
Again, there is no real promotion 
effort much l ike many other dai ly fee 
operations. B r u b a k e r re l ies on the yel-
low pages, genera l n e w s p a p e r adver-
tising, and some special events adver-
tising, for e x a m p l e , on M o t h e r ' s Day 
and Fa ther ' s Day. " W e also l ike to at-
tract juniors and work very h a r d to get 
these kids out on the c o u r s e , " Bru-
b a k e r ment ioned. Hil lcrest has a sea-
son ticket plan. Charges are $70 for a 
single and $120 for a couple. 

Though he has no formal agron-
omy e x p e r i e n c e , B r u b a k e r rea l izes 

having someone around that does is 
e s s e n t i a l . He h a s h i r e d , o v e r the 
years , several hort icul ture graduates 
f r o m a n e a r b y j u n i o r col lege. 

W. G. Stevely, 64, is no s tranger to 
the golf business . He took his farm in 
S a l e m , Ore. , in 1962 and built his first 
n ine holes. Nine y e a r s later, he took a 
l i tt le more of that ground and built 
n ine more, f inal izing his Batt le C r e e k 
Golf Course at its present 18 holes . 

With a season fal l ing s o m e w h e r e 
b e t w e e n 10 and 11 months, S t e v e l y 
does his own bookkeeping and over-

sees an operat ion that inc ludes a regu-
lar 44-seat restaurant plus a lounge. 
T h e s e two features produced more 
than $125,000 in sales in '76. 

With the nearest munic ipal course 
50 miles away in Port land, Batt le 
Creek has no worry h e r e . S tevely is 
c o n c e r n e d about the s k y r o c k e t i n g 
taxes in Oregon, even with greenbel t . 
" I f these taxes get any higher , I'll tear 
the course out and plant s p i n a c h , " he 
says. " A f t e r 16 years , I e n j o y the busi-
ness. T o be honest , though, I won-
dered w h y I got into it at f i r s t . " • 

GOLF BUSINESS PROFILE 

Promotion and perseverance 
pay off for daily fee owner 
by Marino Parascenzo 

It 's not a big creek , but you can ' t cross 
it without a br idge. 

You cross the one- lane br idge — 
about 50 feet of wooden planking set 
on steel girders anchored to c o n c r e t e 
a b u t m e n t s , t h e i r bulky s h o u l d e r s 
holding everything about 5 fee t above 
the c lean water bubbl ing through an 
archway of t rees — to get to L i n d e n -
wood Golf Course , a daily f e e course 
n e a r Canonsburg , in southwestern 
P e n n s y l v a n i a . T h e b r i d g e a l s o , 
s y m b o l i c a l l y , c a r r i e s you to Russ 
Wvl ie ' s way of thinking. 

" W e had to build that b r i d g e , " said 
Wylie , not in complaint , but in pain, 
" a n d we have to pay taxes on it, too." 

In that one s tatement , Wyl ie wraps 
up the plight of the daily f e e course 
owner : he 's on his own, all the way. 

Wylie , an activist among the na-
tion's fee course men, owns L inden-
wood, across that little bridge, and 
Rolling G r e e n , another 18-holer about 
6 miles away in the bumpy wood-
lands south of Pittsburgh. But o w n e r 
for how long? 

Two pressing factors ra i se that 
s a m e question for fee course o w n e r s 
all over the nat ion, Wylie says. T h o s e 
factors are rea l estate taxes, a com-
m o n e n e m y , a n d the m u n i c i p a l 
course , a blood brother so favored by 
Marinn Parascenzo covers go If and other 
sports for a Pittsburgh daily newspaper. 

parent government as to be a down-
right prodigal son. 

" T h e s e are not just Pennsylvania 
p r o b l e m s , " Wyl ie said. " T h e s e a r e 
national p r o b l e m s . " T h e y are, he says, 
a threat to the very ex is tence of f e e 
courses . 

