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ABSTRACT

AN ANALYSIS OF GOLF AS A RECREATIONAL BUSINESS
IN GENESEE COUNTY, MICHIGAN

by Lewis W. Moncrief

In recent years there has been a great upsurge in
the development of rural recreation enterprises of all
types. Golf courses have played a major part in meeting
this intensified demand for outdoor recreation facilities.

Research was conducted in Genesee County (Flint)
Michigan, in an attempt to determine what gross feasibility,
planning, developmental, and operational factors are impor-
tant to operators and potential entrepreneurs of golf
courses. Particular emphasis was given to answering the
needs of farmers who might be contemplating developing a
golf course.

In considering the feasibility of a particular
enterprise, the available market and adequate financing
were found to be critical factors. Financing should be
adequate to develop a full 18-holes and funds should be
available to develop a quality facility in a relatively
finished form. Partial financing can be achieved by selling
residential lots around the perimeter if adequate land is
available.

Prior golf course experience and training of the

operator in operational methods and techniques does not
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seem to be essential to the long term development of a top
quality facility. Managerial ability is important, however.
An agricultural background can be of some assistance in
initial construction and operations phase because of the
knowledge concerning equipment and plant growth processes.

The final consideration concerning feasibility, but
perhaps first in the order of consideration 1s the attitude
toward the clientele. Tolerance and understanding are
necessary elements if the owner is to develop a satisfactory
relationship with the public, which is sometimes incon-
siderate of property and efforts to be of service. Long
hours add stress to the job since operators worked an
average of 76 hours per week during the season.

Adequate planning including location of the site
and previous ownership of the land are important factors
to consider. Utilization of the services of a golf course
architect is recommended in all cases. Much other assist-
énce from the U.S. Soil Conservation Service, county
extension agents, golf professionals, and the National
Golf Foundation is available and should be used.

In the development and operation of courses the
use of labor contributed by the owner's family can be
quite important. The conversion of pre-existing buildings
to golf course uses can also furnish an initial impetus to
development by reducing capital investment even if it is

only a stop gap measure.
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Rural recreation businesses by their very nature are
risky and golf courses are no exception. All possible
factors that may effect an operation should be thoughtfully
studied before an investor decides to establish a golf

enterprise.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Opportunities to establish private outdoor recreation
enterprises are greater now in the United States than at any
other tine in this country's history. Demand is high and
according to the Outdoor HKecreation Resources Review Commis-
sion 1t will continue to spiral upward barring unforeseen
national catastrophies. In summarizing demand for outdoor
recreation, the commission noted that abcut 90 per cent of
all Americans participated in some form of outdoor recreation
in the summer of 1960. In total, they participated in one
sctivity or another on 4.4 billion separate occasions. It is
anticipated that by 1976 the total will be 6.9 billion, and
by the year 2000, it will be 12.4 billion--a threefold increase
by the turn of the centur'y.1

This pressure has so intensified in the last few years
that public agencies are finding it difficult to keep up with
tne demand for recreation facilities. Private enterprise has
to a certain extent been of assistance in alleviating the
situation. Some farmers have converted croplands into recrea-

tional uses and many other private enterpreneurs have

lU.S., Outdoor Recreation for America, prepared by the
Outdoor Recreation iKesources Review Commission (Washington,
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1962), pp. 30-32.

-1-
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established businesses to serve different segments of the
recreational demand. Ilany farmers, especially those with
marginal agricultural land, have found that the use of their
property for recreational purposes is more profitable than
for crop production. Ilioreover, the development of outdoor
recreation facilities on private land has been encouraged by
the federal government tnrough the passage of the Food and
Agriculture Act of 1962. Under this legislation outdoor
recreation is regarded as a means to continue small farm
ownership and to increase the income of farm families.?l
Farmers are not alone in taking advantage of the
current demand for recreation facilities. Rural non-farm
landowners, particularly near metropolitan areas, are often
in an ideal position to offer recreational opportunities to
their urban neighbors. Certain types of ocutdoor recreation
enterprises are well adapted to operation by retired people,

by part-time managers, and by people with seasonal jobs.

