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Rather than watch the final round of the 2008 Masters, Jack Nicklaus flew unannounced to 

Tucson and made a few final design tweaks at the Ritz-Carlton Golf Club.  

 

He did two things on that warm April day: He put his signature on the new home of the WGC-

Accenture Match Play Championship and he didn't compromise.  

 

"This will be the longest course on the PGA Tour,'' says Kenn Depew, general manager for golf 

and club operations at the imposing Dove Mountain facility. "It has a significant 'wow factor.'"  

 

Wow? As if to match Nicklaus' vast design, the Ritz-Carlton Golf Club has an 8,000- square-foot 

putting green and a 50,000 square-foot clubhouse with 17 fireplaces.  

 

If you've played at any of Tucson's classic desert courses — Arizona National, the Golf Club of 

Vistoso, Starr Pass, La Paloma, Ventana Canyon, Del Lago, the Gallery or the Stone Canyon Club 

— you should know this about the Ritz-Carlton Golf Club:  

 

It didn't intend to be one of the guys. It intended to be glamorous, and it is.  

 

Better news: It has been completed on schedule. Construction of fan accommodations for the 

Feb. 23-March 1 championship begins next month.  

 

Nicklaus' 27-hole design was constructed with a duality: to serve what the Ritz-Carlton people 

hope will eventually be a 450-member club and to be a spectator-friendly PGA Tour event.  

 

From the back tees, about 7,900 yards, there is a third purpose: to require the world's 64 

leading golfers to break a sweat.  

 

"It's a big golf course; bring your lunch,'' said the UA's Rick LaRose, a two-time NCAA 

championship coach whose team has twice been permitted to practice at the Ritz-Carlton. "But 

at the same time, the Match Play fans will find it more hospitable and easier to walk. There's a 

lot of space out there.''  

 

The Ritz-Carlton has been playable for almost a month. It won't officially open until early 

January, and Nicklaus' dedication of the course probably won't be held until early spring. But the 

PGA Tour and officials of the Match Play event are prepared to launch an on-site building project 

to accommodate about 15,000 fans per day during the championship.  

 

You'll like this: There is considerably more on-site parking space than at the Gallery Golf Club's 

South Course, which played host to the tournament in 2007 and 2008.  

 



One thing spectators won't see is Nicklaus' signature nine holes, the Wild Burro course. PGA 

Tour officials determined that it didn't handle the flow of foot-traffic well enough for the 

championship. Thus, the Match Play event will utilize the Saguaro nine and the Tortolita nine, 

two courses that loop to and from the sprawling clubhouse.  

 

In Tucson's 62-year run as a host-site on the PGA Tour, every conceivable type of course has 

been utilized.  

 

El Rio, the lowbrow property of Tucson City Golf's five muni courses, was the initial host. It is 

flat, short and tree-infested. To be polite, it is not in an upscale neighborhood. Doesn't even 

have a swimming pool.  

 

Forty Niner Country Club, a Midwest-style course, had a brief run in the early 1960s, but it was 

judged too remote to make sense. Its location near the Rincon Mountain foothills is now much 

more centrally located than either the Gallery or Ritz-Carlton.  

 

Tucson National and Randolph North, with periodic help from Starr Pass, were noble hosts for 

the next 40 years. Tucson National is a spectator's paradise, walkable with a minimum of 

parking issues. Randolph North was too low-key and too short. During the Randolph years, 

Nicklaus once said he wouldn't play in the Tucson Open until "it was played at a real course.''  

 

And now it is but, alas, Nicklaus, 68, is retired from tournament golf. He has given us a 21st 

century course for a 21st century event.  

 

Depew, a former nuclear power engineer who grew up in Michigan and has spent the last eight 

years as the Ritz-Carlton's top golf guy at the White Witch Golf Course in Jamaica, is among the 

600 daily employees hustling to get the 850-acre project functional before late February.  

 

He chuckles at the length of the course and marvels at the natural beauty of the Wild Burro 

Wash and surrounding areas.  

 

"This will be one of the most-photographed courses,'' he says. "There's so much space for 

spectators; they'll really get to see the players grind. The No. 5 hole on the Saguaro course is a 

535-yard par-4. I'm a golf pro, in the Corey Pavin, short-hitters mold, so for me, when I'm 

hitting it well, it's still a drive and a 3 wood — and maybe a wedge.''  

 

"Even for the top 64 players in the world, it might be a lot to bite off.''  

 

COMING FEBRUARY  

• What: WGC-Accenture Match Play Championship  

• Where: Ritz-Carlton Golf Club in Marana  

• When: Feb. 23- March 1, 2009  

• Tickets: www.worldgolfchampionships.com or call 1-866-942-2672 or 571-0400 


