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Somewhere in the “Twittersphere” there 

surely exists an argument over which city 

deserves naming rights to “America’s 

Golf Capital.” Some will argue that Myrtle 

Beach in South Carolina with over 80 

courses placed alongside the Atlantic 

Ocean earns that distinction. Others will 

state that Greater Palm Springs with over 

130 emerald green courses in a desert set-

ting most assuredly claims such honors. 

Still others will point out that the Paradise 

Coast of Florida has title rights to the mon-

iker due to its 90 golf courses across the 

Everglades, Marco Island, and Naples. And 

don’t forget about Mesquite, Nevada! 
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While each of these areas is 
certainly worthy of consid-
eration for such high praise, 
there’s still another candidate 
city for this title when adding 
into consideration a few special 
features like:
 Which golf capital fea-
tures a summer season allow-
ing players to start their day at 
7 a.m. and continue to play un-
til 10 p.m.?
 Which golf capital fea-
tures one of America’s pre-
mier par-3 courses that sets 
the standard for challenge, 
drama, and beauty?
 Which golf capital in-
corporates golf courses built 
through lush forests, across 
steep valleys, over lush marsh-
es, and sprawling meadows, at 
the bases of ski hills and along-
side rivers and lakes?
 Which golf capital is 
headquartered in an Alpine city 
of 3,645, features 17 diverse 
golf courses spread around the 
community, offers a “2 Fore 
1” Golf Passport at 15 mem-
ber courses, and is located 360 
miles from Chicago?
 No need to consult 
Wikipedia or navigate through 
Google Maps to figure out this 
puzzle. Located in the cool 
fresh air of Northern Michigan, 
Gaylord has long heralded it-
self as “America’s Summer 
Golf Mecca.” Once a sleepy vil-
lage known for its lumber mills 
and cigar manufacturing, the 
city began a radical transfor-
mation in the early 1980s when 
an auto parts mogul brought 
acclaimed golf architect Robert 
Trent Jones, Sr. to the top of 
a ski hill he owned and asked 
him to consider the design of a 
golf course constructed in the 
Pigeon River Valley beneath 
them, where all they could see 
were the tops of mature trees. 
Not only did Jones eagerly 

accept the assignment, he went on to build the 
6th tee of his “Masterpiece” course on the very 
spot where the two stood. And the view of the 
tree tops inspired the name of the golf resort. 
Today, Treetops Resort houses four champion-
ship courses along with the aforementioned par-
3 course given the clever name Threetops.
 Even as Treetops was evolving into a 
mega-golf resort, 20 miles away in the town of 
Lewiston, Ron Otto—the inventor of the insulat-
ed garage door—had turned his interests toward 
building golf courses around a lodge owned by his 
father and mother. Over the next decade, Garland 
Resort became a 72-hole complex complete with 
luxury accommodations and elegant dining.
 “The story is as amazing as it is unlike-
ly,” said Paul Beachnau, executive director of 
the Gaylord Golf Mecca and the Gaylord Area 
Convention and Tourism Bureau in a March in-
terview. “Even as Treetops Resort and Garland 
Lodge & Golf Resort were evolving, other en-
trepreneurs around Gaylord were realizing their 
own golf course projects. Today, this grouping 
adds up to 21 hotel properties, four resort desti-
nations and 17 courses. “The principals of each 
property saw a unique opportunity to grow their 
own businesses by working together to bring 
groups of golfers to Gaylord. Through innova-
tion, cooperation, quality, and value to the cus-
tomer, the Gaylord Mecca was born.”
 The courses within this unique cooper-
ative are as diverse as their individual stories. 
Built in 2000 by acclaimed architect and “U.S. 
Open doctor” Rees Jones, Black Lake Golf Club 
in Onaway wends its way through hardwood 
forests and features wide, rolling fairways and 
sprawling bunkers. Owned by the United Auto 
Workers but available for public play, the lay-
out is ranked by Golf Digest as one of the top 50 
public courses in America. The 18-hole champi-
onship course is complemented by a 9-hole par-
3 walking course. Elegant and highly affordable 
accommodations are available at the adjacent 
UAW Black Lake Conference Center.
 Once a private ski lodge named Hidden 
Valley, Otsego Resort is located a few blocks 
from Downtown Gaylord and features two golf 
courses, a conference facility, rooms, suites 
and condos, and a 1,200-acre wildlife preserve. 
The headline attraction of the property is The 
Tribute, designed by Rick Robbins and for-
mer PGA Tour star Gary Koch. Elevated tees 
and large greens are framed by forested land 
and wild grasses. The course winds through 
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the Sturgeon River Valley and 
is ranked among the state’s 
top 10 public golf courses 
by Michigan Golf magazine. 
Legendary architect William H. 
Diddel designed the more tra-
ditional Classic Golf Course at 
the resort which features great 
conditions from tees to greens.
 Since its inception, 
Garland Lodge & Golf Resort 
has been luring golf groups 
due to its rustic setting, sce-
nic landscape, and impeccable 
conditioning. The property’s 
four championship cours-
es are Monarch, Swampfire, 
Reflections, and Fountains. 
Each has a distinct charac-
ter. Swampfire has water 
views on many holes, even 
though it is not always in play. 
Monarch features wide fair-
ways and large greens, and 
is built to “grip it and rip it.” 
Though shorter at 6,373 yards, 
Reflections is made more dif-
ficult by water and bunkers 
placed near landing areas and 
greens. My personal favorite 
is the Fountains course which 
includes elevation changes 
along with lovely ponds, each 
adorned with artful fountains. 
Accommodations at Garland 
might look like modest cabins 
from the outside but are spec-
tacularly elegant inside with 
great amenities.
 Virtually every aspect of 
Treetops Resort is about scale. 
Each of the four championship 
courses stretches across hun-
dreds of acres of virgin forest 
and bounds up and down val-
leys. The Masterpiece is a must-
play if only to enjoy the view of 
the tree tops on the par-3 No. 6 
which plays down to a massive 
green. Make sure to bring your 
camera to this tee for a photo 
that you’ll show to all your jeal-
ous friends. The Premier course 
is the only Tom Fazio-designed 