Golf as a Recreational Enterprise

Golf as a recreational enterprise seems to have cap-
tured the imagination of many land owners and financiers.
Several factors are responsible for the appeal of golf as a
business venture. One reason is the consistently profitable

aspect of this kind of business 1f properly managed and an

1Food and Agriculture Act of 1962, Public Law 87-703,
September 27, 1962.
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adequate market exists.l Evidence of the profitability of
golfing businesses is given by the amount of financial assist-
ance that 1s available through the Farmer's Home Administra-
tion which administers provisions of the Food and Agriculture
Act of 1962. During the first year after the program went
into effect, loans totaling $1,310,390 were approved to seven-
teen different recreational associations. Twelve of the
seventeen projects were for golf courses.2 It would appear
therefore that FHA considers golf courses to be low risk in-
vestments as compared to other types of farm recreation enter-
prises. Private lending firms are also inclined to look upon
golf courses as favorable investment opportunities.

Golf courses appeal to the private land owner too
because basically it 1s an agricultural operation with a
generous amount of public relations and business management
mixed with it. The idea of owning a business which entails
working in an outdoor environment adds to the attraction.
Furthermore, in many parts of the country golf courses are
operated on a seasonal basis which enables the owner to take
a long vacation or accept part-time employment during the

winter season.

Lverne Wickham, Municipal Golf Course (Chicago:
National Golf Foundation, 1955), p. 4.

2Harry C. Eckhoff, "Golf Course Loan Programs,"
Recreation, January, 1964, p. 24.
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Importance of the Study

This study was designed to examine in detail, golf
operations as an outdoor recreation enterprise and to ascer-
tain key facotrs which have a bearing on entrepreneurship
opportunities for potential investors. Golf operations were
chosen for study because there is currently considerable
interest in golf course development among farmers and others
who are concerned with recreational businesses.l

A cardinal tenet of the scientific method is to ob-
tain all the information that is available about the particu-
lar subject to be studied. When decisions involve invest-
ments averaging more than $125,OOO2 for an eighteen hole
regulation golf course exclusive of land costs and club
house development, it 1s apparent that a great deal of back-
ground material is necessary.

Certain factors obviously have a direct effect on
the potential profitability of golfing enterprises. For
example, supply and demand factors such as population concen-
trations necessary to support a golf course have been recog-

nized as important considerations. These market requirements

1
Louis F. Twardzik, "Farm Recreation Enterprises--
Problems and Opportunities," Michigan Farm Economics, July,

1966.

This figure 1s computed from statistics given by
Ben Chlevin, Golf Operator's Handbook (Chicago: National
Golf Foundation, 1961), p. 69.
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have bee5 ldentified and tne implications stated.l On the
otner hand there are many factors which are difficult to
evaluate because tneir intangible nature prevents proper
comparative analysis.

The U. S. Soil Conservation Service and the Asso-
ciation of Soil Conservation Districts are currently spon-
soring a nationwide study of the potential for private
outdoor recreation developments. This study is a follow-up
of a survey of outdoor recreation enterprises that was com-
pleted early in 1966.2 The guidelines developed for this
study attempt to promote clarity and consistency 1n apprais-
ing the recreational potential of existing resources.
Specific multiplier and rating values applicable to a variety
of conditions have been developed to arrive at overall eval-
uation scor'es.3

In this study of golfing operations in Genesee
County 1t is hoped that additional light will be shed on
certain aspects of golfing operations that have seldom been
considered in depth or at least have not been related to the

problem at hand--that of broadening the information base

1The California Committee on Planning for Recreatilon,

Park Areas and Facilities in 1ts Guide for Planning Recrea-
tion Parks in California stated that areas with a population
of 20,000 can support an 18-hole golf course. Each additional
course requires a population of about 30,000.

2
3

U.S. Department of Agriculture, Soil Conservation
Service, Guide to Making Appraisals of Potentials for Outdoor
Recreation Developments (Washington: U.S. Government Print-
ing Office, 1965), p. L.

For a further discussion of this inventory see page6l.
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from which potential entrepreneurs and operators of existing

facilities can make more knowledgeable decisions.

Scope of this Study

Tnis study includes all regulation length nine and
eighteen hole golf courses, all par-3 nine and eighteen hole
golf courses and a representative sample of the commercial
driving ranges 1in Genesee County, Michigan. Originally plans
were to consider only semi-private courses but later it was
decided to include private clubs and publicly owned courses
as well. This change was made for several reasons. The in-
clusion of facilities operated by various ownership groups
furnishes a basis for comparing the range of facilities that
are provided by each group. Examining all the golf courses
and driving ranges in the county also makes it possible to
determine if trends of ownership change over time exist such
as semi—pr'ivate1 courses becoming progressively more exclu-
sive until eventually a private club is formed or vice versa.
An examination of the differences in the development and
planning that has been employed by the different ownership
groups, would enable us to identify possible different methods
used in the formation of private enterprises.