His is not the cry of a sol i tary 
wander ing soul whose wallet has b e e n 
in jured . At last fa l l ' s meet ing of the 
f l e d g l i n g N a t i o n a l A s s o c i a t i o n of 
Publ ic Golf Courses near Chicago, 
S teve Alberg of the National C lub 
A s s o c i a t i o n i s s u e d a f r i g h t e n i n g 
report (GOLF B U S I N E S S , F e b r u a r y 
1977) — that 22 p e r c e n t of the nat ion 's 
c lubs and courses a re on the verge of 
l iquidat ion due to the tax load. 

R e a l estate taxes and munic ipa l 
courses . At first g lance , they may not 
s e e m to be re lated. But as Russ W y l i e 
s e e s it, each has a hand at the throat of 
the d a i l y f e e c o u r s e . T h e t a x e s 
s q u e e z e from one direct ion. T h e f e e 
opera tor could loosen that grip by 
raising his green fees . But the n e a r b y 
munic ipa l course , with its govern-
m e n t - s u b s i d i z e d a b i l i t y to c h a r g e 
lower f e e s and its f r e e d o m from those 
s a m e real estate taxes , is squeez ing 
from the other. 

W v l i e is doing m o r e than wringing 
his hands . Eight years ago he h e l p e d 
form the Pennsylvania Golf Course 
O w n e r s , Inc., of which he is a past 

Russ Wylie ponders the plight 
of the daily fee owner-operator. 
In the background is the clubhouse 
of his Lindenwood Golf Course. 



p r e s i d e n t . He is n o w d i r e c t o r of the 
N o r t h e a s t R e g i o n of t h e N a t i o n a l 
A s s o c i a t i o n of P u b l i c Golf Courses . 
T h e t w o o r g a n i z a t i o n s , t h o u g h 
i n d e p e n d e n t of e a c h other , have the 
s a m e goals — among o t h e r things, eas -
ing those grips. 

" W e ' r e s e e i n g t h e s e p r o b l e m s , " 
W y l i e sa id , " in S a n Jose , P o m p a n o 
B e a c h , Chicago, all o v e r . " 

On t h e sub jec t of r e a l es ta te taxes , 
W y l i e h a s an u n e x p e c t e d and ar t icu-
l a t e a l ly in the r e n o w n e d Al i s ta i r 
C o o k e , te levis ion b r o a d c a s t e r , n e w s -
p a p e r m a n , and author . 

In h is witty a n d w i d e - r a n g i n g fore -
word to the insp i red The World Atlas 
of Golf ( R a n d o m H o u s e , 1976), Cooke 
i s sued this f o r e c a s t of d o o m : 

" F o r the rest of us, this colossal 
book c o m e s along, n o n e too soon, to 
r e v i e w the history of g r e a t golf a rch i -
t e c t u r e from its i n v e n t i o n by W i l l i e 
Park Jr. just b e f o r e the turn of o n e 
c e n t u r y to its l ike ly d e m i s e just b e f o r e 
the end of the next . F o r in the U n i t e d 
S t a t e s at any rate , an a m e n d m e n t to 
the f e d e r a l tax law, a l l o w i n g the s tates 
to r e a s s e s s land taxes a c c o r d i n g to the 
d o c t r i n e of 'best p o s s i b l e use, ' could 
soon tax golf courses at e i t h e r the rea l -
e s t a t e or publ ic ra te and doom o n c e 
and for all the p r i v a t e p l a y g r o u n d . " 

C o o k e is speak ing of s ta te ly coun-
try c l u b s . But if you i n t e r p r e t " p r i v a t e 
p l a y g r o u n d " to m e a n the golf c o u r s e s 
of the n a t i o n ' s s o m e 5.5 mi l l ion dai ly 
f e e go l fe rs , the grim m e s s a g e is the 
s a m e . 

The inequities of taxa t ion 
W h a t W y l i e s e e s as the i n e q u i t i e s of 
the r e a l e s t a t e tax s t r u c t u r e a r e 
brought into s h a r p f o c u s just outs ide 
his f r o n t door . Not f a r f r o m h i s 
L i n d e n w o o d c o u r s e l i es V a l l e y Brook 
C o u n t r y Club. Both a r e in Washing-
ton County , just south of Pi t tsburgh. 