layout in all of Michigan and 
is made even more memora-
ble by having only one water 
hazard across all 18 holes. The 
Signature course was designed 
by renowned golf professional 
Rick Smith and features soft-
ly rolling hills across stunning 
wooded landscape. Also de-
signed by Smith, the Tradition 
is considered the most “player 
friendly” course at the resort as 
landing areas and greens are 
wide and forgiving. 
 No visit to Treetops is 
complete without enjoying 
the putting challenge of The 
Himalayas putting range—a 
tribute to the practice put-
ting green at St. Andrews in 
Scotland. Still a second must-
play at the resort is challenging 
friends to a friendly match at 
Threetops. This amazing, hilly 
par-3 course famously hosted 
some of the world’s best play-
ers at the annual ESPN Par-3 
Shootout from 1999 to the early 
2000s. Tour legend Lee Trevino 
won $1,090,000 with a hole-
in-one on the 7th hole, called 
“Hang Time, ‘’ and then he 
proceeded to send half of his 
winnings to St. Jude Children’s 
Research Hospital. 
 Gaylord Golf Club and 
Indian River are both classic, 
traditional courses featuring 
large rolling fairways, large 
greens, and perfect conditions. 
While a semi-private course, 
Gaylord G.C. has the look and 
feel of a private club and is a 
great walking course due to the 
proximity of greens to the en-
suing tees. 
 Michigan’s Jerry 
Matthews designed The 
Natural at Beaver Creek. 
Located three miles south of 
Gaylord, the course features 
large greens and fairways im-
probably located between 
spectacular natural wetlands. 

 The Pines Course at 
Michaywe is still another clas-
sic championship course de-
signed by Don Childs. The 
course can play as short as 
5,200 yards from the front tees 
or as long as 7,000 yards from 
the back tees. 
 Details on all of these 
courses along with details of 
Stay & Play packages and deals 
from local hotels are acces-
sible by visiting the Gaylord 

Golf Mecca’s website: www.
gaylordgolfmecca.com. Once 
on the site, be sure to request 
the association’s Northern 
Michigan Golfer magazine 
which includes full color photos 
of each of the courses along 
with details on packages and 
accommodation options. The 
site includes a tab to access the 
amazing 2 For 1 Gaylord Golf 
Passport which will make your 
trip even more affordable.
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