A comparative study of managerial personnel is likely

to uncover certain unique characteristics among those who

1The term "semi-private" generally refers to those
courses operated by private enterprise for public use usually
on a daily fee basis. However an alternative definition of
this term is offered for this study on page 64.
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operate profit motivated enterprises which allow them to
compete with enterprises whose interest in making a profit
is secondary. It was also decided to limit primary study
facilities tTo regulation and par-3 golf courses and driving
ranges because other golf related recreational enterprises,
such as minilature golf courses, tend to be limited to loca-
tions such as densely populated areas on heavy traffic
arteries. These kinds of facilities are primarily amusement
oriented and do not fall in the outdoor recreation category,
as do the other golf course enterprises.

The segment of this study devoted to the ownership
and management of golf courses may 1nvolve personnel who are
employed as greenskeepers, club house managers, golf profes-
sionals or persons who have a combination of these responsi-
bilities. In a few of the larger clubs a manager for the

overall facility or the owner may be represented in the study.

Hypotheses

I. When compared to publicly owned or private group
owned clubs, enterprises owned and operated by an individual
will exhibit the following characteristics: (1) the facility
will be less well planned, (2) the management will be less
well trained and experienced in managing golfing facilities,
(3) the enterprises will be less well financed, (4) the
management will have utilized fewer sources of outside techni-

cal assistance, and (5) fewer personnel will be employed.

lFor a more detailed discussion of user characteris-
tics see page 96.



_8-

IT1. Individual golf entrepreneurs can compete
successfully for an equitable share of the total golfing
market if certain comparative advantages are utilized
including: (1) the utilization of family labor, (2)
adaptation of agricultural techniques and knowledge to golf
course building and maintenance, (3) an available market in
areas that otherwise are not being adequately served, and
(4) land, equipment, and capital improvements which were
owned by the entrepreneur prior to the development of the
golf enterprise that can furictionally be utilized in course

aevelopment.



CHAPTER II

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Historical Development of Golf

The historical origin of golf in one sense is cloudy.
If one is willing to accept the idea that hitting a spherical
object with a stick or club is a form of primitive golf, then
it is quite conceivable that a caveman might be accorded the
title of inventor of the game. By a very loose interpreta-
tion of the objectives of contemporary golf, a case might be
made for the evolutionary development of golf as a game
through pre-Christian and medilieval history.

Paganica was a popular game among the Romans. Crooked
sticks and balls with a leather cover and stuffed with
feathers were utilized. There was no particular goal in the
game except to hit the ball as far as possible.l

Chole, a Flemish game, Jeu de mall, a game of French
origin, and a Dutch game called Rolven are other games which
have been advocated by certain historians of sports as ances-
trally related to golf. Charles Price takes the position
that golf by design and by historical evidences is a game

unique to Scotland when he states, '"Whatever resemblance

1
Charles Price, The World of Golf (London: Cassell
and Company, 1962), p. 11.
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there are between golf and other ancient games, the simple
truth remains that it was the Scots who first combined in a
game the characteristics of hitting a ball cross country,
to a hole in the ground, without interference from an oppo-
nent . "t

There is some evidence that golf was a popular amuse-
ment in St. Andrews, Scotland, as far back as 1413 when St.
Andrews University was established. The first direct refer-
ence to golf is found in a decree from King James II in 1457
which declared participation in golf to be illegal, because
it interfered with the compulsory practice of archery for
national def‘ense.2 Golf continued to grow in popularity
among the people even though in 1471 James III and James IV
in 1491 reiterated the ban.

By 1603, the bow and arrow had been superseded by
gunpowder as the principle weapon of national defense, there-
fore the statutes were obsolete. In that same year, James VI
appointed a royal club-maker and a royal ball-maker. Imports
of balls and clubs from Holland had prompted this action as
a deterrent to the outflow of gold and silver for purchase

of these imports.3

1
Ibid., p. 16.

2Nevin H. Gibson, The Encyclopedia of Golf (New York:
A. S. Barnes and Company, 1958), p. 3.

