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Golf in the Northwest: 
close ties with Mother Nature 
by S h e r i d a n Much 

The role of golf in the Northwest por-
tion of the nation is somewhat differ-
ent than it is in other areas . While golf 
fills many leisure hours for nearly a 
million players, it is not exact ly a way 
of l i fe . 

Northwest Americans are blessed 
with ample outdoor recreat ion, rang-
ing from water sports on Puget Sound 
to hunting, camping, fishing, and other 
fair weather activities in scores of 
mountain ranges and val leys rippling 
westward from the Rockies . 

Whi le golf and year-around golfing 
weather a re attractions for thousands 
of Sun Belt natives and immigrants, 
growth of the game in the Northwest 
ref lects genuine popularity despite 
golfing off-seasons ranging from 60 to 
150 days or more each year. Western 
Washington and Oregon boast year-
around golf seasons, as do some areas 
of Colorado, but hardy winter golfers 
risk drenchings in the former and 
frostbite in the latter. Real ly decent 
golfing weather typically runs from 
M a r c h through N o v e m b e r in the 
Paci f ic Northwest and from April 
through October in the upper Rockies, 
where altitude is the most important 
var iable . 

A 10-year tracking of golf develop-
ment in the region as it is defined by 
the National Golf Foundation shows 
facility growth somewhat ahead of 
population expansion. Golf courses 
have increased 26.5 percent since 
1968, compared to an 18.6 percent 
population increase. 

Washington added 45 courses in 
that period, an increase of 26 percent, 
and Idaho added 20, a gain of 36 per-
cent. Busier than both, particularly in 
recent years , was Colorado, recently 
added to the Foundation's designated 
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Northwest territory. The Centennial 
State saw a 37 percent growth in 10 
years as 40 new golf faci l i t ies came 
into being. 

The entire area provides excel lent 
opportunity for public golf. Ratios of 
publ i c c o u r s e s to popula t ion are 
generally more favorable than in the 
country as a whole, ranging from one 
for every 25,800 persons in Idaho to 
one for each 41,100 in Colorado. Ratios 
r e f l e c t 18-hole e q u i v a l e n t p u b l i c 
courses. 

An i n t e r e s t i n g contrast in the 
nature of public courses is pointed up 
in the several states. Municipal i t ies 
and other government agencies supply 
about 41 percent of the public golf in 
I d a h o , M o n t a n a , W y o m i n g , and 
Colorado — and if you throw in Utah, 
the percentage goes up to 48. The 
Paci f ic Northwest, on the other hand, 
has found pr ivate e n t r e p r e n e u r s 
willing to supply the major share of 
open-to-the-public facilities, leaving 
public agencies to account for only 21 
percent of the facility count. 

A recent trend toward leasing of 
municipal courses to private oper-
ators, thus placing them in the daily 
f ee category for practical purposes, 
further reduces this percentage. The 
City of S e a t t l e , for e x a m p l e , has 
leased out two of its three municipal 
courses. Partial lease arrangements 
are also in e f fect at an 18-hole city 
course and a 36-hole county-owned 
golf complex in Portland. 

Effects of weather 
Weather was a major factor in further 
facility development in the North-
west over the past year. Construction 
delays — occasioned first by drought 
conditions in 1976-77, then somet imes 
compounded by a much wetter than 
usual 1977-78 — upset the t imetables 
of numerous projects e i ther under 
construction or on the drawing board. 

Colorado, which saw a record-
breaking drought in the mountains 
followed by record-breaking snowfall 
the next winter, was by far the most 
a c t i v e of the r e g i o n ' s s t a t e s in 
development. Two new regulation 
courses were opened, along with three 
mid-length faci l i t ies and an addition 
to still another regulation course. 
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Washington , N o r t h e r n C a l i f o r n i a , 
Utah, and Wyoming opened but one 
faci l i ty each. 

A surge of openings in 1979, how-
ever, will return the Northwest to its 
status as the most dynamic golfing 
area of the nation outside the Sun 
Belt . Colorado currently lists 11 and 
Northern Cali fornia 10 golf courses in 
some stage of construction. Idaho f i les 
show six, Montana and Washington 
f o u r e a c h , O r e g o n t h r e e , a n d 
Wyoming two. Many of these are com-
pletely new facil it ies, while others are 
additions to existing golf courses. 

T h e " p r o s p e c t " file, in which the 
National Golf Foundation maintains a 
continuing inventory of planned golf 
courses, is equally encouraging in the 
Northwest with a total of 31 potential 
projects . 

Real estate developments involv-
ing golf courses represent the single 
most significant factor in planned 
expansion of the facil i ty count in this 
area . That promises a greater avail-
abil i ty of public golf since most of 
these projects at least begin as open-
to-the-public courses. 

