Huron City Country Club

History

Request for a Scenic Easement

In 1899 William Lyon Phelps established the Huron City golf links as a private course.  That is the date on early golf cards.  The golf course at neighboring town Harbor Beach dates to 1896.  It can be surmised that Phelps knew the Harbor Beach course since he was already an avid golfer.  Phelps describes his early golf career in his Autobiography (Playing Games – page 363) 

“The first game of golf I ever played was at Providence, ...on 17 May 1896. ... I did not play again until the summer of 1897, on a course of four or five holes at Port Austin, Michigan.  In the Spring of the next year, 1898, I joined the Golf Club in New Haven and on 21 October 1899 I won the championship of the New Haven Country Club...  I became a fanatical golf player and forsook lawn tennis altogether.  For those first years of the century, 1900-03, we paid no attention to the season or to the weather.  We played golf in rain, hail, snow, sleet and in every week of the year.  If the snow was very deep, we wore hip rubber boots and used a red ball.  We were insane and had a good time.”

The “Scottish rough” links and courses of England and Scotland inspired the design of the Huron City links.  Phelps owned an illustrated book on such courses.  He seemed especially intrigued by the sheep that grazed on those rural links and so he had a local shepherd (Kinch?) bring sheep to graze the Huron City course during the summer.
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“I love fresh woods and pastures new, but I love them more with a golf club in my hand.”

Phelps - Autobiography

What is the definition of Scottish Golf Links? For the answer to this question we go to the archives and consult the authority on golf history, Sir Walter Simpson. From him we learn the true meaning of golf links.

"The grounds on which golf is played are called links, being the barren sandy soil from which the sea has retired in recent geological times. In their natural state links are covered with long, rank bent grass and gorse. Links are too barren for cultivation: but sheep, rabbits, geese and professionals pick up a precarious livelihood on them."

Carolyn Hubbard Parcells Lucas says in one of her memoirs “you could tell time by those sheep.”  They had a precise pattern of movement over the course ending up at the old skating rink at exactly 5PM.  “They didn’t do much for the course, but they looked very picturesque.”  To keep the sheep in, there was a page wire fence around the course with a gate on the bluff next to the Seven Gables mailbox.  This was called “echo gate” because shouts are reflected off the broad side of the General Store with a half second delay.  This gate was the entrance to the old course which Phelps used daily.  There was a stone paved walk from the gate, down the bluff, a small bridge over the ditch behind the store, so that one arrived at the first tee via this shortcut.

The course began with nine holes and greens which could be played out and back, making an 18 hole game.  It was very rough and primitive in those first years.  There are photos and mentions of the conditions in two journals written and illustrated with photographs by Annabel Hubbard Phelps in 1901 and 1902.  The course was very poorly drained so that large pools of standing water would gather in the low spots.  Annabel tells of wading and romping in those pools.

In the years that followed, various improvements were made: a network of drainage ditches were installed to draw off the excess water, stones were gathered up into bunkers and stacks, water lines were run to the greens for watering, greens were added, eventually making it a full 18 hole course by 1930.  There is little or no documentation of this ongoing project, which is surprising since it was a large one and the Hubbards kept meticulous and copious track of all their businesses otherwise.

The following 38 years are rich in game and tournament history.  A number of scoreboards are preserved in our archive with lists of the players and their scores.  Sterling silver trophies were awarded to the winners on special days that were underwritten by local businesses.  Golf was a community event at Huron City.  The most important yearly golf event was called “Red Letter Day.”  Invitations were sent on engraved cards on which the date was filled in by hand.  There are a large number of these invitations unused in a desk drawer at Seven Gables.  Golf cards were printed in such plenty that Phelps sometimes used them as note cards when he was studying.

The Phelps era ended abruptly with Annabel’s death in 1939.  Only a month after her passing, Phelps expressed to his brother-in-law Frank Hubbard his concern about the fate of the golf course, since he did not expect to use it anymore.  Bill Pottinger, the caretaker and greens keeper at Huron City had asked permission to continue maintaining the course and offered to collect fees from local players to offset the cost.  Bill Pottinger had been a frequent fourth when Phelps needed a foursome and played a respectable game of golf.  Permission was granted and Pottinger managed the course for several years after that.