3

Ibid.
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The first golfing society, The Honorable Company of
Edinburgh Golfers was established in 1744.1 A Scottish
golfing society would be comparable to the formation of a
country club today. These organizations possessed influen-
tial political power which enabled them to obtain civil
recognition. This political influence aided them in receiv-
ing land grants and certain other special privileges for
their links and other facilities. "The membership of these
golfing societies and clubs was confined to the privileged
group, a clientele referred to as 'Gentlemen Golf‘ers.'"2

In 1754, the St. Andrews Society of Golfers, now
known as the Royal and Ancient Golf Club of St. Andrews,
was established. Historically, this club has been viewed
as the authority in all matters related to golf. 1In fact,
in the early years of golf in the United States, St. Andrews
rules were strictly adhered to and disputes over interpreta-
tions or applications of the rules were often settled by
requesting a ruling directly from St. Andrews' officilals.

One interesting aspect of the growth and popularity
of golf in Scotland was that from the beginning the general
populace of Scotland played a vital role even though golf
societies were composed almost altogether of the affluent.

The decrees against playing golf obviously were directed

lIbid.

2Quoted from James Grierson, Delineations of St.
Andrews (London: Cupar, 1833).
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toward the average citizen soldier, because the opulent
would scarcely have served as common foot soldilers.
Although most of the courses were under the control of golf
socleties, all of them were open free to the public. There
seems to have been no social barriers among those who
played. 1In fact, in 1682, while King James II was still a
resident of Edinburgh and held the title of Duke of York,
he was challenged by two English noblemen to a match on the
links of Leith to settle in their own way the ancient dis-
pute over the origin of the game. He chose as his partner
Johne Paterson, a very poor shoemaker, but an excellent
golfer. The match was won by the Duke and Paterson with
each taking an equal share of the large stake that had been
wagered. With his share Paterson bullt a house, which
stood in the heart of Edinburgh until it was demolished to
make way for a housing project in 1961.1 The participation
by all segments of Scottish society stands in strong con-
trast to the early development of golf in North America as
will be noted below.

Although Scotland was the cradle of golf, the United
States 1is today the unchallenged leader in every phase of
golf from the number of participants to the top money win-
ning professionals. In recent years golf has had a growth
rate in the United States unparalleled by few other partici-
pation sports. But golf was slow to catch on in the infancy

of this country.

lPr'ice, p. 19.
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There is some evidence, furnished by several old
pamphlets, that a golf club was formed in Charleston, South
Carolina, in 1786.l Apparently, there was also a golf
club formed in Savannah, Georgia, because there are records
which indicate that an anniversary was celebrated in 1796.
These clubs, however, were soon disbanded.

There is some disagreement as to which is the oldest
permanent golf course in the United States. Foxsburg,
Pennsylvania Golf Club is claimed by some to have been
founded in 1887 by Joseph Fox, who became interested in golf
while on a trip to Scotland.2 Generally, John Reild of
Yonkers, New York is credited with forming the first club in
the United States.3 He and several other associates built
a 3-hole layout in his cow pasture. Subsequently, the
course was moved four times before it moved to the location
at Mt. Hope in West Chester County, New York, where the club

remains to this day.

The Golfing Boom

Even though golf has tended to be quite sensitive to
economic and social conditions since that first permanent
course was established in 1887 or 1888, the growth of golf

has been phenomenal. By 1900 there were about 1,000 golf

1pid., p. 59.

2
"The Origin of the Club," Esquire, December, 1965,

3Gibson, p. 16.
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courses scattered throughout the United States, and every

1 This development in just

state had at least one course.
one decade is amazingly rapid 1f one considers that in the
sixty years following 1900, the growth has been less than
seven times that of the initial twelve years.

It might seem peculiar to the casual observer that
golf in the United States should from the abortive begin-
nings ninty years before suddenly blossom into a popular
outdoor sport by the last decade of the nineteenth century.
However, to understand this development, the 1890's must be
viewed 1in perspective. Not long before this period the
challenge of settling a national frontier had been met, the
Civil War had been fought and the Industrial Revolution was
generating increased prosperity.2 These developments set the
stage for the introduction and eager acceptance of golf as
well as many other participation sports during the play-
minded 90's.

Growth 1n expenditures, substantially increasing
numbers of golf courses being constructed, and a veritable
avalanche of new participants has characterized the sport
since its introduction to the United States seventy-nine

years ago. There were approximately 122,200 golfers in the

United States in 1898 who were spending approximately

 1bi4., p. 18.