A f t e r the 1976-77 drought and 
super-saturation of 1977-78, western 
golf was visited with a new problem in 
the winter of 1978-79: severe cold. Golf 
c o u r s e s in the P a c i f i c Nor thwes t 
which normally exper ience some play 
in w i n t e r , varying only with the 
amount of precipitation, were totally 
shut down for days on end. 

M a n y western Oregon c o u r s e s 
e x p e r i e n c e d between 15 and 30 days 
without play because of snow, frozen 
turf , and ice s torms . In w e s t e r n 
Washington, where snow was heavier 
and lingered longer, many courses 
w e r e open only 15 days or less be-
tween December 1, 1978, and the end 
of January. Eastern Washington was 
bitter cold, with temperatures plung-
ing to 25 degrees be low zero and snow 
covering golf courses in Spokane from 
Thanksgiving Day through the end of 
February . 

In Fort Collins, Colo., where the 
average December produces from 1,-
000 to 1,500 rounds of golf at Collin-
dale Municipal Golf Course, not a sin-
gle round was recorded last 'Decem-
b e r . T h e s a m e was true at most 
courses along the burgeoning eastern 



Richard Malpass (right), superintendent at Riverside Country 
Club in Portland, said courses in his area were hit worst by a 
severe ice storm that swept through Oregon last winter. Photos 
above show birch and evergreen trees on the Riverside course 
damaged by the storm. 

slope of the Rockies in Colorado. 
Golfers in the Pacif ic Northwest 

have grown accustomed to enjoying 
" t w o good w e e k s in F e b r u a r y . " 
Almost annual ly those two good weeks 
provide dry, balmy weather and a 
greening of the countryside in a sort of 
p r e v i e w of spring. S e v e r a l more 
weeks of more wintry weather may 
follow, but those two good weeks 
of February are almost guaranteed. 

Instead, February this year was 
one of the wettest on record and the 
two good weeks were delayed until 
March . As usual, they brought out 
golfers in droves, probably enough to 
rescue the first quarter of the year as a 
" n o r m a l " period of golfing activity in 
the Northwest. 

M a i n t e n a n c e problems 
For golf course superintendents the 
preview of spring was part icularly 
welcome. M a n y were still trying to 
heal the wounds of winter, including 
desiccation of greens, widespread 
debris from tree limbs shattered by 
icing, and myriad p r o b l e m s with 
irrigation systems which had b e e n in-
stalled in a manner to ref lect milder 
conditions. 

Dick Malpass , past president of the 
Golf Course Superintendents Associ-
ation of Amer ica , reported severe 
damage at his Riverside Country Club 
course in Portland. 

" T h e coldest November on record, 
second coldest December , and coldest 
J a n u a r y s i n c e 1891, along with a 
severe ice storm, were really tough on 
turf in the Northwest , " he said. 

" T h e Portland area was particu-
larly hard hit as the ice storm cut 
power to over 100,000 homes and busi-
nesses. Freezing winds blowing down 
the Columbia River Gorge caused 
s e v e r e d e s i c c a t i o n of m a n y golf 
courses . " 

Malpass said courses situated near 
the river, such as his and Columbia-
Edgewater Country Club, w e r e the 
worst hit. Cleanup work caused by 
downed l imbs and trees was an 8-
week spring project causing up to $50,-

000 in expense at each course. T h e 
most punishing damage o c c u r r e d 
a m o n g s p e c i m e n t r e e s s u c h as 
f lowering plum and weeping willow. 
Birch, poplar, pines, and cottonwood 
trees also sustained heavy damage. 

Winter is a more famil iar visitor in 
the Spokane area, but a 90-day snow 
c o v e r w a s not . F o r t u n a t e l y , golf 
courses survived remarkably well , ac-
cording to Erv Korff , golf manager for 
the City of Spokane. 

" W e came out of winter in excel -
lent condit ion," Korff marveled, " a n d 
opened two of our three courses on 
permanent greens the second week in 
M a r c h . Golf play for the month is well 
up from 1978." 

Snow cover lasted for 60 days or 
more in the T r e a s u r e Val ley of Idaho, 
leaving Boise area golfers chomping at 
the bit. And when a fast melt occurred 
in early March , golf courses sus-
tained some flooding. 

"But that was a sort of 'nice prob-
lem' for a change , " said Jerry Breaux, 
pro-superintendent at Eagle Hills Golf 
Course near Boise. " W e still r emem-
ber the recent drought condit ions." 