" N o w , I h a v e no d i s p u t e wi th 
V a l l e y B r o o k , " W y l i e sa id . " B u t just 
use it for c o m p a r i s o n p u r p o s e s b e -
c a u s e this is not u n c o m m o n . M a n y of 
our assoc ia t ion m e m b e r s (PGCO) a r e 
f a c e d wi th the s a m e p r o b l e m . " 

V a l l e y Brook s p r e a d s over s o m e 
300 a c r e s , of which a b o u t 285 a r e used 
for its 27 golf holes , W y l i e p o i n t e d out. 
L i n d e n w o o d h a s 258 a c r e , but only 
s o m e 120 a r e used for its 18 ho les . T h e 
rest s t a n d s p r i n c i p a l l y in w o o d l a n d s . 

B o t h a r e taxed u n d e r the " b e s t 

u s e " d o c t r i n e . " W e a r e a s s e s s e d at 
$250 an a c r e , e v e n for a b o u t 138 a c r e s 
o f w o o d s , a n d V a l l e y B r o o k i s 
a s s e s s e d at $290 an a c r e . Y e t there is 
no c o m p a r i s o n , " W y l i e sa id . " L i n d e n -
wood is a f i n e f e e c o u r s e , b u t t h e r e is 
no w a y in the wor ld you c a n c o m p a r e 
us with a f i n e country c l u b l i k e V a l l e y 
Brook. St i l l , the tax ra te is n e a r l y the 
s a m e . " 

T h e suggest ion, of c o u r s e , is not 
that V a l l e y B r o o k b e t a x e d m o r e for its 
l u s h e r p r o p e r t i e s , but that b o t h V a l l e y 
Brook and L i n d e n w o o d b e t a x e d less 
for their v a l u e to the p e o p l e . In u r b a n 
a r e a s , W y l i e argues , golf c o u r s e s a re 
among the last open g r e e n s p a c e s that 
a r e b e c o m i n g i n c r e a s i n g l y m o r e 
i m p o r t a n t to the l e i s u r e a n d wel l -
b e i n g of m a n in an i n d u s t r i a l i z e d , 
t e c h n o l o g i c a l soc ie ty . 

A small r a y of hope 
W y l i e d r a w s h o p e for f u t u r e tax r e l i e f 
f rom the fac t that h e did w i n one tax 
b r e a k , a l b e i t a smal l one , 3 y e a r s ago. 
His Rol l ing G r e e n c o u r s e , a lso in 
Washin gt on County but not in the 
s a m e t o w n s h i p as L i n d e n w o o d , w a s 
u n d e r a 10 p e r c e n t a m u s e m e n t tax, an 
option of township g o v e r n m e n t s . 

" A s I s e e it, an a m u s e m e n t is s o m e -
thing you sit a n d e n j o y , l ike a m o v i e or 
a ba l l g a m e , " W y l i e sa id . " G o l f is not 
the s a m e thing. It is s o m e t h i n g you do, 
a p a r t i c u l a r s p o r t . " O n e c o u l d argue 
with his logic , but not with t h e resul ts . 

" I t w a s a o n e - y e a r c a m p a i g n , " 
W y l i e sa id . " W e w e n t to the t o w n s h i p 
superv isors . Look, w e sa id , b u s i n e s s is 
not all that good to begin wi th . And 
now in f la t ion is hur t ing us, costs a r e 
rising. Not o n l y that, c o u r s e s in o ther 
townships don' t h a v e an a m u s e m e n t 
tax. W e f i n a l l y p e r s u a d e d t h e m . T h e 
a l t e r n a t i v e ? W e l l , to r a i s e p r i c e s — 
and e v e n t u a l l y pr i ce m y s e l f out of the 
m a r k e t . " 

W y l i e k n o w s his golf m a r k e t . O v e r 
the past 20 y e a r s he has r i d d e n the golf 
boom f r om a tentat ive , s p e c u l a t i v e 
start to sol id s u c c e s s , s e e n it grow, 
f lour ish , a n d now take its l u m p s . 

