	Golf Course Design Theory
By Chris Clouser
Chapter 7
Greens  

CB MacDonald was once quoted as saying that the greens on a golf course were like the face within a portrait, or something to that effect.  The greens on your course tell the tale of the complete challenge within your design.  This essay is not going to be a tutorial on how to build greens within the design software for the various golf games.  That has been done to great affect already.  A fine example is the tutorial (http://copyrightclub.durcomworks.net/tutorialarchives/chapter6.htm) by Daniel Bunch at the Copyright Club website.  This essay, though, will introduce some basic concepts about green design from the types of elevation elements that can be used, to different shapes and size, to different theories applied by master architects in real life, and finally give you some examples to study from real courses.  One thing to remember when designing your greens, is that they should be the key part of your strategy for each and every hole.  I personally have made the mistake of just slapping together a green to finish a hole that I thought was very solid from tee to green.  You want your hole to be solid from tee to cup.  Once I made this discovery, my designs improved greatly.
The contours are the most important feature of any green.  The book, Golf by Design, by Robert Trent Jones, Jr. does an excellent job of showing the different style of contours.  The flat green is one example, but as he indicates in his writing, no green is truly flat it just appears that way from a distance.  To the opposite extreme there are several greens with slopes.  The sloping style of green is perhaps the oldest version of green contour.

The 7th hole Redan green at Shinnecock Hills 
The slope can go either from left to right or vice versa, back to front or front to back or at some type of angle from one corner of a green to another.  The Redan style green is a classic example of this as demonstrated in the 7th at Shinnecock above.  After the slope, perhaps the next style of green contour is the crown.  These are often called saucer greens as they appear to constructed similar to a saucer being turned upside down.  These greens are usually generous in size, but only a portion of this
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One of the famous greens at Pinehurst 
 style is receptive to shots, while the unreceptive portion throws shot to the wayside that are not struck properly.  This style of green was made famous by Donald Ross and his work at Pinehurst.  The contrast to the crown style is what is referred to as a punchbowl type green.  This is equivalent to a big catcher’s mitt that just sucks balls in.  CB Macdonald brought this concept to the United States from Great Britain and used it extensively as a basis for design of several holes.  Usually the approach to the punchbowl green would be blind or semi-blind over a slight ridge with some bunkering to catch those shots that were just not quite long enough to clear the bank.  The ridge or swale are perhaps the most underused types of contours on greens currently.  This basically a dip or rise that divides the green in some way.  The most used type of green in the last 30 years of golf course architecture is the tiered green.  This style was also used in the early years of golf architecture but much more sparingly.  Basically, what happens is the architect creates more than one green within the green by elevating one part of the green more than another.  This usually is on large greens and is best done is the elevation changes around the green are equal to that on the green.  One style of contouring has recently been on the comeback and much of that is due to the work of Pete Dye.  It is the rolling style of green.  This is exemplified by the 6th green at the Medalist.
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Note the contour in the green behind the flagstick.  
I would take from this is that part of the green is often sectioned off by these large rolls, thus penalizing the player if they are not in the correct portion of the green by making the putt harder.  Perry Maxwell was famous for his “Maxwell Rolls” that he used extensively to try and imitate the contours on the greens at St. Andrews.  Even though the green is seen as a safe haven on the course it also is not without its tricks and defenses.  Another form of defense for the green is known as a false front.  This usually involves a dip in front of the green with the green extended to where any shot that does not truly make onto the putting surface rolls back down into the fairway or whatever is short of the green.  Unfortunately, this tactic has taken on new life with super slick slopes that often feed back into water hazards.  This should not be the intent of the defense.  If the player has braved the hazard and cleared it he should not be penalized by trickery of the architect.  The most famous version of a false front is the “Valley of Sin” found on the 18th at St. Andrews.

Although every player notices the contours of the green, more times than not the size and shape of the green goes unnoticed.  This factor is perhaps just as important as the contours if not so.  For instance, let’s say you are playing to a long par 3 of 230 yards and the green is only 20 yards by 20 yards, is that green going to be able to hole a shot from most players.  The answer usually is no.  What can be done about this?  The easiest answer is the simple principle of building the green a shape and size that works well with the type of shot that is going to be played into the green.  Some designers and architects feel there is an actual formula to determine the size of the green, but I would tend to believe that it would be more of a judgment call based on the surrounding terrain.  Would you
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The mysterious 5th at Spyglass Hill 
 destroy a spectacular sand dune to make way for a green, just because it is 10 yards short of the preferred distance for an approach with a 4 iron?  I don’t think so.  Not only is the length, but the width a good consideration.  The 5th at Spyglass Hill is an example that does not follow the usual form, but it works, because of the variety of pin locations and required shots you must perform depending on the pin location.

The size of the green is a key factor, but also the shape plays a big part into the design of the green.  Originally greens were design as regular shapes such as squares and circles.  These days we see greens with fingers, oblong, and even some the shape of animals.  Let’s discuss a few of the more famous of these shapes to show how effective the shape of the green can effect your hole positively.  The most famous green shape is probably the hourglass green on the 17th at Pebble Beach.  Over the years it has lost
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The 17th green at Pebble Beach  
some of its size, due to mowing patterns, but this shape effectively creates two greens in one.  Another famous shape is the boomerang type green.  Alister Mackenzie used this type of green a few times.  Usually there was
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The 7th hole at Crystal Downs with a boomerang green. 
 a bunker inside the boomerang, but the real beauty of the green was that you could actually putt from one part of the boomerang to the other if you used the correct line.  In the last few years it seems several developers have wanted to try and exploit a feature used on relatively few courses properly.  This would be the double green and the alternative green.  The double green originated at St. Andrews and allows for two holes to be played on it.  This has been misused often as a marketing ploy to try and compare the course to a Scottish links.  The alternate green is when a second green is constructed for various reasons.  The only legitimate
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The teardrop shaped 10th green at Winged Foot 
reasons for these to be built is to help alleviate traffic from the primary green, such as the 8th hole at Pine Valley or to create a completely different strategy on an existing hole.  Some other shapes such as the teardrop or the gullswing are also very appealing and provide different strategic problems.

For further study of greens at courses and the architects that build them I would try to find as much as possible written by and about the work of Alister Mackenzie, Perry Maxwell, Donald Ross and A. W. Tillinghast.
The courses that I would suggest include Augusta National, Crystal Downs, Winged Foot, Pine Valley, St. Andrews and Oakmont.  There is no better way to learn about the different approaches to green complexes than to read about and see them.  
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