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Foreword

BY ZAC BLAIR

Without question, the biggest reason I fell in love with the game of golf and for my success in reaching the PGA Tour is that I grew up with a golf course in my backyard.

Mulligans Golf & Games is a nine-hole golf course that my dad designed, owned, and operated. As far back as I can remember, I would spend sun-up’ til sun-down out at Mulligans playing, practicing, or watching my dad beat ball after ball into the back of the driving range.

My dad was a great player in his own right. He was an All-American at Brigham Young University and played on the PGA Tour for a handful of years. He also won basically every State Open west of the Mississippi: Utah, Idaho, Colorado, Wyoming, North and South Dakota—you name it, my dad’s name is on the trophy.

Even with all of his experience playing golf at the highest level, my dad always wanted to build a golf course where he could teach someone the correct way to play the game. That someone turned out to be me, and over the years, Mulligans became the place where I learned how to drive, putt, and other fundamentals that have made me the player I am today.

While some people grow up playing regulation 18-hole courses, others, like me, have the opportunity to learn this wonderful game on nine-hole courses that can offer just as much charm and challenge as any 18-hole layout.

These small wonders can be a great place to learn the fundamentals of golf. Because many nine-hole courses are built on smaller pieces of property, they tend to favor skills such as accuracy and shot making—two key fundamentals to becoming a great player.

Even though Mulligans is nine holes, I never believed that it lacked authenticity. I always considered Mulligans to be my very own Augusta National. It was as real as it gets for me, and I could play from dawn to dusk, recreating all the shots I would see the pros make on TV.

So often, nine-hole courses fly under the radar, as people get too caught up with trying to fit in. Nevertheless, these courses are usually much more affordable and accessible than 18-hole courses and are a big reason why so many people learn to love golf.

Some of my very favorite and most influential memories are on nine-hole golf courses. Whether it was learning how to play golf at Mulligans, winning my first Utah Junior Golf Association tournament at Nibley Park Golf Course, or making my way over to Kahuku Golf Course on Hawaii every year before the Sony Open to play with family and friends.

These nine-hole golf courses can be the true hidden gems in the game of golf.


Introduction

Finally!

Nine-hole golf courses are once again getting their due.

With the game in a years-long decline in participation, nine-hole rounds are being pursued as a means by which to reverse the trend.

Research tells us that many modern men, women, and children cannot set aside the four hours or so to play 18 holes. The time needed for nine, however, is acceptable to them.

Also, golfers are once again coming to understand what their forefathers from the last part of the 1800s into the first half of the 1900s knew—that a nine-hole round of golf is perfectly legitimate.

In the post-Second World War days when land was affordable and plentiful and golf was booming, 18 holes became the only acceptable number for the majority of golfers. It was as if the nine-hole game had lost its status. The trend continued into the 2000s, in part because of how the golf press regarded nine-hole layouts. It was rare that a nine-hole facility was featured as a destination or made any best-of lists. In part that changed when the Bandon Dunes golf resort on the coast of Oregon became a smash hit and it was discovered that the first course built by its visionary owner Mike Keiser was The Dunes Club, a nine-hole private club not far from Lake Michigan that is one of the 25 finest nines in North America.

Since then, golfers slowly began to again embrace nine holes.

To that end, the first goal of this book is to recognize and celebrate the finest nines in North America, giving them the validation they have long deserved.

The second objective is to assist in once again legitimizing nines, whether they be public, private, or resort facilities. The third aim is for this book to serve as the impetus for golfers to search out and play the finest nine-hole courses they can find.

How the Courses Were Judged

The ranking criteria for this book focus almost solely on the architecture of the golf courses. They do not take into consideration the clubhouse interior, whether the locker rooms have M&Ms, the practice areas (if there are any), dining choices, or valet parking.

The amount of strategy and shot making needed over the nine holes is chiefly how the courses were evaluated.

Several questions were asked. First, can different classes of golfers negotiate their way from tee to green, or is it a single-lane road that demands the same shot from everyone? On courses that excel architecturally, the crack player can take one route, while the average player has another, and the shorter hitter or less adept still a third.

As an example, on four-par that might mean the boldest player is rewarded for carrying a bunker off the tee with the payoff being a clear shot to the green.

