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Country Clubs: Stuck in the Rough
Golf courses across the nation are in crisis as memberships and money dwindle
By Dean Foust

From the day it opened its gates in 1998, Superstition Mountain Golf and Country Club was one of the "it" clubs
in the Phoenix area. Boasting a Spanish Colonial clubhouse and a pair of Jack Nicklaus-designed courses
with majestic mountain views, the club exuded an air of wealth and success. And because Superstition
Mountain was the host course for a popular Ladies Professional Golf Assn. tournament, its members got to
hobnob with such stars as Annika Sorenstam—a perk that made writing a $100,000-plus initiation check a little
easier.

But as the economic downturn suddenly made a club membership seem more extravagance than necessity,
Superstition's luck took a turn for the worse. With membership slipping and the developer behind the club and
the adjoining residential development suffering his own financial problems, Superstition's lenders foreclosed
and now plan to sell the property at auction this December. What happens then is anyone's guess, given that
Superstition Mountain has only about half the 780 members originally envisioned. “It's just not feasible that the
members take it over at this point,” says Keith Bierman, the court-appointed receiver for the club.

For generations of golfing executives, joining a private club not only provided a venue to entertain clients but
also served as a validation of their success. Now the economic downturn has created an existential crisis for
many of the nation's 4,400 country clubs. To be sure, elite clubs such as Augusta National, Shinnecock Hills
Golf Club outside New York City, and Riviera Country Club in Los Angeles remain impervious to the current
downdraft, as do many of the most established, old-money clubs across the country. Hammered hardest are
the thousands of middle- and lower-tier courses, as well as many, like Superstition, that sprouted throughout
the Sun Belt during the past decade. Already, dozens are in foreclosure. And according to the National Golf
Foundation (NGF), as many as 15% of the rest say they're suffering serious financial problems. Among the
troubled are such venerable clubs as the Country Club of Lansing, Mich., which filed bankruptcy last spring to
avoid foreclosure, and the former IBM Heritage Country Club outside Binghamton, N.Y., both of which are in
foreclosure

The painisn't over, either. Click Here To Read More... - —
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Where will you play today?



