Fir State Golf Club

The Fir State Golf Club was established in 1947 to provide a means for Black golfers and other minorities to learn and compete in the sport of golf.  The club’s founding members were a racially-mixed group of 15 men and women, who joined forces in response to closed-door policies of the city clubs, which at the time, denied membership to minorities.  While Black golfers, as individuals, could play at the public courses, and they frequented Jefferson Park, they could not play in tournaments and compete for prizes, which required membership in a recognized club.

According to club member Henderson Quinn, “The Fir State Golf Club was born out of ignorance, bigotry and racism.  In 1947, World War II had only recently ended, and the official classification for Black Americans was still Negro or Colored.  Rosa Parks had not yet been arrested for refusing to give up her seat on a public bus to a white man (the action which started the civil rights movement in the United States).  This wouldn’t occur for another eight years, in 1955.  The 14th amendment to the U.S. constitution (The Civil Rights Act) was seventeen years away.  So, having colored people interested in and playing golf was just not heard of, or considered practical.  Negroes were not allowed to join the established city golf clubs.  Fir State Golf Club was born in order for Blacks to play on the public golf courses.”

Ulysses “Jabo” Ward, a local jazz musician and long-time resident on Cherry Street in the Central District, remembers learning to golf at Jefferson.  At the age of 19, he had come to Seattle to visit friends in 1937, and decided to stay.  He was fascinated by the ocean liners that carried travelers to China, Japan and other points west.  He worked as a restaurant steward on the Luckenback line and visited New York, the Philippines, and China.  In 1941, he was in China and returned on December 5th, just before WWII broke out.  Not long after, Jabo Ward took up the saxophone and started playing in local jazz clubs.  It was his love of music that led him to learn golf.

“I started playing music in 1943.  I started playing golf because of the music.  The fellows that I worked with in the band played golf.  They worked the late shift.  They had two bands at this place I worked:  they had a band from 9:00 PM- 1:00 AM and then we came on at 1:00 AM and worked from 1:00 – 5:00.  That was the late shift, but it was the best shift.  When we got there the joint was jumpin’!  

So, this particular morning, the fellows said, “Jabo, come on up to the golf course, we’re going to play some golf.”  So, I says, “OK, come on, I’ll go up with you.”  And by 9:00 o’clock I had bought golf balls, golf clubs, golf shoes, and played a round of golf.  That was about 1944.

I was playing music with the Al Pierre Band.  At first, they had the lights outs curfews and we only played until 12:00 or 1:00 o’clock.  They were worried the German bombers would be doing raids. When the curfews ended we played all night long until 5:00 in the morning.  Afterward, we would go play golf.  

We always played at Jefferson on the big course, the eighteen hole.  We would go to Jackson Park and West Seattle too for variety.  Vernon Brown, Terry Cruise, and Bob Russell were in the band and we all played golf together.  We played regularly.”

Jabo Ward was also a founding member of the Fir State Golf Club.  He, like other  Black golfers, was not able to play in tournaments because they couldn’t belong to a club.  In order to band together and fight the discriminatory club practices, the community decided to start their own golf club.  

“It was a bunch of everyday fellas that started the Club.  John Shannon’s barbershop on 21st and Madison was where we had our first meeting.  John Shannon was a member.  Some of the members who started at that time included, Hayward Bascomb, Charles Ethridge, and Ben Beasley.  Ben had the Mardi Gras beer tavern on Madison street.  Hayward Bascomb was a dining car waiter on the railroad.  Charles Ethridge was a Pullman porter.  Pat Francis and I made the first emblem for the club.  Pat Francis had a cleaning business. When we first started playing golf, Lucius Dean was in the army and then he started carrying the mail.  He got points for being in the service.  He stayed with the Postal Service and retired from the Postal Service and played golf the whole time.”

According to a club history, it was Pat Francis who suggested naming the Club after the Fir because it was the Washington State tree, weathered many storms and was a symbol of strength and determination.

When the club got too large to hold meetings at the Shannon’s Barbershop or the Cleaning Shop on 12th and S. Jackson, the group arranged to rent space monthly at The Royal Esquire Club on 14th and S. Washington Street.  They still couldn’t play in tournaments on public courses in King County, so they often traveled to tournaments held at the Jewish(?) and other Portland, Oregon Golf and Country Clubs, or those in Wenatchee.  

In 1949, Fir State Golf Club became a charter organization in the State of Washington and in 1950 held its first official club play at Inglewood Golf and Country Club.  Nineteen members attended to test their golfing skills.

The group was still frustrated by not being able to hold a tournament on the County courses.  They always had to go out of town, usually to Portland.  In 1951, Wilbert Ponder put up a down payment to make it possible to hold the first local tournament at Glen Acres Golf Course.  Mr. Ponder won the tournament, with Bob Wright coming in second.