The average player might avoid the bunker but then be challenged to fly a greenside hazard in order to reach the putting surface in regulation. Finally, the player who lacks length can avoid both bunkers, but the cost for doing so is that it will take an extra strike or two of the golf ball to find the putting surface.

The second part of the option yardstick is with regard to the ways in which shots can be played. Courses that allow for the ground game as well as the aerial routes stand above those that don’t.

Also, the finest layouts reveal the best players by bringing to the forefront those who have the widest variety of shots in their golf bag. The great courses demand right-to-left and left-to-right ball flights off tees and fairways in order to score. Length, too, is valued, but not on every shot on every hole.

The renowned designs also identify the accomplished putter, chipper, and pitcher with their testing green complexes but do not make recovering from an errant approach shot an arduous task each and every time.

The ultimate putting surface is a “Time Out Green,” a putting surface so entertaining that given the opportunity golfers who have finished the hole will take time out of their round to roll a few more putts.

The finest nines were also assessed on the diversity of the par-3s, par-4s, and par-5s.

Course conditions have a minuscule bearing on how a layout was viewed unless the state of the turf was so poor that it was impossible to enjoy the day.

“Perfect” should not be used to describe course conditions. In reality, the word has no meaning in this context.

On some of the great layouts of the world where only Mother Nature provides irrigation, a golf ball stopping in a fairway or on a green does not guarantee an “ideal” result. Yes, it might be sitting delicately atop closely mown turf like a pearl on a jeweler’s velvet, but then again it is very possible that the little white orb had found its way into an “imperfect” location, such as a depression, or come to rest on a bare spot or even a flower or weed. At legendary designs such as Machrihanish Golf Club or Fishers Island Club, such “imperfect” lies are routine and accepted not just as normal, but as part of the charm and attraction.

The conditions of a golf course are also inherently weather-related as well as being affected by time of day and the seasons.

For instance, play any layout the day after a three-inch rain and it is unlikely that the greens, fairways, and tees will be rated exemplary, even though they might have been 24 hours prior to the storm.

In areas of North America where Poa annua, also known as annual bluegrass, dominates putting surfaces, it is understood that greens might not be as good in the spring as they will be in the fall and that they are at their worst in long light of days’ end and best when the sun’s rays first illuminate the turf and the mowers have just performed their duties.

The effect that tree plantings, cart paths, and buildings have on the enjoyment of the game was also considered as part of the rating system.

The overall surroundings outside a facility can have some bearing on the experience, but that was given minimal importance. To some, a passing train can be judged as a charming distraction, while others find it an aggravating disturbance.

By the Numbers

In order to make the course descriptions flow and eliminate confusion, the yardage for every layout and every hole is from the back tees.

Twenty-six architects were involved with either the design or redesign of the 25 finest nines. Stanley Thompson, Donald Ross, Jim Urbina, Seth Raynor, Wayne Stiles and John Van Kleek, Gil Hanse, as well as some “unknowns,” worked on more than one of the courses found in these pages.

The majority of the layouts are located along the Eastern Seaboard and Mid-Atlantic Region of the United States as well as Eastern Canada. It is from those areas that golf first came to the continent, and in the early days of the game nine-hole designs were common, a trend that continued right up to the Second World War.

By time span, 18 of the layouts are considered Classic Era (built before 1960) and seven are Modern Era. Of those modern layouts, two—Winter Park Golf Course and The Course at Sewanee—were complete renovations of existing Classic layouts. Though the original designs were eradicated, the hole corridors remain.

The oldest facility on the list is Nehoiden Golf Course, which opened in 1900; the newest is renovated Winter Park, which welcomed golfers in 2017.

The US has 20 of the top 25 nines, and Canada has five. The state or province with the most layouts on the list is Massachusetts (five), followed by Connecticut (three). Tennessee, Florida, California, and Ontario each have two. New Brunswick, ­Manitoba, Alberta, Maryland, New Hampshire, Hawaii, Michigan, Indiana, and New York all have one.

Texas is represented in the chapter on designing a nine-hole layout for the modern golfer.


CHAPTER 1

Whitinsville Golf Club, Whitinsville, Mass.

