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Just as supermarkets sent corner grocery stores 
into obsolescence nearly four decades ago, de-
velopment of multiple-course golf operations 
and the expansion of scores of shorter courses to 
18-hole dimensions yearly is threatening to put 
nine-hole golf courses "out to pasture," where 
many were built in the first place. 

But it would be premature to suggest obsoles-
cence for nine-holers, which still number 5,993 
in America, including 4,749 of regulation length, 
according to the National Golf Foundation's in-
ventory. While that figure does not account for 
half of all golf courses, as nine-hole layouts did 
just a few years ago, it does represent some 47 
percent. And it is unlikely expansion programs 
will reduce that percentage by more than a few 
points each year. 

Thousands of Americans call nine-hole 
courses their golfing homes and, for many of 
them, nine holes constitute a complete round of 
golf. In 21 states, nine-hole regulation courses 
outnumber those of 18 holes or more, sometimes 
most dramatically. North Dakota, for example, 
has 80 nines compared to only 13 full-length 
courses. In South Dakota the difference is 81 and 
15, in Maine 75-25, Arkansas 79-58, Oklahoma 
93-66, Nebraska 111-33, and in Iowa an astonish-
ing 252-69. 

Even those states with a preponderance of full-
length courses also have an abundance of nine-
hole regulation facilities. New York lists 252, 
Michigan 243, and Texas 276. 

What constitutes a "round" of golf depends 
upon the preference of the player or whoever is 
counting. While 18 holes are generally recog-
nized as a full round, it is probable that the ma-
jority of golf exercises recorded on weekdays on 
all courses across the country are nine-hole 
rounds. Many golfers will play on a long lunch 
break or rush out for nine after the evening meal. 
Most league play is geared for nine holes as are 
mens and women's day events. 

Some busy nine-hole courses actually try to 
discourage 18-hole play by offering no reduced 
rate for a second trip around the course. The 
same courses sometimes make little or no provi-
sion for working players making the turn into the 
first tee schedule during busy times, preferring to 
get as many new players started as possible. 
While this is not recommended as good business 
practice, it reflects the attitude of some nine-hole 
course owners regarding what constitutes a 
round of golf on their layout. 

Boon To the "Boondocks" 

Obviously, there are thousands of communi-

ties in the country to which golf would be nothing 
more than a television show, a newspaper article 
or just a rumor if it were not for nine-hole golf 
courses. 

National Golf Foundation feasibility guide-
lines call for at least 25,000 population to support 
a public 18-hole facility, and as much as 50,000 
when that facility is expected to shoulder a large 
debt service on opening. Smaller population 
areas simply have to settle for nine holes or 
nothing. 

Fortunately, it does not require half that much 
population to support a nine-hole facility. It re-
quires just enough interested people to provide 
the funds for securing 50 or more acres; building 
the course (sometimes for $200,000 or less when 
volunteer labor and donated materials are used); 
and maintaining the course once it is in play, on 
an annual budget of as little as $40,000 in some 
cases. 

Farmers Home Administration encourage-
ment and guaranteed loans to organizations in 
rural communities were instrumental in adding 
over 600 golf courses to the American landscape 
in the 1960s. The vast majority of these were 
nine-holers, all built in towns of 5,500 population 
or less, often much less. 

The golfers they produced by the thousands, 
coaxing them off farms and out of village shops 
and the schools, are not the most sophisticated in 
the world. But nobody will convince them it takes 
18 holes to make a golf course or a round of golf. 

In many parts of the country, the nine-hole mu-
nicipal course is a golfing staple. This is particu-
larly true in the Midwest, where 263 of the 609 
regulation municipals in a 12-state area are nine-
hole courses, and in the Mountain States, where 
96 of 188 are nines. Like the FmHA-backed com-
munity club courses, most of these are situated in 
rural communities or small cities. 

There are, however, many nine-hole courses 
in urban settings. Some of them are par-3 or 
middle-length adjuncts to 18-hole regulation 
courses and, as such, are popular with women, 
seniors and beginners. Most are independent, 
regulation daily fee facilities which comprise the 
largest single category of nines, the mom-and-
pop or family-owned and operated golf course. 

Most of them fit neatly into the marketplace, 
providing a supplement or alternative to other, 
fuller facilities. While they may not appeal to all 
golfers all the time, they are particularly popular 
with juniors, women and seniors. They are gen-
erally recognized as excellent training grounds 
for the less skilled. 

Many persons who fall into these golfing cate-



gories feel less than comfortable at a busy 18-hole 
course where more serious golfers are trying to 
move around at a good pace. They prefer to do 
their learning at a shorter course where pressures 
are not so great. 

