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1. The drainage issues in the club are long running and not confined to a single cause 

but there can be no doubt that the heavy clay soils on which the course is 

constructed will always make the issue of drainage a difficult one. At the moment, I 

am of the opinion that the course requires a two-pronged approach in order to begin 

to immediately address the current waterlogging issues and also to establish an 

affordable long term programme of investment into the course to ensure that there 

is no reoccurrence of our current predicament.  

2. I do not believe that it will ever be possible to recreate the durability of a ‘links style’ 

course but the course should be able to stand up to more rain than that which it 

does currently (or fails to). 

3. The proposals contained within the conclusion section of this document all have a 

common goal which is to enable the course to be playable for longer by improving 

the drainage. Considerable progress has been made to the greens and tee boxes 

over the last number of years. Not long ago it would have been inconceivable for 

members to be able to play onto all of the greens and off all of the tee’s all year 

round. The annual sanding of the fairways has greatly improved them. You only need 

venture onto the practice fairway -which is not sanded- to see the contrast between 

it and the 13th fairway. 

4. Historically, drainage at the club was primarily achieved through strategically placed 

open ditches. There are written records of issues of poor drainage being raised as 

early as 1920 but no records exist of what was done about it. There would 

presumably have been some secondary drains that would have fed into the open 

ditches. There are residual signs of some drains constructed from a combination of 

clay pipes and brick rubble. You can clearly see what remains of some of these on 

the vertical walls of the open ditch between the 2nd and 8th fairways. These historic 

drains do not appear to function at all and indeed there are very few of the open 

ditches which currently carry water. In fact, only those which are fed by springs are 

permanently wet. 



5. The problem for any course manager is therefore how to shift water from the 

playing surface into some sort of drain which will carry it away. (For the reasons that 

follow, I believe that only a network of newly excavated ‘covered drains’ could 

accomplish this.) This is the real issue that has vexed greenkeepers and convenors 

for as long as there has been a golf club at this site. 

6. The old 1924 and 1932 maps of the course show the layout of the original open drain 

system. This has obviously been extensively altered since those dates in that a 

succession of drains were filled in, reopened, filled in again etc. The methods used to 

fill these in varied but some were backfilled with local clay (such as to the right of the 

18th) making them totally unserviceable. These original drains were probably laid out 

by farmers prior to Fortwilliam taking possession of the land. The wisdom of these 

earlier tenants of the land in their positioning of these ditches should not be ignored 

but does have to be considered in the context of the present day i.e. we are now 

trying to drain a golf course with literally thousands of trees. 

7. The idea that these ditches should be re-opened would appear at first to be 

superficially attractive but on careful reflection it is obvious that even if all of the 

historic ditches were re-opened this would not solve the current problem. The issue 

that will still remain is that of how to shift the water from the playing surfaces into 

the ditches. An observer only has to look into the purpose built concrete lined 

ditches at the top of the 13th or the 16th and reflect on when they last observed 

water in them. You will have seen more water in the bunker to the right of the 12th 

green than in either.   

8. Members of a certain vintage will remember what were then referred to as ‘ACE 

drains’ being installed during the earlier part of the 1980’s. There is an excellent 

framed aerial photograph of the course dating from shortly after this time which 

shows the extent of this project as the drains appear lighter in colour and in ‘herring 

bone’ patterns. (The contractors also severed Fortwilliam's rudimentary but effective 

irrigation system when installing this network!!) These drains were reasonably 

effective for a while but this system was by no means permanent and only had an 

effective life span of some 15-20 years. Furthermore, the extensive tree planting 

programme of the same decade- whilst enhancing the golf course immeasurably- has 



done much to compromise the drains and their familiar plastic yellow pipes, 

remnants of which can be seen throughout the course. 

9. A prime example of the long-term vulnerability of this system can be seen in the 

photograph of the 300-mm pipe excavated last year at the bottom of the 17th 

fairway. This pipe was completely blocked with mud, organic matter and silt for as 

much as 10 metres. This meant that the entire system on the 17th hole backed up 

until the water spilled out at the top of the fairway proximate to the top of the right-

side pathway. It is likely that the entire network of pipes -on this hole- has been 

compromised as a consequence of the lower blockage. 