There is good reason why for so long Whitinsville Golf Club has been considered the finest nine-hole course in the country.

Whitinsville is virtually flawless, a masterwork of a master designer. Architect Donald Ross brought his best to this project, from the first tee to the ninth green.

Over the years there have been musings that part of Whitinsville’s greatness belongs to the influence of the construction superintendent on the project, and not Ross. The club, though, possesses the original nine individual detailed hole drawings, each with handwritten notes. They prove Whitinsville was constructed almost exactly to Ross’s wishes.

Not surprisingly, the course can be played and enjoyed by golfers of all talent levels, but with every aspect of the game employed in order to score well.

Strategy and options abound. At points, golfers are rewarded for their length off the tee. At other times, putting the driver away and playing for position is the wise move. The long irons as well as the wedges will be called on before the day is done.

Not only do those who trod Whitinsville need a deft putting stroke, but they also need green-reading skills, something that could take many years to acquire since the putting surfaces are brimming with obvious and subtle contours that have developed in the over 90-plus years since the Ross design opened.

The course is made up of one par-5, two par-3s, and six par-4s. Four of the two-shotters are played in a row, but because of their variation in length, elevation, look, and shots required, the span is neither tiresome nor mundane, displaying the genius of Ross.

The two par-3s are worlds apart in their appearance, the skills needed to conquer them, and the shots required to recover if the tee ball ends in unintended locations.

Whitinsville begins with the longest hole on the layout, a 500-yarder, the lone par-5, which doglegs left and at first glance appears to be a gentle hole to which Ross introduced the golfer to the course. It is not.
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Perched on a knob, the first green welcomes golfers to Whitinsville with a formidable approach shot that leaves little room for error. (Anthony Pioppi)

The fairway is of generous width in the first landing area, but from there to the green the hole forces golfers to make decisions and then adeptly execute.

Between the first and second landing areas and approximately 330 yards from the back tee is a massive swale that runs the width of the fairway. Perhaps as deep as eight feet, it can give pause to the golfer who has muffed or dubbed a drive, acting as a formidable hazard for them that must be carried with a long iron or wood.

Even for the well-played drive, the hole turns into a tester. The green is of the volcano variety, perched atop a plateau with trouble all around. There is a bunker behind, as well as a sharp edge and slope left that can send mishits bounding away. The right side is somewhat more forgiving, with only rough as a penalty. Short right is a large bunker, and short left are a pair of sand hazards cut into a hill, one above the other.

Going for the green in two is an option, but the effort must be flawless in order to guarantee par or better.

For the golfer playing the first as a three-shot hole, there is another worry.

Fifty yards from the center of the green, the fairway abruptly rises to the putting surface, about 30 feet, or at least one club, above the grade. An approach that falls short can easily trickle back down the slope until it reaches level ground.

The closer one gets to the green, the less one can see of the flagstick. That means the more comfortable distance from which to play into the green is farther back, but from there the putting surface appears to be minuscule, the only backdrop being the infinite sky.

The putting surface tilts from back left to front right, so staying below the flagstick is advised.

According to his notes, Ross appears to have found a suitable natural green, giving instruction to “keep the same saucer shape between knolls as now exists.”

For probably one of the only times in his career, Ross followed his lengthiest hole on the course with the shortest, and this par-3 is a beauty.

Playing from 140 yards, a golfer will notice that the entirely artificial green site sits 20 feet below the tee. The bunkers, located front left, front right, and right, are carved out of the man-made fill pad.
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Of the nine hole drawings produced by architect Donald Ross’s firm for Whitinsville Golf Club, only the second has a separate sketch for the green, which is described as “a distinct plateau.” The instructions call for the front to be two feet above the present grade and the back three and a half to four feet above grade. (Whitinsville Golf Club)

Thus, the tee shot is a difficult one to judge even with a short iron in hand. A shot too long avoids sand but finds rough, leaving a tricky recovery to a green that sits between two and four feet above the surrounding land.

From there, golfers cross Fletcher Street and are greeted with a graduate-school lesson in golf course design. Ross displays his brilliance by utilizing a narrow strip of land that can barely accommodate the third and fourth holes with such skill that it would be understood if a first-time Whitinsville golfer went immediately from the fourth green back to the nearby third tee and played the holes again.

