STEPEN SAFLEY

John Fought abandoned
life on the PGA Tour to

become a golf course
architect—and he has

never looked back
By Lorne Rubenstein
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Second Career,

First Love

THE SEVENTH HOLE AT THE GALLERY’'S SOUTH COURSE, 20
miles northwest of Tucson, is a 349-yard par 4 with a deep bunker in the
middle of the fairway. John Fought, the 1977 U.S. Amateur champion, a
two-time winner on the PGA Tour and the course’s designer, finds him-
self there one gleaming winter morning. The 51-year-old Fought (pro-
nounced “Foat”) has flown the red-eye from Hawaii, where he finished
T-49 in the Turtle Bay Championship on the Champions Tour. He is
doing double duty at The Gallery: as an architect who analyzes features with
the eyes of a tour player, and as a golfer who views them through the lens
of an architect. But which identity dominates?

The fairway to the right of the deep bunker
provides the best angle into the green, while it is
possible to drive the green if one takes an angle
along the far left side of the fairway. Fought has

done it. But desert scrub and a bunker astride
that corner of the green threaten an errant drive.
The tee shot requires thought and provides
options—a Fought trademark he learned from

immersing himself in the designs of Donald
Ross in particular. Some people, though, think
the bunker in the middle is unfair.

“Everybody wanted me to take this bunker
out,” Fought says, "I said we should leave it. | like
this strategic part of the game. It’s fun.”

Fought loves his work as an architect. He also
has recovered enough from injuries that forced
him off the tour when he was 33 to play again. He
retains limited eligibility on the Champions Tour
because of his wins on the PGA Tour. He turned
50 in January 2004, but played only three
Champions Tour events, his best finish a T-70 in
the MasterCard Classic. Fought doesn't like play-
ing poorly, but he knows it is difficult if not
impossible to serve the twin masters of architec-
ture and tour golf properly.

"When | go to a tournament 1 see [Hale]
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John Fought

Irwin and 1 say to myself, ‘Hey, I'm gonna kick
his butt, " Fought says.” But of course that’s not
the case. You have to choose what you are. 1
can't hand off my design work to someone else.
I'd love to play well when 1 do play, but it's not
everything to me.”

An Oregonian who lives in Paradise Valley near
Phoenix, Fought was the PGA Tour Rookie of the
1979 winning the Buick-

Year in after

Goodwrench Open and Anheuser-Busch Golf

Classic in consecutive weeks. Golf Digest also
named him its rookie of the vear. Tired of the
grind and worn down by a series of injuries, he was
off the tour after the 1987 season. He turned o
architecture, an interest that developed while he
played competitively.

Fought recently restored Pine Needles in
Southern Pines, N.C., which hosted the 1996
and 2001 US. Women's Opens {and will again in
2007). The Ross course opened in 1928 but had
become compromised over the years, Fairway
contours and green sizes had changed. Trees had
grown where Ross didn't mean them to intrude,
and the course was too short for modern golf.
Ross designed a number of holes asking players
to drive to the tops of plateaus and ridges, then
hit long to mid-irons into the greens. Today’s
golfer was driving beyond those areas.

Golf, Tom Kite once said, is the
game. Tour golf requires plenty of ego, and play-

“onliest”

ers learn to be selfish. But restoring a classic
course requires an architect to resist imposing
his own views. “I was there to make everything
play in scale again,” Fought says. “Sometimes |
had to move a bunker to a new position to
restore the shot values. My job was trying to fig-
ure out exactly what Mr. Ross was trying to do.

That was fun for me and intellectually stimulat-

ing. [ love his work so much, and 1 studied it so

closely, that it wasn't a problem for me to try to

think what he would have wanted today.”
While playing the restored layout last fall,

“When you win,
you're on a drug.
... But this,
designing courses,
| can come back,
and | never get
tired of it.

JOHN FOUGHT

Fought said he had been there so often I felt
like the ghost of Mr. Ross was with me. That's
powerful. I thought | knew so much about
Ross. But | knew so little until [ got here and felt
what he was doing. | told my shapers [ wanted

the course to look like they did their work with
horses and drag pans, not machines. We feel
really good about what we've accomplished. 1
think Ross would be pleased.”

Fought began to play at Portland’s Tualatin
CC, a narrow, tree-lined course designed by H.
Chandler Egan, the 1904 and "05 US. Amateur
champion, when he was 12 and his parents joined
the club. Fought often played it backward and
across. The 17thand 18th holes at Tualatin played
in opposite directions, with no trees between
them. Fought played from a position near 18
green back to 17 so a bunker intervened. “I
thought that was cool, because 1 could use that
long bunker as a cross-bunker,” Fought recalls.
“Or I'd play a downhill hole the other way so it
was uphill. I realized that was no fun, playing uphill
and blind."

A natural golfer who could hit the ball far and
who had a deft feel for the clubface, Fought also
had an artistic bent. When he was 12, his piano
teacher told him she thought he had more talem
than any pupil she had seen. But he didn't like to
practice. She asked him what he planned to do.
He told her he might become a professional
athlete.

Fought's father, John Sr., an accountant, was
a fine athlete. Like his son, he still uses a Bulls
Eye putter—for purists only. He was deeply
involved in his son’s golf, which wasn't easy on

Fought: A man with a plan

YOU could scratch every reference to John Fought's brief
career on the PGA Tour and it wouldn’t make a bit of difference
to his present stature as a golf course architect. He paid his
design dues not on practice ranges or in press rooms, but at
drafting tables and construction sites,

Fought wasn't one of those tour players steered by an agent
into design projects just for the money. He was a rare one, a
player who developed a genuine passion for architecture and
converted that passion into a successful second career.

The passion was evident early. In late 1987 Fought entered
Golf Digest’soriginal Armchair Architect contest, submitting sev-
eral entries, all variations on a finishing hole for an imaginary
U.S. Open course. One Fought entry (right) was a finalist in the
mpmuou.dmamunﬁnghmart‘uﬁ:lnknt—amrm-

He didn't win, but soon put his skills to use in the office of
architect Bob Cupp, not as a fee-splitting tour-pro consultant
but as a salaried employee eager to learn the many facets of
design that only grunt work can truly provide.

Like any serious student, Fought spent his spare time study-

ing. In 1993 Fought made a trip east to explore the nuances of
Winged Foot, Quaker Ridge, Garden City, Shinnecock Hills and
National GL, and it has since been reflected in his work, with
one Fought design sporting a Tillinghast theme, another more
akin to the principles of C.B. Macdonald.

Fought learned much when Cupp put him in charge of revi-
sions 1o his old home course, Tualatin CC in Oregon, where he had
to deal not just with technical issues like drainage, but emotional
ones like members resistant to all change. Fought's years with
Cupp were misrepresented, too often trumpeting him as a design
equal instead of an employee. But that wasn't Fought's fault. The
blame lies with course owners and golf writers (including this one)
who were only too eager to latch onto the former tour-pro-turned-
architect storyline as a surefire way of attracting attention.

From a marquee standpoint, Fought never will approach
the level of Jack Nicklaus or Arnold Palmer, legendary golfers
whose recognizable names, even among nongolfers, help sell
homesites along fairways. But the artistry of his work, the
strategies and flexibility of his golf holes, places him amid Ben
Crenshaw and Tom Weiskopf among that small cadre of play-
ers more interested in architecture than applause.

—Ron Whitten