10. This was discovered (and may have been caused) by the blocking of the underground 

drain under the 9th fairway which was repaired last year. This drain was fed by the 

water coming down the 17th (underground) and by the now closed open ditch to the 

right of the 9th. The water in the ditch to the right of the 9th came only from the 

drains in the greenkeepers area and the volume of water involved from that source 

was minimal. The blockage in the drain would appear to have been a combination of 

silt and leaves from the trees in the area. 

11. The capacity of leaves to block drains should not be underestimated and it is clear 

from the annual difficulties of finding your ball in the ditch to the left of the 3rd 

fairway that this is no small issue. The leaves seem to flow down the ditch until they 

hit an obstruction or a narrower opening where they stop moving and given time, 

block it. Open drains may have been part of the historic solution but this was at a 

time when there were very few trees on the course -apart from those bordering the 

course- and therefor very few leaves (or roots) to compromise them. The more 

practical present day option is to bury a large pipe in a gravel trench and then have 

smaller feeder trenches -filled with gravel- to guide the water into the larger pipe. 

This follows the same basic principle as the 1980’s scheme. There is an excellent 

photograph of the course taken from Cave Hill in 1982 which hangs opposite to the 

door of the administration office. This photograph serves as a reminder as to just 

how few trees the course had before the plantations of trees arrived.  

12. The last significant -but only partial- drainage scheme was carried out in 2013 for a 

figure of 32k. The contractor who carried this out was a Niall Foran. His company has 

a website at niallforanpitches@ie which gives a helpful short summary of how a 



drainage system works once installed. (He is referring to football pitches in his 

description but the principle is the same.)   

13. Given what I have seen with my own eyes and on the advice of the course manager I 

have come to the conclusion that my recommendation to council is that only a new 

‘closed’ or covered over network of drains will produce the desired result. This 

however should be examined on a hole by hole basis and if a new drain should be 

opened (or re-opened) then so be it.       

14. There are specific areas of the course which require urgent attention. These include 

but not exhaustively so:    

a) Elements of the third fairway in or around the landing zone, 

b) the bottom of the fourth,  

c) the lower fifth fairway short of the drain on the left,  

d) The eighth (no further explanation needed), 

e) The eleventh just over the main drain and short of the conifer plantation, 

also down the entire right hand side of the fairway/rough up to the 12th tee 

box, 

f) The thirteenth left hand side landing area, 

g) The fourteenth, right hand side and also the entire area around the bunker. 

h) The sixteenth, entire flat area up to the drain. 

i) The eighteenth, right hand side from the drive landing area up to the area of 

the old Shaftesbury.  

 

Bunkers 

 

15. There are other areas on the course that require attention but in particular the 

bunkers are becoming almost unplayable after as little as a heavy shower of rain. 

16. The historic bunkers on the course are almost a hundred years old (on 1, 9, 14, 15, 

17 and 18) but these are now outnumbered by newer constructions (on 2, 4, 6, 10, 

11, and 12). The common thread for almost all of the bunkers are that they are 

deeper today than they were previously. I also believe that the policy of edging them 

to give them cleaner lines has had the effect of slowly enlarging them and therefore 

taking them outside their original designed and drained areas. What is noteworthy is 



that the newest (and deepest) bunker at the 6th does not appear to flood? This may 

be that it represents a better design in that water cannot flow into it as happens on 

several other bunkers on the course? It has been raised with me that the bunkers 

seem worse than ever and that the newly purchased bunker rake may have 

contributed to the exacerbation of this problem. I had initially discounted this but on 

further reflection (and research) I cannot rule this out as a contributory factor. That 

being said it is the design of the bunkers that is the main cause and not the bunker 

rake. (Our bunkers have no linings (see below) and the sand sits on a bed of clay. The 

ploughs of the bunker rake may have disturbed the clay, mixing it with the sand, 

thereby contaminating it and effecting the bunkers ability to drain.) 

17. I have a theory that on a short course such as Fortwilliam that the bunkers only need 

to catch golf balls that carry into them ‘on the fly’ and not bounce or run in as might 

occur on a longer course. With this in mind our bunkers could be reconstructed so 

that the level of the sand is above the level of the surrounding terrain making it 

easier to drain. It may be visualised if one considers that you would step up into the 

sand rather than down into it when entering the bunker. This would not apply to all 

of our bunkers but certainly the majority. 

18. Part of the programme which I wish for council to consider (later on this year) 

includes the remodelling of the bunkers on the 12th hole. The right-hand bunker 

suffers from poor design in that water washes into it constantly. The front bunker 

faces similar issues but was also poorly located as there is an exposed drainage pipe 

which actually feeds into the bunker. The left-hand bunker was positioned in order 

to catch balls heading towards the now closed open ditch and currently it adds very 

little to the hole. 