In 1945, with the war over and the next generation beginning to step up to Huron City, Charles A. Parcells, Jr. began to take an active interest in the old links.  He had played on the course as a teenager many times with Phelps and Pottinger.  Just out of the army where he had served as a captain, he used the map-making skills he had learned to create the first and only scale map of the Phelps 18 hole links that we have.  With no surveying equipment at hand, he improvised.  He tacked a sheet of paper to a breadboard borrowed from the kitchen of Seven Gables, which he mounted flat on the tripod of Phelps astrological telescope.  He set up some bobby pins on each end of a ruler as a line of sight, and for line drawing.  Then he went along the bluff above the course triangulating and measuring in scale, drawing out the lines on the paper with a ruler.  The tees and pins were clearly visible on the course so that his map turned out very accurately.  This document gives us the most reliable picture of the old Phelps course.

Over the years that followed, family members played the course regularly and there continued to be private parties and tournaments there.  Various golf cards have been printed up since the Phelps years.  The earliest of these still shows Bill Pottinger as “Manager and Pro” and is the first appearance of humor and whimsy on the otherwise straightforward golf cards of Billy Phelps.  The holes are renamed and a few humorous verses appear on the cards such as this anonymous poem:

THE GOLFER

“Who’s that stranger, mother dear –

Look, he knows us, ain’t he queer?

Hush, my own, don’t talk so wild

That’s your father, dearest child

That’s my father? No such thing!

Father died away last spring.

Father didn’t die, you dub;

Father joined the golfing club.

Now the club is closed, so he

Has no place to go, you see.

No place left for him to roam,

That is why he’s coming home.

Kiss him, he won’t bite you, child

All them golfing guys look wild.”

In the mid 1960’s, Charles, Jr., his brother Frank and brothers-in-law Charles Arms and Walter Wagoner, who were all golfers, met each summer to play their annual tournament, which they dubbed the “Huron City Closed Open.”  To enhance their golf experience, they collaborated in the building of two new modern bent grass greens with a timed sprinkler system and some sand traps.  Indigenous weeds finally overcame the sand traps and greens and the care of the bent grass proved too complex.  The expense of maintaining so many greens and such a large course became burdensome, so the course was reduced in size.  Finally, it became little more than the mowed field it is today.

The contours of the old links are still clearly visible and the brush has been kept cleared for the most part, making a revitalization of the course a possibility.  Some of the original equipment for the course still exists, such as the old pins and bamboo flagpoles, tee markers, hole diggers, greens mower and gang mowers.  With a stepped up mowing program and placement of the old golf equipment on the course, it could attain its old appearance and be the picturesque vista it once was.  The fact remains that this is one of Michigan’s very oldest courses, was the domain of our own celebrity, Wm. Lyon Phelps, and is a prominent feature of the Huron City national historic district.

Plan:  A scenic easement granted by the Huron City Company to the William Lyon Phelps Foundation will ensure the future of this priceless landscape and ancient sporting artifact.

Presently, Charles Parcells, Jr. is underwriting the upkeep of the golf course at his personal expense.  If the scenic easement is granted and the William Lyon Phelps Foundation takes on the upkeep, then Charles could underwrite the upkeep as a tax deductible donation.  Other supporters might also step forward to help.

Recently the foundation undertook a clearing of the bluff in front of the village from the Brick Museum to the Life Saving Station.  The improvement is dramatic and some of the commanding lake view has been restored.  The course itself has become overgrown in several areas and the forest is gaining more and more ground on the perimeters.  A grove of aspen trees and brush has grown up which obscure the view.  With a scenic easement and permission, more clearing can be done to enhance the appearance of the golf course and further improve the view down to the lake.

The easement would not preclude our recreational use of the golf course.  We would still walk and play there.  But Huron City Company would no longer bear the cost of upkeep on the 150 acre mowed area know as the Huron City “golf course.”  The granting of a scenic easement to the Huron City Museums would be beneficial to all.   

