Dufault deserves kudos for breaking down barriers in women’s golf
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CRANSTON — When Trudy Dufault played tournament golf, she usually assigned herself the earliest tee time so she could finish her round and spend the rest of the day making sure everything was proceeding according to plan. 

As co-founder and tournament director of the Ocean State Women’s Golf Association, she could do that. 

This year, however, Dufault was not first up for the OSWGA Rhode Island Women’s State Amateur Championship at Cranston Country Club. She spent the four days of the tournament cruising the well-tended layout in a cart, checking in with the club owner Michael Lombardi, the head pro Ed Hanley and the head chef Vinnie Martucci and making sure everything was proceeding according to plan. 

Back surgery, knee surgery and glaucoma in her left eye have limited her playing activity to hitting balls at Montaup, her home course. 

“It’s not competitive golf, and I really love competitive golf. So this hurts, watching and not being able to participate,” she said. 

The tournament had just concluded Friday with Old Dominion University sophomore Samantha Morrell, of North Kingstown, edging La Salle Academy senior Juliet Vongphoumy of Providence, 1-up, and Dufault took a few minutes to relax and reflect. 

Fifteen years ago, the only way a woman could compete for the state championship was to belong to the Rhode Island Women’s Golf Association. And the only way to belong to the RIWGA was to belong to a private club. 

Dufault thought that was not fair, so in 1995 she and her friend, the Providence school teacher Nathalie A. Price, founded the Ocean State Women’s Golf Association to provide all Rhode Island women, private club members and public course patrons alike, an opportunity to play competitive golf together. They dreamed of sponsoring a true state amateur championship. And they succeeded. 

Among the state amateur champs have been Donna Warner, who won the RIWGA title in 1991 and the OSWGA crown in 1996; Becky Mailloux, a four-time OSWGA winner and the 2001 RIWGA champion; Valerie Blinn, three-time OSWGA titlist and 2007 RIWGA champ, and Katherine Murphy, who won the RIWGA and the OSWGA in 2006 and 2009. 

Kibbe Reilly of Agawam Hunt was the OSWGA medalist in 2007 and medalist and tournament runner-up in 2008. 

Tension that existed between the organizations in the early years of the OSWGA has eased. 

“We do get along. Players play in both. I don’t feel there is any friction,” Dufault said. 

Dufault and Price also wanted to open the game to girls whose families do not belong to private clubs, and they succeeded on that front as well. Vongphoumy, the 2008 OSWGA champion as a La Salle sophomore, and Morrell, who plays out of Laurel Lane in West Kingston now, are products of the Buttonhole development program in Providence. Morrell can still recall every detail of the three holes-in-one she made in two days at Buttonhole when she was 13. 

The OSWGA has awarded scholarships to 30 girls since 1995. 

“The young up-and-coming golfers in the state are playing with us and showing support for us. Their parents are showing support for us. It has grown,” Dufault said. “I’m proud, and I think Nathalie would be proud as well.” 

Price died in 1996 on the day before the OSWGA’s Spring Open at Alpine Country Club, one of its first forays to private fairways. 

The OSWGA sponsored two tournaments in 1995, the State Amateur at Montaup and the State Four-Ball at Triggs. This year there are 32 tournaments on the schedule at some of the finest private courses in the state — Pawtucket, Rhode Island, Quidnessett, Agawam, Wannamoisett — as well as top public courses such as Foster Country Club and Green Valley. The organization has a comprehensive website, oswga.org, and an active board. 

“I have a lot of good people working with me, and that is very important. The board is super and the committee chairs are all workers,” Dufault said. 

Asked her proudest achievement with the OSWGA, she settled on steady growth and a higher level of play. She noted that Ali Prazak, the medalist in 2009, was runner-up in the First Division in 2010. 

“These girls are the best golfers in the state, no matter how you look at it. Young or old, they make it to the finals, they are the best. And they play on public courses. They fight the elements. Win or lose, they’re happy, and that makes me happy,” Dufault said. 

Kathy Mis of Weekapaug, a member of the OSWGA rules committee, played her qualifying round with Kelsey Ann Hayward of Alpine and Janita Vongphoumy of Buttonhole. Hayward shot a 77, Vongphoumy an 82 and Mis a 90. Mis lost to Angelica Muscatelli of Alpine in the Second Division semifinals. 

“They invigorated my game this week,” Mis said with a smile. 

Dufault flashed another satisfied smile as well. 

“The level of golf, I think, is great,” she said. “There are a lot of good golfers in this state.” 

And when they play an OSWGA event, they can thank Trudy Dufault for the opportunity, and for making sure that everything was proceeding according to plan.