In 1952, the club joined the U.S. Golfing Association (USGA) and in that same year, King County opened up its courses to minorities.

Bob and Madeline Wright both golfed and belonged to the Fir State Golf Club.  Their son, Bill Wright, Jr. was a fine golfer from an early age and one of the club’s first junior golfers.  In 1959, Bill won the prestigious National Public Links Championship, becoming the first Black golfer in the country to achieve that distinction.  According the Jabo Ward, it was a big day of celebration for the Fir State Golf Club members.

“Bill Wright’s father was William Wright.  Like father like son, Bill wanted to play golf.  He got pretty good.  The National Public Links Association held a national tournament here in Seattle and Bill Wright won first place.  He beat everybody! That kind of opened the door a little bit and after a time they started to integrate.

That tournament was quite a deal. It was nice weather that day.  It was 36 holes of play.  I guess maybe 200-300 guys entered the contest.  It went on all day and players would get eliminated as the day went on.  Whites and Blacks were playing side by side and I think the Asians players were there too.  There was a big celebration when Bill won!

At about this same time, Bob and Madeline Wright decided to challenge the discriminatory practices of the Jefferson Park Golf Club in court.  They sued the City of Seattle and the Jefferson Park Golf Club for discriminating against Blacks in their membership policies.  In response, the City instructed the Jefferson Park Golf Club that they would have to admit Blacks to their membership or no longer use the name of the public park for their club.  Rather than allow Blacks to join the membership, they changed the name of their club.  That policy was later reversed and now the Jefferson Park Men’s and Ladies Clubs are among of the most integrated of the public course clubs.  The clubs includes Filipino, Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, Latino and Black membership, as well as others.

Other Fir State members have earned distinction in the professional ranks.  Thaddeus Gray was the first black golfer in the Northwest to earn a full professional membership in the PGA.  In 1981, Ryan Jackson was accepted into the PGA as an apprentice professional at Jefferson Park Golf Course.  His brother Landon Jackson, another former Fir State junior, was the first African American hired as an assistant golf professional at prestigious Pebble Beach.
With course fees increasing steadily, many of the older golfers don’t play the 18-hole course at Jefferson on a regular basis any more.  But most sunny days you can find many of the senior Fir State members working with youth, sharing a meal at the golf clubhouse restaurant or passing their time on the historic putting green out in front of the golf clubhouse.  Jabo Ward remembers the putting green as one of the favorite places at the Jefferson facilities.

“I kept playing golf until 1999.  One of the favorite parts of the Jefferson course for me is the putting green cause it is a great place to hang out.  The guys place bets there.  Sometimes the bets are pretty high. You bet so much a hole.  It has nineholes.  I’ve almost lost my shirt a few times on the putting green!  The clubhouse folks don’t mind too much if we place bets cause we go in and spend our money in the clubhouse and buy putters and other equipment. We spend time in the restaurant too.  

Other senior members of the club dedicate their time to teaching youth.  Bill Lynch still teaches junior golf and accompanies juniors on tournaments.  Wilbert Ponder also taught youth golf at Jefferson before he passed away.

Fir State juniors Tyson LaNore and Adonis Ducksworth have won the Seattle Metro High School Championship.  Tyson La Nore’s victory in 1994 came when he was just a high school freshman.  In 1996, his top place finish in the WSGA Junior Tournament earned him a spot in the national Maxfli PGA Junior Championship.  In 1999, junior golfer Andia Winslow became the second Fir State junior to earn a spot in the Maxfli tournament in Palm Gardens, FL.  She went on to win a National Minority Junior Golf Scholarship award.
 In 1977, 51 members of the Fir State Golf Club contributed $100 each toward the purchase of their clubhouse, located on Martin Luther King Jr. Way South, in the heart of the community.  Their all -volunteer group of instructors remain dedicated to helping young people in the community develop sportsmanship, confidence, self-esteem and leadership skills through participation in the game of golf.

The Fir State Junior Golf Foundation was established as a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization to support the club's mission of "Investing in our Future through Golf.” The Foundation supports operation of a well-respected free junior golf program, and provides higher education scholarships to junior golfers.  The Foundation's primary fundraiser is Celebrity Challenge Days, an annual golf tournament and auction first hosted in 1992 by a young Tiger Woods.  Over 150 junior golfers each summer receive free instruction, equipment, greens fees, practice balls and competitive playing opportunities through the Fir State Junior Golf Foundation program.  Individual memorial funds to support the Foundation have been established in the names of deceased members Blanche Whitney, Wilbert Ponder, Ike Stallworth and Al Hendrix.
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