The third hole gradually rises from tee to green for all 366 yards, enough so that an extra club is needed for the approach shot. The entire right side of the hole is flanked by out-of-bounds, a fact very much in the players’ thoughts as they stand on the tee. To penalize golfers who play too far to the left and away from the OB area, three clusters of fescue-covered mounds await.

Also, for golfers coming into the green from the left side of the fairway, there is a forced carry over bunkers approximately 40 and 70 yards from the middle of the green. They should be no problem if the approach is from the short grass, but from the thick rough or the hummocks, they most certainly come into play.

For the bold golfer who flirted with trouble on the right, the route to the green is open.

The putting surface cants hard left to right, and two greenside bunkers await on the right.

The green is benched into a steep hillside, and any shot that is more than a fraction long most certainly will find deep grass and a nasty lie.

In that same slope Ross carved out the tees for the 350-yard par-4 fourth that plays in the opposite direction of the third. It is here that the most substantial alterations have occurred at Whitinsville, probably since the layout opened.

The hole doglegs left, and the knolls that came into play on the previous hole guard the left side here, as well. Playing much shorter because of the elevation, the prime line of play is to cut off the inside of the dogleg, an easier task for the longer hitters. A bunker 280 yards out awaits these hitters’ errors.

In 2017, the club wisely removed a large tree on the left side of the hole. It had grown to such stature that many players could not clear it with their drives and were forced to play away from it. For them, the bite-off option was nullified and the hole was one-dimensional.

Consulting architect Gil Hanse suggested taking down the tree and adding mounds farther up in the left rough to penalize off-target long hitters.

Across the way, in the right rough, Hanse recommended building a bunker to inflict hardship on the longer players who miss the fairway.

From any location, the approach shot into the green is a difficult one. The putting surface is guarded left and right by large mounds, portions of which are mowed at green and collar height, an intriguing bit of design flair not found on many Ross layouts. Having to play over the hillocks to the green is a nearly impossible task to complete successfully.

The knobs are the kind of one-off cool, quirky features that makes one wonder if Ross designed them or if they are the diabolical creation of a rogue construction superintendent. The original plans, though, prove they were created in Ross’s mind’s eye.

He wrote that the mounds should be “three to four feet high with a long grade into the green,” and that is exactly what exists.

There is a severe edge to the back of the putting surface, and shots even just a bit long can tumble away. The green is primarily tilted back to front, but there is a lot of other internal movement that if not accounted for will send putts scurrying in unintended and surprising directions.

A barn once sat between the putting surface and the road, but Ross gave instructions for it to be taken down.

Back across Fletcher Street the 421-yard dogleg right fifth looms. It is one of two blind tee shots on the golf course. Here, an angled ridge approximately 100 to 150 yards off the tee obscures the rest of the fairway, but Ross lets golfers know exactly the line to take.

In the left rough are two bunkers. On the right, three bunkers are built into the rise. The gap between the two groups beckons the player. For safety reasons the original teeing ground was moved to the right and away from the second green, so the angle is now slightly off, but the opening Ross designed still serves as a directional indicator for the safe path.

The golfer who takes a bold line and successfully carries the right sand pits will catch the downslope on the far side and receive extra yardage from the kick.

Even with that break, there is still a lot of work to be done. The approach is slightly uphill with two bunkers guarding the left front of the green. Like the previous complex, the back of the fifth is not kind to overzealous shots, and they can easily run 15 yards away before nestling into thick rough.

The front portion is nearly a foot below the rear level. Both sections have more break than what is seen at first glance.

The green sits well back from Mumford River, which can be seen through the trees behind the green. The putting surface, it would seem, should be much closer to the water, but it is not—and for good reason. Apparently, when the course opened in 1925, a dam system along the river was not in place, and the river occasionally flooded the open area. Thankfully, the club has not chosen to mess with Ross’s original green and relocate a new one closer to the river.
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The expansive view from behind Whitinsville’s sixth green that extends beyond the fifth green, in the distance, with a portion of the eighth fairway visible on the left. Tree removal in recent years has restored the open feel that architect Donald Ross created. (Anthony Pioppi)

For the sixth, Ross continues with the same theme—rewarding those golfers who successfully challenge trouble, with the prime angle into the green.