Eagle Hills green fees went up to 
$6.75 on w e e k e n d s for 1979, the 
highest in the area , but that had been 
no deterrent to golfers in the early 
season. Longer than usual inactivity 
had left them with a ravenous appetite 
for golf. 

Snow was also heavier at higher 
e levat ions of the intermountain region 
through Montana, Eastern Idaho, and 
Wyoming, where golf courses w e r e 
still digging out later in the spring. 
Ear ly indications, however , were that 
most had wintered well . 

If there is a single common concern 
in g o l f c o u r s e d e v e l o p m e n t a n d 
maintenance in the entire Northwest 
area , it is water. But water problems 
are far from uniform. In that densely 
populated and heavi ly golfed region 
west of the C a s c a d e Mountains of 
Washington and Oregon and be tween 
the S ier ra Nevadas and the Pac i f i c 
Coast in Northern Cali fornia, water is 
general ly abundant . Drainage is the 

problem here , both for developers of 
new courses and operators of existing 
facil i t ies. Much of the golf course 
construction activity in the Paci f ic 
Northwest in recent years has in-
v o l v e d the r e m o d e l i n g of o l d e r 
courses, often with drainage improve-
ment as the focus. Conversion to more 
p r e d i c t a b l e a u t o m a t i c i r r i g a t i o n 
systems has also been popular. 

East of the Rain Belt and in the 
teeming B a y A r e a of C a l i f o r n i a , 
western golf is seriously concerned 
with water availabil ity. Drought con-
ditions of 1976-77 pointed up the prob-
lem in Northern Cal i fornia when even 
such storied links as P e b b l e Beach on 
the Monterey Peninsula went omin-
ously brown. Today all golf operators 
in the region are concerned not only 
with availabil i ty of water but also 
with its spiralling costs. 

Howard Capps, owner of Chimney 
Rock Golf Club, an 18-hole daily fee 
course in the scenic wine country near 
Napa, Calif . , recently moved to solve 
his water problems. He contracted 
with the small nearby community of 
Yountvil le for use of treated eff luent. 
The agrement solved both the city's 
dispersal problem and Capps ' water 
shortage. Both were following a pat-
tern set several years ago in areas 
where recycled wastewater use for 
irrigation is necessary. 

It doesn't take a drought in the 
intermountain west to remind golf 
operators of the importance of water. 
Water conservancy has been a way of 
life in this region for years and waste-
water has become an increasingly im-
portant source of golf course irriga-
tion. 

Water is only one of the resource 
m a n a g e m e n t p r o b l e m s f a c e d by 
Northwest superintendents and man-
agers today. Management of human 
and energy resources have become 
equal ly critical, according to Dick 
Malpass . 

" W e have a continuing labor prob-
l e m , " he said, " a s our he lp is siphoned 
off into other industr ies . " 

Union labor is st i l l r e l a t i v e l y 
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s c a r c e through the N o r t h w e s t , 
although it has become the rule in 
many Northern California locations. 
Restrictions imposed by union con-
tracts, where they exist, have contrib-
uted to expanding m a i n t e n a n c e 
budgets and, in some cases, less in-
tense maintenance practices. 

A recent survey of maintenance 
costs in Oregon and Washington 
showed budgets at 18-hole courses 
ranging from $96,000 to well over 
$200,000. Many daily fee courses, how-
ever, still manage to keep turf mowed 
and growing with budgets as tight as 
$40,000. 

Superintendents' salaries ranged 
upward to $30,000 annually at first 
rate private clubs, but here again 
daily fee owners were finding turf 
management help available for as lit-
tle as $13,000. Many, of course, serve 
as their own "superintendents" and 
hire foremen to direct their crews, of-
ten only part-timers. The average for 
superintendents who responded to the 
NGF survey was $20,600 and the me-
dian about the same. 

Year-around help in addition to the 
superintendent varied from one to 12 
persons on courses of 18 holes or more 
in the region. The average reported 
was 4.6 fulltime employees, including 
assistant superintendents, mechanics, 
foremen and laborers. All reported 
additional seasonal help. 

Malpass said superintendents' con-
cern with energy resources is double-
edged. Not only would fuel restric-
tions diminish intensity of mainte-
nance, but it would also threaten golf 
play and normal revenue. Because 
distances between golf courses in the 
Northwest are generally greater than 
in more populated areas of America, 
golf could be one of the first sacri-
fices of Northwesterners forced to 
conserve fuel. 

On the other hand, Malpass said, 
when and if Americans are forced to 
seek recreation closer to home, golf 
could become even more popular. 

" T h a t ' s more reason why golf 
courses should get their fair share for 
maintenance and operation in a fuel 
shortage," he suggested. 