A g r a d u a t e of Grove City (Pa.) Col-
lege, W y l i e w a s in the r e t a i l da i ry 
b u s i n e s s w h e n , as he put it, " I s a w golf 
coming, s a w the n e e d for c o u r s e s . " In 
1956 he s t a r t e d with Rol l ing G r e e n ' s 
first n i n e h o l e s , " . . . the f irst 9 -ho le 
c o u r s e south of P i t t s b u r g h , " h e r e c a l l s . 

T o d a y t h e r e a r e 100 d a i l y f e e 

c o u r s e s in W e s t e r n P e n n s y l v a n i a . 
" B u t only about 60 be long to our own-
e r s a s s o c i a t i o n , " h e said, wi th a t r a c e 
of e x a s p e r a t i o n . " W e ' r e l ike all o t h e r 
organiza t ions — you just don't get 100 
p e r c e n t c o o p e r a t i o n . And I don't k n o w 
w h y . I p r e a c h it all the t i m e " 

U n f a i r competi t ion 
If the tax p r o b l e m is heavy , t h e p r o b -
l e m of m u n i c i p a l course is no l ighter . 
But it is m o r e vex ing b e c a u s e the 
m u n y c o u r s e s h a v e a s trength fa r out 
of proport ion to the i r n u m b e r , l i k e a 
s m a l l , p o w e r f u l magnet in a s e a of 
p a p e r cl ips. T h e y exer t a r e s t r a i n i n g 
f o r c e on the m a r k e t , W y l i e says . T h e 
p u b l i c gol fer , l ike e v e r y b u y e r , usu-
a l ly goes for the bes t pr i ce . A n d the 
m u n y courses , b e c a u s e of the i r tax 
support , can c h a r g e the bes t p r i c e . 

In the P i t t sburgh a r e a , the two m a -
j o r a t t rac t ions a r e A l l e g h e n y C o u n t y ' s 
18 -ho le North P a r k Course and the 27-
h o l e South P a r k Course , e a c h set in 
vast p a r k l a n d s o f f e r i n g such o t h e r f e a -
t u r e s as p i c n i c grounds and b o a t i n g . 

W y l i e , a l though looking for h i g h e r 
i n c o m e s , f e a r s that his go l fers m a y 
m e r e l y shrug and go a f e w m i l e s up 
the road to S o u t h Park if h e doesn ' t 
k e e p L i n d e n w o o d ' s pr i ces c o m p e t i -
t ive. 

" T h e m u n i c i p a l course is o n e of 
the f e e c o u r s e ' s toughest c o m p e t i -
t o r ' s , " W y l i e sa id . " T o begin wi th , 
they don't pay r e a l es ta te taxes . T h e y 
a r e suppor ted by tax money . A n d take 
l a b o r , for e x a m p l e . W e ' r e lucky to b e 
a b l e to put four or f ive guys to w o r k on 
a g r e e n . At South Park , they c a n put 25 
or 30 on if they h a v e to. S o m e of t h e m 
m a y b e brought o v e r f rom the p i c n i c 
g r o v e s or s o m e w h e r e e l s e . " 

It is of s o m e conso la t ion to W y l i e 
that g r e e n f e e s a r e now up at the two 
A l l e g h e n y C o u n t y courses , to $4.50 on 
w e e k d a y s and $6 on S a t u r d a y s , S u n -
days , and h o l i d a y s . "S t i l l not r e a l -
i s t i c , " he insists , " b u t an i m p r o v e -
m e n t . " 

W y l i e c h a r g e s $5 and $6 at L i n d e n -
w o o d . At his o t h e r course , Ro l l ing 
G r e e n , the f e e s a r e lower at $4 a n d $5 
b e c a u s e it is h i l l i e r than L i n d e n w o o d 
a n d about 10 shots e a s i e r to the good 
g o l f e r . 

