Buildup to the
2007 U.S. Open

Oakmont Country Club (OCC) is situated 20 minutes
north-east of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. OCC is regarded
as one of the toughest tests of golf in the world - proven
by having held 16 major championships, the most in U.S.
history (excluding Augusta National). Championships
held at OCC include three PGA Championships, five
U.S. Amateurs and one U.S. Women’s Open.

InJunethis year, OCC will holdit's eighth U.S. Open, more
than any other course in the country and is scheduled
to host the 2010 U.S. Woman’s Open. Under the
supervision of golf course superintendent John Zimmers
Jr., the course is rated second in course conditioning
behind Augusta National and is rated number five in Golf
Digest Magazine’s ‘Top 100 List' behind Pine Valley,
Shinnecock Hills, Augusta National, and Cypress Point.

0CC is also home to what some regard as the greatest round
in U.S. Open history. A staggering 63 was shot by Johnny
Miller in the final round of the 1973 U.S. Open in which he
won. Other past champions at OCC include Bobby Jones (1919
Amateur Champion), Tommy Armour (1927 U.S. Open Champion),
Sam Snead (1951 PGA Champion), Ben Hogan (1953 U.S. Open
Champion), Jack Nicklaus (1962 U.S. Open Champion), and Ernie
Els (1994 U.S. Open Champion).

Henry C. Fownes, who designed OCC as his only venture in golf
course architecture, founded the club in 1903. The course was
designed as a 6,406 yard, par 80 layout. Fownes, an iron and
steel magnate, was frustrated when he felt golf courses in the
area were not challenging, nor penalising enough. In an effort to
produce a big brawny monster, Fownes concoction was OCC.

Throughout the early years of the Club’s history, Fownes would
watch fellow golfers play and take note of where a bad or miss-
shot ended up. He would then get the greenkeeper to construct
a bunker in that area. By the 1930°s the number of bunkers
grew to an incredible 330! Compounding that, a thirty pound
rake was used to pull through the coarse river sand to produce
deep furrows. Nowadays the furrows are gone as a result of the
U.5.G.A. threatening not to have another championship at 0CC
unless the bunkers were raked smooth for the 1953 U.S. Open.
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The club argued that the furrows were an integral part of the
course; eventually an agreement was reached having shallower
furrows in the fairway bunkers and no furrows at all in the
greenside bunkers.

In 2004, as part of OCC's Master Plan, the course underwent a
major restoration project under the careful eye of Tom Marzolf
of the Fazio Design Group. Included in this project was the
restoration of over 200 bunkers and twenty ditches; as well as
green extensions, renovation of tee complexes, the addition of
strategic bunkers, the removal of several thousand trees and
fairway re-contouring, all while preserving Oakmont’s status
as a National Historic Landmark. The extent of work done at
Oakmont has never been seen at any other club and has set the
benchmark for many other clubs to follow.
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The massive 9th green at Oakmont is over 7,000 sq metres, doubles as
the practice putting green. The clubhouse is in the background and is a
national historic landmark.

The tree-lined fairways of the 1994 U.S. Open have been
completely obliterated with the removal of thousands of
trees. Henry C. Fownes designed a golf course that was very
much in keeping with the famous links courses of the United
Kingdom and Ireland and was entirely treeless until the
late 1950's. Along with restoring the course to its original
design, the tree removal program was vital because the turf
was becoming weak from the shade of the encroaching,
overgrown trees. They were sucking moisture out of the soil
and restricting air movement throughout the course. The
improvement in turf quality has been incredible over the
past few years, which has prompted tree removal programs
at many other highly regarded courses - though perhaps
none will go to the extreme of OCC.
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Above: The 14th greens complex before tree removal and renovation.

Below: The 14th greens complex after tree removal and renovation.

In conjunction with the tree removal program, the course has
been lengthened with the addition of new tee complexes on
the 4th, 7th, 8th, 12th, 15th and 18th holes. These alterations
mean that Oakmont, playing a par 70 at 6611 metres, will boast
the longest par five in U.S. Open history, the twelfth hole, at
610 metres. It will also have the longest par three in U.S. Open
history, the eighth hole, at 263 metres,

Many of the fairways have been narrowed and the fescue ditches
that run parallel to several fairways which have played an
integral part in Oakmont’s design have also been deepened and
refurbished. The original use of the ditches was to catch water
run-off from parallel fairways but with developments in technology
the ditches themselves are now drained in order to eradicate any
standing water on the course. It is quite unique nowadays to see
a championship course without any water on it.

The 2nd green with the fescue in full seed!

Above: 4th fairway with the church pews to the left and 5th green to the
right. There are 12 pews and the bunker covers over 8,000 sq metres.

0CC's 190 bunkers have all been rebuilt, and twenty more were
reincarnated in keeping with the original design. This has
increased the amount of bunkers to 210 with the most notable
addition being four extra fescue ‘Pews’ in the infamous Church
Pews Bunker, which covers 8,000 square metres between holes
three and four. Oakmont remains the most heavily bunkered
championship course in American golf.

The U.S. Open is the largest championship in golf, with respect to
the attendance and the infrastructure that comes hand in hand
with the event. OCC has been preparing for the championship
for the past seven years and it is only as we come closer to the
final stages of preparation, that the enormity of the event truly
becomes apparent. There is no doubt in my mind that one year
out from hosting a major championship the golf course itself
needs to be in tip-top shape. Within the year leading up to the
event, it is more the infrastructure around the course that is the
focal point than the course itself.

The U.S.G.A. has been on-site for just about two years now and as
I write, fifty days away from June 11, construction of a temporary
road on the 18th fairway of the Oakmont East Course (which will
be used as the drop off point for the estimated 40,000 spectators
per day) has been completed. The public will be bussed in from
surrounding, high population communities and upon arrival will
be directed to the main entrance - which coincidentally is beside
two enormous 11,000 square metre merchandise tents.
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