Superintendents of the region are 
also more concerned than ever over a 
g r o w i n g l i s t of E P A - r e s t r i c t e d 
materials with which they have fought 
turfgrass pests for years. This and 
increasing qualifications being im-
posed for l i cens ing of p e s t i c i d e 
applicators add to administrative 
problems for superintendents. 

Fortunately, Poa annua control and 
usually light infestations of Fusarium 
nivale (pink snow mold) are the only 
major turfgrass problems to be dealt 
with under normal conditions. Much 
of the research and experimentation 
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c a r r i e d on by agronomis t Dr. Roy G o s s 
and plant pathologist C.J . Gould at the 
W e s t e r n W a s h i n g t o n R e s e a r c h a n d 
E x t e n s i o n C e n t e r in Puyal lup a r e 
d e v o t e d to the contro l of these . In 
g e n e r a l , turf m a n a g e r s of the a r e a a r e 
a lmos t e q u a l l y d iv ided b e t w e e n those 
r e s i g n e d to l iving with Poa and those 
sti l l bat t l ing it. 

T h e n o r m a l fer t i l iza t ion p r o g r a m s 
in the N o r t h w e s t consist of a l ight 
a p p l i c a t i o n in e a r l y spring, a h e a v i e r 
a p p l i c a t i o n in A p r i l or M a y a n d 
a n o t h e r in S e p t e m b e r or O c t o b e r to 
c a r r y turf through w i n t e r . G r e e n s a n d 
t e e s a r e a c c o r d e d f r e q u e n t l ight 
a p p l i c a t i o n s by most s u p e r i n t e n d e n t s 
a long the P a c i f i c Coast , r e f l e c t i n g 
y e a r - a r o u n d p l a y i n g c o n d i t i o n s . 
A e r i f i c a t i o n is c o n s i d e r e d m a n d a t o r y 
by most in e a r l y spring with top-
d r e s s i n g programs to set greens up for 
h e a v y s u m m e r p lay . 

M a n y s u p e r i n t e n d e n t s in t h e 
reg ion h a v e a d o p t e d var ia t ions of the 
M a d i s o n program of f r e q u e n t l ight 
s a n d i n g of g r e e n s , s o m e t i m e s wi th 
fe r t i l i za t ion and fungic ida l a p p l i c a -
t ions i n c l u d e d . 

Summary 
T h e P a c i f i c coasta l region is noted for 
its lush, g r e e n c o u r s e s , often c a r v e d 
f r o m h e a v y s tands of e v e r g r e e n s a n d 
s p r e a d over rol l ing hi l ls d r a i n e d b y 
swi f t -moving s t r e a m s and dotted wi th 
n a t u r a l ponds . Unt i l re la t ive ly r e c e n -
tly, golf c o u r s e a r c h i t e c t s e s c h e w e d 
the addit ion of u n n a t u r a l h a z a r d s , 
such as sand b u n k e r s in profusion, on 
N o r t h w e s t c o u r s e s . T h a t s o r t o f 
s o p h i s t i c a t i o n h a s b e e n i n t r o d u c e d , 
h o w e v e r , in the past two d e c a d e s a n d 
today N o r t h w e s t go l fe rs are as apt to 
f ind t h e m s e l v e s in a soggy sand trap as 
u n d e r a Douglas f ir . 

T h r o u g h t h e m o u n t a i n r e g i o n s , 
w h e r e b l u e g r a s s f a i r w a y s prop the 
ba l l into invit ing l ies and P e n n c r o s s 
g r e e n s f lour ish wi thout h e a v y Poo an-
nual com p et i t ion , golf is e n j o y e d in 
p e r h a p s its most s p e c t a c u l a r e n v i r o n -
m e n t . G r e e n m o u n t a i n s or red rock 
f o r m a t i o n s s i l h o u e t t e d against br i l l i -
ant b l u e sk ies p r o v i d e the b a c k d r o p 
for golf shots w h i c h just na tura l ly f ly 
f u r t h e r in the br isk , thin air . 

G o l f w a s only a rumor in this na-
tion w h e n H o r a c e G r e e l e y i ssued h i s 
f a m o u s a d v i c e to young men. He could 
h a r d l y h a v e d r e a m e d t h a t t h i s 
r e m a r k a b l e p a s t i m e w o u l d a d d 
i m m e a s u r a b l e f l a v o r to l i fe in h i s 
b e l o v e d W e s t . But , b e y o n d doubt , it 
h a s a n d it c o n t i n u e s to be o n e of the 
a t t r a c t i o n s in the c o n t i n u e d w e s t w a r d 
shi f t of the A m e r i c a n populat ion . • 




