
“The 39 Steps,” is Sir Richard Hannay, a 
Scotsman trained to conduct espionage 
behind enemy lines. It’s an exaggeration to 
call Scottish-born golf professional Kenny 
Nairn a double-agent à la Sir Richard, but 
Nairn’s work life does exhibit a rare duality. 
While upholding his lofty reputation as a 
teacher, coach and clubfitter, Kenny also 
serves as chief operating officer for Cele-
bration Golf Management. In that role, he 

has responsibility for golf operations at nine Florida facilities. It’s 
a perspective that only sharpens Nairn’s understanding of instruc-
tion, practice and player development as a cornerstone of any golf 
facility’s success.
     A native of St. Andrews, Nairn competed at the youth level and 
went on to play the PGA European Tour for two seasons. He cur-
rently holds his Class AA status with the PGA of Great Britain & 
Ireland. He was head professional at Gleneagles in Scotland, 
which hosts this year’s Ryder Cup, before emigrating to the U.S. 
15 years ago. 
     As a further outlet for his energies, Kenny is co-host of the 
weekly “Leaderboard” talk show on Fox Sports and Iheartradio in 
greater Orlando, where he is based. The show is dedicated to 
“talking golf and anything remotely re-
lated to golf,” as Nairn describes it. To 
capture a glimpse of the transplanted 
Scotsman’s life and opinions, Paul Ra-
mee switched on his tape recorder dur-
ing a sit-down at the PGA Merchandise 
Show. Here’s a transcript of their ses-
sion.

Kenny, could you talk about the early 
steps in this interesting professional 
path you’ve taken?
I ended up in golf really by accident. As 
a boy in Scotland my sports were soc-
cer and rugby. That’s how it was until I 
broke my wrist. The doctor who treated 
me said I should stop playing contact 
sports altogether. I had some friends 
who liked to play golf and with nothing 
else to do I decided to join them on the 
links. Because of my injury I had to play 
with one hand but I immediately fell in 
love with the game. 

You must have been in a hurry to get 
healed from that injury.
Within a year after that cast came off I 

was a scratch golfer. I turned pro at age 19 and played the Euro-
pean Tour in the 1991 and ’92 seasons. Then came another 
health issue, this one more complicated. I contracted glandular 
fever, also known as infectious mononucleosis. Unfortunately it 
took nearly eight months for the doctors to determine a diagno-
sis. There’s no actual cure for glandular fever, your body just 
slowly fights it off. I tried to return to the pro tour, but it didn’t 
happen.

That’s the point in life when many a teaching career begins.
It’s what happened in my case. I took to teaching, and I had 
some very successful amateur, professional and collegiate play-
ers among my students. In 1999 my wife and I decided to come 
to America. I had 16 kids playing in college in the U.S. and fig-
ured I needed to be closer to them. Of those 16, Wallace Booth 
and Carly Booth were some of the more accomplished players. 
Wallace competed at Augusta State and played in the Walker 
Cup. Carly has won twice on the women’s European Tour. Not 
long after I got here I spent some time with the Nike Golf Learn-
ing Centers before going to work at Celebration Golf Club.

What is a typical day for you like?
Currently at Celebration Properties we have nine facilities that we 
own or lease. We have three partners total and there are six 
properties that we own and that I look after and three that we 
lease. So my typical day varies. In the summer it is probably 10 
percent teaching and 90 percent being a COO, in the winter it is 

approximately 60 percent teaching and 
40 percent being a COO. I meet with the 
GM’s at each location and work through 
the issues.

How do you find time to do this cor-
porate management work and still 
get on the lesson tee to teach?
I have not taken on any new students 
for nearly five years. My situation is 
reminiscent of John Jacobs, when John 
decided he couldn’t take on any new 
students. He raised his rate, which ac-
tually had the effect of making him more 
in demand. Not unexpected, when you 
think about it. In my case I made a rate 
increase from $165 to $225 an hour. The 
goal was to limit my demand, but it had 
the same effect as it did for Mr. Jacobs 
and I only got busier. One factor that 
helps is that I also know my schedule in 
advance. Also, I have the flexibility to 
teach at all of our properties.