A survey of nine-hole municipals in 1979 
showed that 19 percent of the play on the average 
was by women and 13 percent by juniors. Those 
figures were greater by four and three percent re-
spectively than those recorded for 18-hole mu-
nicipals in the survey. 

Popular Proving Grounds 

Nine-hole courses are doing as much or more 
to launch new golfers into the game as the na-
tion's 18's. And while many nine-hole courses 
simply do not generate enough traffic to provide 
a suitable financial opportunity for a PGA 
professional, many can offer a good teaching pro 
a steady, rewarding job. Depending upon the 
type—private, daily fee or municipal—between 
35 and 50 percent of the nines employ pros. 

The young professional who logs learning time 
at a nine-hole course, where some of the prob-
lems are halved but many others doubled, will 

gain experience that will serve him well through 
his career. This portion of his career probably 
should be his first head professional position. If 
he can be an effective promoter of the game, his 
merchandise and his personal services among 
the less sophisticated golfers who normally 
frequent nine-hole courses, then his future in 
golf is assured. And once he has moved up, he 
can feel a sense of satisfaction in having served 
his time at the grass-roots level of the game. 

Recent surveys have shown that from 50 per-
cent to 65 percent of the nine-hole courses in 
various categories employ a golf course superin-
tendent. Here again, the shorter course, usually 
operating with a shorter staff and tighter budget, 
offers an excellent training ground for young 
men interested in turfgrass management. Many 
of the most successful superintendents in the 
profession today can look back to apprentice-
ships at nine-hole courses, either as laborers, 
summer help, or simply as neophyte superin-
tendents. 

Is a nine-hole golf course a good business? It is 
difficult to answer that question in today's 
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economy. Land and development costs are so 
great that the prospective golf course owner/ 
operator likely could find a more profitable place 
to invest his money. However, such golf course 
brokers as the McKay Realty Co. of Lansing, MI, 
and the William Sherman Co. of San Rafael, CA, 
often list bargains in fine nine-hole golf facilities 
which are much more economical to purchase al-
ready built than to build from raw ground. These 
may not always be sensationally successful prop-
erties, but they offer the enterprising would-be 
golf operator the chance to launch his own busi-
ness within his means. 

Nine-hole golf courses are also available for 
lease from time to time from such sources as mu-
nicipalities, real estate developers, or owners 
who are simply weary of the daily grind. Proba-
bly no other avenue to an initial venture in golf 
course operations, particularly for the untrained, 
is more advantageous than the leasing of a good 
nine-hole course. The painful apprenticeship 
can be completed without major investment. 

Rounds of Play Key to Success 

Well located and efficiently run, a nine-hole 
golf course probably will turn an operating profit, 
but the golf course owner trying to retire a large 
mortgage could find himself in trouble. It is pos-
sible for a busy nine-hole course to generate up to 
40,000 rounds annually, although most do not. 
The 1979 municipal survey showed a national av-
erage of 25,000 rounds for nine-hole courses. A 
1980 sampling of daily fee nines showed a wide 
range from 4,000 to 38,000 rounds with a median 
of 13,500. 

Like the golf business anywhere, rounds of 
play represent the fundamental factor in generat-
ing revenue. Added income from such sources as 
golf car rentals, driving range balls, merchandise 
sales, restaurant and bar business, etc., obviously 
will vary with the nature and scope of the facility. 
But it is the rare golf course of any size which will 
succeed without a good, predictable volume of 
play. 

For those who would build nine-hole courses 
from scratch, the cost will vary from region to re-
gion and, indeed, from site to site and will con-
tinue to escalate. Excluding land costs, a good 
target figure for construction of the golf course 
alone might be $300,000 in the early 80s. This 
should include a partially automated irrigation 
system, greens averaging 6,000 square feet and 
built to reasonably strict specifications, a mini-
mum of bunkering and perhaps a pond or two. 
Obviously, cost can vary either way, depending 
upon the nature of the site, architectural features 
and construction methods. 

Developers of real estate projects generally 
have regarded nine-hole regulation courses as a 
last choice in golf facilities. Where it is economi-
cally feasible, they prefer to build the 18-hole 

regulation course, which offers maximum fair-
way frontage and increases lot costs. For the 
same reason, many developers have opted for 
18-hole executive golf instead of regulation nines 
when shown that roughly the same amount of 
land would be used. 

As land becomes increasingly expensive and 
as the trend to more diversified recreational 
amenities in planned communities, such as ten-
nis and racquetball courts, bicycle and jogging 
paths, continues, developers may take another 
look at regulation nines. 

Another attraction of the nine-hole course for 
land developers is the reduced construction cost, 
smaller maintenance expense, and reduced per-
sonnel requirements. Most real estate develop-
ers would rather not be in the golf business at all 
and a reduction in involvement is desirable. 