The 385-yarder arcs left to right, and on the inside of the turn are a series of humps adorned in long and thick grass. The axis of the green points to that side of the fairway. For the golfer avoiding the mounds, the fairway is wide and welcoming, but the approach shot is played across a putting surface that cants markedly from back left to front right, away from that line.

There is a special hazard for long-ball hitters who can overdrive the landing zone. About 150 yards from the center of the green, the fairway drops away into rough and then a sliver of a stream.

The land rises again, and the green is situated on the high point. Three bunkers guard the putting surface. There is one short right and one each on the left and right sides.

Seven is the final par-3 and plays from plateau to plateau at 172 yards.

The green is plectrum-shaped with a decided tilt from back to front. According to Ross’s notes, a natural “saucer” shape was there, but the back was “stiffened” to improve drainage.

As a result, a recovery shot from beyond the putting surface is a test that even the best short-game players will fail more than they will pass.

Four bunkers await errant tee shots.

Ross gives golfers a bit of a breather on the penultimate hole, a compassionate move on his part, since the show closer is a demanding test.

Eight is a significant dogleg left of only 327 yards. It is a bite-off design that dares golfers to take off as much of the corner as they see fit. The bigger the bite, the shorter the second shot. Longer players who can move the ball right to left have a legitimate chance of driving the green.

In the right rough 230 yards off the tee, a bunker awaits as the only penalty for avoiding the corner.

On the left, three sand hazards, as well as a steep slope that can send errant shots into marshland, inflict pain on poor efforts.

The green has one bunker on the right front corner.

Ross’s original design of the hole had an odd setup. He called for the back-most tees to be placed in almost the exact low point of the fairway as the previous hole, meaning golfers on seven would have to play over the heads of their compatriots on the eighth. The existing back/white tee, from which the hole plays 297 yards, is labeled on the Ross plans as the “B” tee. He called for the “A” teeing ground to be constructed 20 yards behind it in the valley and for the “C” to be 10 yards in front of “B” and built up in the small pond.

Playing the eighth from the “B” tee gives the hole a much different feel from the other teeing grounds, with a steep slope obscuring the flat portion of the fairway and the green.

The most heralded hole at Whitinsville is the ninth in what can be described as an utterly stunning creation.

Former PGA Tour player and renowned golf course architect Ben Crenshaw chose it as one of the 18 best Donald Ross holes. Crenshaw reportedly made a special trip to Whitinsville in 1999 when he captained the U.S. Ryder Cup team to a victory at The Country Club in Brookline, Mass.

Ross also thought extremely highly of the ninth. The book Golf Architecture in America: Its Strategy and Construction, written by golf architect George Thomas and published in 1927, contains a drawing of the ninth that was contributed by Ross. Though not from the original Ross plan, but an entirely different rendering likely created for the book, a copy of the image hangs in the Whitinsville clubhouse.

The 416-yard ninth is designed to be played across three plateaus—tee, fairway, and green. The hole bends to the right, so not surprisingly, trouble is on that side, and oh what unpleasantness is to be found. The right edge of the hole falls hard approximately 20 feet to a narrow strip of rough that will most likely not thwart errant shots from ending in a marshy cove of Linwood Pond.

However, the distance the modern golf ball flies can eradicate the original Ross strategy, while creating a new conundrum. A drive that travels more than 230 yards will likely catch a slope that will send golf balls tumbling to a valley that, while providing a level lie, offers no view of the green or flagstick. So the question posed to golfers becomes, does one lay up off the tee and see the green on the approach, or does one play a shorter iron into an unseen target?

Three bunkers defend the severely tilted putting surface. Approximately 45 yards from the center of the green in the left rough sits one hazard that in all likelihood must be played over for those approaching from the left rough. Sand also flanks the left and right sides of the carpet.

According to the Ross plan, the land required little work to create the desired putting surface on the world-class finisher. Instructions on the Ross drawing direct that the front of the green be lowered one foot, but “otherwise natural.”


BEYOND THE GREEN

Northbridge contains a portion of the John H. Chafee Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor, a National Park dedicated to the birthplace of the American Industrial Revolution. Visitors can also stroll or paddle along the Blackstone River and visit historic sites.