What are the challenges you face in 
your dual role?
At times I feel like I drive around in a big 
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red truck, putting out fires at all our 
properties. As with any serious organi-
zation we put a huge emphasis on 
training. We believe we supply our 
general managers, our golf profession-
als and our superintendents with the 
tools they need to succeed. I make 
regular site visits and audits to check 
up on how our guys are doing and get 
feedback from staff and members. I 
typically get to three clubs a week and once I am there, I am 
there all day. “Trackman travels” as I said before. I will end doing 
some teaching many a day. 

How hands-on is your style? 
When I am making a site visit I will sit in on a managers meeting. 
Typically these meetings are about sharing ideas and best prac-
tices. I follow up with the managers via two phone calls a week. 
These calls have a predetermined purpose and are usually a re-
sult of one of my visits.

What led you to go in this direction, professionally?
I believe myself to be an opportunist and an entrepreneur, so I’m 
always looking for new challenges and new ways to better my-
self. For example, at the point when I had established two in-
structional studios, I said to myself, what do I do next?

What makes you nervous about the future of golf?
One of our Celebration Golf properties is fully paid for, which cre-
ates some nice equity, so I guess I am not as nervous as I once 
was. But, like everyone, we are concerned about the decline in 
golfers. Also, pace of play is very concerning. So we are proac-
tive and try to do things to bring people out to our venues and 
make people want to play golf. We are very aware that golf is 
expensive and we try and do everything we can from a promo-
tional standpoint to keep costs in line.

What are some examples of that?
We run events like our “9 Hole Golf and Gals 
League” trunk shows and fashion shows for 
the women. These have proven to very suc-
cessful and become recurring events on our 
calendar. They have generated great feedback 
from the ladies. In fact, when we stopped 
them for the summer we got feedback that the 
regular participants all wanted the events 
back. These are customers who are more than 
happy to pay $50 to play golf with their 
friends.

What are you excited about in the golf in-
dustry right now?
I am very optimistic that the corporate busi-
ness is back. I mean that not just on a corpo-
rate level as an owner of facilities, but for our 
employees as well. As far as technology goes, 
I would like to see it slow down a little. I think 
we can get too wrapped up in tech.

Talk a little bit about some of your mentors.
The first would be John Stark, who was an 
exceptional instructor. He was a Scot who 

became Scotland’s “Doctor Golf.” He 
had an incredibly simplistic method 
and he really made you think and work 
it out on your own. I was 16 when I 
took my first lesson with John. He 
smoked a cigar and said four words 
the whole time. I guess he did say 
“good” about three times. When we 
were done, I asked him about practice 
before the next lesson. He told me to 

work on how I “hold onto the club.”  The second mentor would 
be Mike Biehn, a businessman who worked for AT&T. Mike basi-
cally invented prepaid calling cards. He was a student of mine 
and remains a great resource. To this day he’s still my business 
mentor. 

What is next for you?
I can only do the COO thing for so long. It is very taxing. I have 
been very fortunate to have done a lot of different things in my 
career so it might make sense for me to gather up all my experi-
ences and do some consulting work. 

What are the major differences as you see them between the 
British PGA and PGA of America?
The British PGA is more savvy electronically and has a better 
web presence. When you go on their website all the information 
is there. Second, the PGA of America is a bit backwards in that 
they do not let qualified people transfer into the organization and 
become members, whereas the British PGA would.  

What general career advice would you offer?
First off, find something you are good at and don’t get distracted. 
Second, don’t be afraid to ask for help or use other peoples’ 
ideas. Lastly, I would say that you always need to be helping 
people. It will come back to you.
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“We are concerned about the decline 
in golfers. Also, pace of play is very 
concerning. So we are proactive and 
try to do things to bring people out to 
our venues and make people want to 
play golf. ”                      -Kenny Nairn

Celebration’s outstanding Golf Academy, designed by Nairn, is a clubfitting mecca in Orlando. 