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Subjects of an owners' survey several years 
ago were asked to list advantages and disadvan-
tages of nine-hole golf operations. Only the phi-
losophers among them could find advantages, 
but in the grand old American tradition, almost 
everyone found something to complain about. 

The most frequently expressed complaint was 
the difficulty of working in players starting their 
second nine holes with those beginning play. 
This can create confusion at the first tee and, 
when now successfully carried off, cause friction 
among players. Course operators also lament the 
difficulty of offering preferred starting times be-
cause of problems at the turn. 

Nine-hole courses in a competitive location, 
one operator said, find it nearly impossible to 
compete on weekends with 18-hole courses, es-
pecially if the nine is situated some distance from 
the population center. 

Slow play is a curse on any course, but can be 
particularly damaging on a nine-hole layout 
when players waiting to start are stacked up with 
others making the turn. 

Properly regulated play on an 18-hole course 
can accommodate more than 300 players on a 
busy day in season. Nine-hole courses are 
crowded with anything over 150 if many are 
playing 18 holes. 

These same problems, along with the natural 
preferences of serious golfers, limit the possibili-
ties for nine-hole courses to host tournaments 
and realize the revenue of group outings. Re-
stricted revenue, one owner said, prevented him 
from securing the services of a competent, full-
time professional. 

There are systems that will minimize the cross-
over problem at the first tee while maximizing 
the number of players who can be accommo-
dated on a single day. 

Some years ago in connection with its Speedy 
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squashed,and sculled 
and it still looks great. 

But thats not 
news to you. 

The days when turf just laid around 
looking pretty are long gone. Now your 
turf has to be pretty —and pretty tough, 
too. Tough enough to take all kinds of 
wear and still go on looking terrific. 

That's just why so many pros like 
you specify turf seed from Northrup 
King. For years, Northrup King has given 
pros all they need—low maintenance 
varieties, winter hardy blends, special 
mixes for specific geographic problems, 
and expert help in selecting the right one. 

And no matter what Northrup King 
turf seed the pros use, they get turf that's 
good looking and hard working. 

Find out more about quality turf 
seed from Northrup King. Talk to your 
Northrup King representative or distributor. 

Or talk to someone with great 
looking turf. 

Northrup King Co., P.O. Box 959 
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Golf program, the NGF offered a tee-off sched-
ule for a nine-hole course. It involved the use of 
the first and fifth tees for the first hour of the day 
and the closing of the course to additional players 
for two intervals during the day. Faithfully 
followed, the system could put as many as 216 
golfers around a nine-hole course in 18-hole 
rounds on a single day. 

Obviously, this system would be used only in 
crush situations such as tournaments or company 
outings. Other modified systems can alleviate 
problems on normal days, and strict adherence to 
reserved starting times will help accommodate 
all the golfers who wish to play most nine-hole 
courses. 

Imaginative operators can do much to increase 
the appeal of their courses, even for those golfers 
who insist upon the challenge of 18 different 
holes. Many of them provide dual tees or tee set-
tings to change the distances and sometimes the 
character of the holes from one round to the next. 
In rare cases, dual pins are used and color-coded 
for further variety when greens are large enough 
to permit. 

The pro-manager of a Colorado course that has 
recorded as many as 35,000 nine-hole rounds in a 
season finds that "keeping most activities of the 
facility under one manager or professional not 
only saves money but enables us to treat the pub-
lic on a friendly, consistent basis. 

"In a metropolitan area," he said, "a regulation 
public nine is hard-pressed to compete with sur-
rounding 18 or 27-hole courses, but good greens 
care and friendly management are our equali-
zers." 

Nines Have a Future 

The future of the nine-hole golf course proba-
bly is not far from where its past has been—in the 
small communities of America. When the FmHA 
program of assistance to rural area clubs was in 
force, the 600 courses it helped develop really 
just scratched the surface. Thousands of other 
small towns in the country are still without golf 
courses to call their own. When they get around 
to building them, chances are most will be nine-
hole tracks, at least for the first several years. 

Of the 58 new regulation courses opened in 
America in 1980,26 were nine-holers. So were all 
four new executives and five of the six par-3 s. 
Among new courses going into construction the 
same year, 17 of 53 regulations were of the nine-
hole variety, four of six executives and the only 
par-3 listed. 

Meanwhile, additions to existing facilities con-
tinue to play a large role in golf course develop-
ment. There were 64 in 1980, of which 53 were of 
nine holes, usually to create an 18-hole course. At 
any given time, at least half the nine-hole golf 
owners questioned will express aspirations for 
expanding their facilities. WTT 
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