W y l i e ' s p o s t u l a t i o n that m u n y 
c o u r s e s govern the m a r k e t p l a c e is, to 
s o m e ex tent , b o r n e out about 50 m i l e s 
nor th of P i t t sburgh. At N e w C a s t l e , 



Pa., Sylvan Heights, that city's munici -
pal course, the fees are $3.50 and $4. 
Although Cast le Hills, across town, 
chal lenges the point successful ly with 
pr ices substant ia l ly higher, at $4.50 
and $5.50, El lwood City's semi-pr ivate 
Del Mar , in the other direct ion, is 
more in l ine at $3.75 and $4.25. 

The f e e course operator is practi-
cal ly helpless , Wyl ie admits, in trying 
to change the f e e structures at muny 
courses. A p lea for an i n c r e a s e at 
North and South Park p r o b a b l y had 
little e f fect on the Al legheny County 
Commiss ioners , especia l ly w h e n one 
of the voices c a m e from a di f ferent 
county. T h e i r chief concern is their 
own taxpayers and golfers. T h e in-
crease to the $4.50-$6 schedule doubt-
less was due not in response to the 
plight of pr ivate operators, but to the 
c o l d f a c t s of r u n n i n g m u n i c i p a l 
faci l i t ies . Costs keep rising. 

But they k e e p rising for the fee 
course operator , too. " A gang m o w e r I 
bought when I started in 1956 cost $1,-
800 n e w , " Wyl ie recal led. " T o d a y it 
costs $5,600. M y tractor was $2,100 
then, and it's $6,000 now. E q u i p m e n t 
costs have about tripled, and so have 
labor costs. But green fees h a v e only 
doubled . " 

B a s i c a l l y , t h e a r e a b e t w e e n 
receipts and e x p e n s e s is profit , and 
that area is shrinking. " I t ' s the old 
s q u e e z e , " W y l i e said. 

Nothing ventured, nothing gained 
T h e chal lenge to real es ta te taxes 
might b e met on a broader bas is , even 
a national one, and that's w h e r e the 
National Associat ion of Publ i c Golf 
Courses c o m e s in. 

" W e h a v e a t t o r n e y s d o i n g 
investigative work on the possibi l i ty of 
tax r e f o r m , " Russ Wylie said. " S o m e -
thing along the l ine of preserving open 
spaces . T h e only way for us h e r e in 
Pennsylvania is to go b e f o r e the state 
legislators with a bill on 'green and 
open spaces , ' to try to p r e s e r v e them 
for publ ic use. You know, someday 
courses l ike mine h e r e at Linden-
wood might b e a green space within a 
metropol i s . " 

A quick tour of L indenwood shows 
what Wyl ie means . L indenwood 's 18 
holes roll gently, almost flat, through 
lush woodlands . It is c lean, quie t land, 
still except for the songs of birds. At 
the northern edge, just through the 

trees , you can m a k e out the top of a 
w a t e r tower in the distance. It 's the 
only sign of civi l ization. 

Yet perhaps only a hal f -mi le away 
a r e housing deve lopments and multi-
story apartments . A four- lane high-
way sweeps north and south less than 
a mi le away, as the robin f l ies. T h e 
f r inges of Pit tsburgh's southern sub-
urbs c reep ever c loser , c la iming ver-
dant open spaces with housing and 
shopping centers . It 's a s c e n e r e p e a t e d 
throughout the nat ion. 

" W e need tax reform b e f o r e 
taxes force owners to sell to high r i se 
deve lopments and housing develop-
m e n t s , " Wylie said. " V e r y few o w n e r s 
want to sell . T h e y love the golf busi-
ness and they e n j o y it, l ike I do, and 
they want to stay in it. As long as they 
can make a prof i t . " 

T h e problems of real estate taxes 
and m u n i c i p a l c o u r s e s res t p r i n -
c ipal ly with the joint efforts of the f e e 
course owners. M e a n w h i l e , W y l i e is 
doing something about his own per-
s o n a l b u s i n e s s — p r o m o t i n g gol f , 
vigorously, on all fronts. 