2
Richard S. Tufts, The Scottish Invasion (Pinehurst,
North Carolina: Pinehurst Publishers, 1962), p. 5.
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$15,000,000 on the game annually.l This amounted to about
$125 per year per player. In 1965 the National Golf Founda-
tion estimated that there were 7,750,000 serious golfers2
who spent more than $213,200,000 for golf equipment alone,
or about $27 per person. This figure does not include club
memberships, greens fees and other charges which are as
much a part of the game as the equipment used.3
In 1900 there was a total of 990 courses in the
United States. 1In 1965, by official inventory, there were
8,323 golf courses in operation.u During this period sev-
eral dramatic spurts of growth took place and during other
times severe slumps were experienced. The pre-World War II
peak year for golf courses in operation was 5,727 in 1934,
By 1937, there were only 5,196 golf courses in existence.
By 1939 there had been an upsurge of courses to 5,303. From
1939 to 1945 the number of golf courses declined to a post-
1925 low of 4,808. The amazing rate of growth which began
in 1953 has continued unabated until the present. (See

Figure 1.)

lgibson, p. 18.

2The National Golf Foundation defines a serious
golfer as one who plays more than fifteen rounds of golf

per year.

3Roger Ganem, "Golf's Business Biceps Bulge,"
Golfdom, January, 1966, p. 27.

uNational Golf Foundation, Statistical Information
Sheet 2, October 1, 1965.
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Figures are not available for the number of golfers
in the United States for the years before 1946. However,
the following figures on the number of participantsl are
given for each year since 1946 by the National Golf Founda-

tion.2

TABLE 1.--Estimated number of golfers since 1946

Year Number of Golfers Year Number of Golfers
1946 2,449,905 1956 3,680,000
1947 2,516,506 1957 3,812,000
1948 2,742,234 1958 3,970,000
1949 3,112,000 1959 4,125,000
1950 3,215,160 1960 4,400,000
1951 3,237,000 1961 5,000,000
1952 3,265,000 1962 5,500,000
1953 3,335,632 1963 6,250,000
1954 3,400,000 1964 7,000,000
1955 3,500,000 1965 7,750,000

The 1960's have been in many respects quite similar
to the other two golden eras of golf in America--the 1890's
and the 1920's. The growth rate for the three primary meas-

sures of golf growth; i.e., expenditures, number of courses,

lThese figures represent only those golfers who play
more than fifteen rounds of golf per year.

2National Golf Foundation, Statistical Information
Sheet 3.
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and number of golfers, has continued to increase each year
at a very high rate. Quoting from Golfdom magazine, Mr.
Ganem indicates that

In 1965 consumer sales reached a high of $213,200,000,

a Jump of 10.9% over the $192,300,000 in 1964. The

annual growth rate in the ten year period from 1955

to 1966 was a flat 10%. The rate between 1960 and

1964 was 15.6%. The latter period was particularly

active. We ixpect at least a 10% growth in the next

year [1966].

The statistics related to the number of golfers and

the number of golf courses is even more revealing. The fol-

lowing indicate the rapid rate at which golf courses are

being constructed.2

TABLE 2.--National golf course inventory since 1960

Number Increase Per cent
Year of courses in courses increase
1960 : 6385 - _—
1961 6623 238 3.7
1962 7070 un7 6.7
1963 THTT 407 5.6
1964 7893 416 5.5
1965 8323 430 5.4
1966 8900% 5TT* 6.9%

*Estimated

lGanem.

2National Golf Foundation, Statistical Information
Sheet 2, October 1, 1965.
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The following table shows the growth in the number

of golfers each year for the same period.l

TABLE 3.--Golfing population since 1960

Per cent
Year Number of golfers Increase in golfers Increase
1960 4,400,000 - -
1961 5,000,000 600,000 11.1
1962 5,500,000 500,000 10.0
1963 6,250,000 750,000 13.6
1964 7,000,000 750,000 12.0
1965 7,750,000 750,000 10.7
1966 9,000,000 1,250,000" 16.1"

*Estimated

Types of Golfing Enterprises

Regulation Length Golf Courses
Length is one of the most important factors in creat-
ing an "ideal" course. Experts agree that approximately
3,200 yards for a nine hole course is a preferred length in

2
the case of most courses. Recommended par for such a course

1National Golf Foundation, Statistical Information
Sheet 3.

2Information regarding lengths in this section is
found in "Planning and Building the Golf <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>