CHAPTER 2

Sweetens Cove Golf Club, South Pittsburg, Tenn.

Without a doubt, Sweetens Cove Golf Club is the finest 9-hole golf course built in the Modern Era of golf course architecture (post-1959), and the second best 9-hole course in North America.

Rob Collins was the chief architect; he was formerly on Gary Player’s design team. Tad King was the shaper. He has worked for nearly every big-name architect and pushed dirt on layouts in places like the country of Jordan.

Located in South Pittsburg, Tenn., Sweetens abounds in enjoyment for all golfers. Visually, from the first tee on, it stops players in their tracks. Situated in the Central Tennessee Valley on the Alabama border, the course is surrounded by the heavily wooded Cumberland Plateau, including Monteagle Mountain.

Gnarly-edged sandy waste areas and bunkers populate the course. They are aesthetically pleasing, fitting perfectly into the surroundings, and yet at the same time are often visually intimidating.

The key with hazards, though, is almost all of them can be avoided, since there is plenty of room to tack around them, thanks to mammoth fairways.

On all nine of the holes, approach shots can be run onto the putting surface. Sometimes, however, flying the ball to the green is the play with the greatest reward.

There are two defining characteristics of Sweetens. First is the multiple ways in which one can play the holes. Second are the huge greens that at times surge and fall like storm-churned ocean waves. Yet for each swell, some rising as much as six feet above the surrounding grade, there are calm pools where flagsticks and cups are placed.

Although putting from one level to the other can be dismaying at first, once the basic skill necessary is attained, rolling the rock is a downright blast.

Ask a modern golf course architect who has had the most influence on them, and you’ll hear the familiar names of Charles Blair Macdonald, Seth Raynor, Alister Mackenzie, Donald Ross, A.W. Tillinghast, or Pete Dye.

Ask Collins who inspired him when laying out Sweetens Cove, and the answer will be Salvador Dalí—yes, the surrealist artist—and his paintings such as The Persistence of Memory, where clock faces drip off a tree branch, a table, and a deceased duck.
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The 7th green at Sweetens Cove is typical of the design style of architect Rob Collins, who cites the work of surrealist painter Salvador Dalí as an influence. (Rob Collins)

Much like Dalí’s timepieces, Collins’s green surfaces trickle over the edges of fill pads as if they were perpetually oozing their way toward fairways and approaches.

Ironically, Sweetens occupies the former site of Sequatchie Valley Country Club. Calling what was there a rudimentary design would be gracious. The nine holes sat on a mahjong board-flat piece of ground that the talented King and his machines transformed. Every mound and hollow is manufactured but appear natural as if they were there as long as the surrounding hills.

Overall, the layout is guided by the tenets of Macdonald and Mackenzie, who touted extremely wide fairways with numerous paths to get from tee to green and a dearth of rough in which golf balls could be lost, slowing down play and increasing frustration. Golf is meant to be fun, after all.

That style is evident on the first hole, a par-5, where golfers who know the course look for the flagstick 560 yards away before teeing off. The side of the green on which the hole is located determines the best path from which to play, as a large bunker in the middle of the approach obscures portions of the putting surface, depending on where one stands in the fairway.

The task of getting to the preferred spot is not a simple one, as bunkers left and right await poor shots. There is plenty of room to miss, though; the landing areas for the tee shot and second shot are 70 yards wide.

The green features a high-backed Punchbowl design left and a more sedate lower right tier—overall, a rather tranquil putting surface compared to what is in store.

On the second hole the player gets a simple lesson in how just one properly placed bunker can create strategy and confuse the thought process.

The hazard is located smack in the center of the fairway landing area on the 375-yard straightaway hole that has out-of-bounds abutting the entire left side and a nasty unkempt area down the right.

The options presented to the golfer are simple when it comes to the bunker—stay short, play over, or avoid it to the left or the right, where there is 30 yards of short grass on either side. The wind, firmness of the turf, and, most important, resolve of the golfer are all factors in determining the correct approach.

The green has not a bunker guarding it and the only real penalty for a missed approach is well right, but the entire surface is seemingly one swale after another, making holing a putt of any length a formidable undertaking.
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