19. My proposal for the 12th hole is as follows: 

a) The filling in of all of the bunkers and a small amount of banking placed 

above the site of the current right hand bunker to guide any surface water 

away from the green. 

b) A new bunker placed in a position approximately between the front 

bunker and the right-hand bunker. 

c) A new shallow raised bunker on the left front portion of the green. This 

would be placed ‘half on half off’ on the front edge of the green on the 



portion with too much slope for a pin position. This would be designed to 

catch a ball on the fly. 

d) The two new bunkers above to be constructed properly with a purpose 

made lining. This is likely to be a porous rubberised material of the nature 

that would be seen in a child’s playpark. This is longer lasting than the 

more popular concrete in use elsewhere. (Jason has been to Malone GC 

where both materials are in use and their course manager described the 

concrete as becoming brittle after as little as five years.) The bunkers will 

also be shaped and banked to ensure that rainwater does not gather into 

them but also so that the ‘bunker rake’ can drive in and out with ease. 

e) The idea of the closure of the front bunker has been contentious in the 

past. I believe that the positioning of the new bunkers will still provide an 

enhanced challenge -even with no front bunker- however to deal with this 

issue definitively I would propose that a new tee box be constructed in 

the stand of trees to the right of the 11th green. The hole would be 

approx. 130-40 yards long from this point but the different angle would 

mean the new left hand bunker would become a front bunker. (This tee 

box would likely be for the white markers only.) The successful shot would 

have to be elevated to carry the bunker and the player would have to take 

into account the ball landing on a cross slope. The new second tee box 

would open up a large number of potential permutations between pin 

and tee positions so as to add variety to the shortest hole on the course.           

20.  If the two bunkers referred to above are constructed this year the members will be 

able to see how they perform year-round compared to our existing ones. If they hold 

up well it will give momentum to my plan to remodel each of the bunkers, 1 or 2 per 

year over the next five to seven years. 

21. I have other plans to subtly alter a couple of holes to balance out the effects of 

modern technology and also to improve our practice facilities but that is for another 

time. 

 

 

 



Conclusions 

 

22.  When this debate started, I was under the impression that the club did not have the 

immediate resources to complete the programme of works necessary to bring the 

drainage up to scratch. My proposal would simply have been for the drainage fund 

to be re-instated and for fund raising to take place in order that we began to deal 

with the issues on a rolling basis over the coming years. I had a figure of 10k a year in 

mind but there was no particular reason for that figure (at that time). 

23. Since then I have been persuaded that there is a significant prospect of a more 

substantial investment being made this year to allow more to be done which will 

also maximise the value for money in that there will be less associated transport and 

delivery costs. 

24. Any proposals are dependent on the sum of money available but perhaps they can 

be distilled into the following broad statements: 

1) Do nothing and the consequence will be that the course will not be fit for 

purpose in a short period of time. 

2) Do the minimum which is raise 10k per annum via the drainage fund and 

other fund raising activities and eventually the course will be properly 

drained in 10-15 years (if there is enough of a playing membership remaining 

to pay for it.) 

3) Raise 20K plus this year and do more than the minimum by beginning to 

address the majority of the more serious problems. Thereafter commit to 

investing 10K per year with the money raised via a dedicated drainage fund, 

the money to be used for this and nothing else. 

4) Raise the 20k but supplement this figure with a portion of the ‘windfall 

monies’ becoming available later this year to carry out an extensive 

programme of work. Jason has very roughly estimated the upper figure to 

begin to drain all of the fairways at 50k. Thereafter use the drainage fund to 

fund the remodelling of the bunkers over the next 5 years thereafter it will 

revert to investment in the drainage of the fairways. 



25. In reality the final decision will likely be a combination of two or more of the 

proposals set out above but the urgency/gravity of the situation cannot be stressed 

enough. 

26. I have spoken to several members about the proposals going forward as to how to 

raise the money and have encountered no resistance whatsoever other than a 

scepticism/suspicion that the money will not go where it is intended. In fact, the 

feedback I have obtained has suggested that if money is to be diverted to the course 

that it should take place both this year and the next so that the ultimate goal could 

be achieved more quickly.  

 

Michael Tierney 

Greens Convenor 

3rd day of April 2017 