Wyl ie is a key f o r c e in the P G O — 
the Pennsylvania Golf Open, now in 
its fifth year . This is a bet ter -bal l -of -
two tournament sponsored by the 
Pennsylvania Golf Course O w n e r s , 
c o m p l e t e with qua l i f i e r s at some 20 
part ic ipat ing courses throughout the 
state . At a cost of about $300 e a c h to 
the courses , the P G O put up a purse of 
a hea l thy $8,000 in m e r c h a n d i s e for 
pr izes last year . 

" W e ' r e hoping to build the P G O , 
and even to get a national tourna-
m e n t , " Wylie said. 

M o r e ambit ious and r iskier is the 
" s w e e p s t a k e s " promotion of the West -
e r n P e n n s y l v a n i a c o u r s e s , a n o -
str ings-attached drawing for a whop-
ping $25,000 in prizes . 

It is designed to attract gol fers in 
S e p t e m b e r , Oc tober , and N o v e m b e r . 
" T h i s is the best t ime to p lay , " W y l i e 
said. " T h e w e a t h e r is ideal and the 
courses are in the best s h a p e . " 

T h e job was f o r m i d a b l e — m e r e l y 
win golfers away f rom the Pittsburgh 
P i r a t e s as they b a t t l e d down the 
Nat ional League stretch drive, f rom 
the Pittsburgh S t e e l e r s as they fought 
unsuccess ful ly toward a third straight 
S u p e r Bowl, and from the Univers i ty 
of Pittsburgh and T o n y Dorsett as they 
m a r c h e d toward the national col legi-

ate footbal l championship . 
T h e plan was s imple and e f fec -

tive. A n y o n e dropping in at a partici-
pating course could pick up a f r e e 
drawing ticket. Nothing to buy, no golf 
to play. Hal f of the ticket went into the 
hopper for the drawing. 

T h e idea was splendid. Unfortu-
nately, the weather was not. Gol fers 
c a m e out in flocks, p icked up their 
f ree tickets, but rain kept them off the 
courses . 

F i rs t p r i z e w a s a 1977 Dodge ; 
second, a golf trip for two to the 
B a h a m a s ; and third, a trip for two to 
B e r m u d a . Then c a m e a parade of 
color television sets, pro l ine c lubs 
and bags, and a landsl ide of green f e e 
books. 

For credibi l i ty , copies of the win-
ning t ickets—pages of t h e m — a r e still 
posted at Wyl ie ' s two courses . 

T h e cost was about $1,000 for each 
of 19 p a r t i c i p a t i n g c o u r s e s . T h e 
s w e e p s t a k e s is on again this year , 
although Wyl ie senses a certain dis-
af fect ion in some corners . It s e e m s the 
rainy w e a t h e r of the fal l of '76 dam-
pened the enthusiasm of some ow-
ners. 

" B u t I think it was w o r t h w h i l e , " 
Wylie insists. " Y e s , *I wil l go along 
with it a g a i n . " 

Wyl ie promotes his own courses 
just as intently. He encourages wo-
men's play by not restr ict ing them to 
s p e c i a l hours , by f o r m i n g l a d i e s ' 
leagues , and by staging a Ladies ' 
Invitat ional tournament . And kids are 
more than welcome. 

T h e huge Western Pennsylvania 
high school league, n u m b e r i n g about 
100 teams, needs courses , private and 
public . Wyl ie wanted the f e e course 
o w n e r s to of fer their courses f ree . 

" B u t some said no, w e pay school 
taxes, so let them p a y , " he said. 

" Y e a r s ago I g a v e my R o l l i n g 
Green course f ree to f ive di f ferent 
schools . T h e n the other courses began 
to take teams. Now I h a v e one team at 
each of my courses. R e m e m b e r , these 
are our future gol fers . " 

All of it — the fight against real es-
tate taxes , the chal lenge of munic ipal 
courses , the promotions — are one 
m a n ' s c a m p a i g n to m a k e the f e e 
course go. It's his own daily bread . 

" I d o n ' t p r e t e n d to h a v e t h e 
a n s w e r s , " Russ Wyl ie said. "But some-
body's got to do s o m e t h i n g . " • 




