Texten om Rafael Sundblom ingick i en större uppsats om golfens utveckling i Sverige, som jag skrev i samband med mina studier med EIGCA 2001. Då Rafaels verk som golfbanearkitekt tenderar att falla i ”glömskans djupa vrår” publiceras den härmed på nytt. En svensk version är på gång….
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Rafael Sundblom - The first Swedish modern golf course architect

Stockholms Golf Club has in many ways played an important part in the history of golf in Sweden. The course on Lidingö was the first 18 hole course in the country, the clubs official organizers became also influential people in the national golf federation and members of the club Greens Committee became successful golf course architects. 

Rafael Sundblom (1890-1958) was born on the 18th of September 1890, in Jomala village, on the largest island of Åland. Åland is a province of Finland with certain autonomy and is located between Sweden and Finland in the Baltic Sea. The province consists of over 6500 islands and has a population of about 30.000. The official language is Swedish.

Rafael was the oldest son of Julius and Hilda Sundblom. His father has a special place in the history of Åland. He was one of the most influential people in the quest for Ålands independence from Finland and the reunion with Sweden after the First World War.  Eventually Åland became an autonomy and a none military zone and Julius Sundblom became the first speaker of the Åland parliament . But during the political struggle Julius Sundblom had to go into exile for a short period, and the family came to Stockholm, probably in the beginning of 1900s. 

(The Swedish National Encyclopaedia,2000)

Rafael became a member of Stockholm Golf Club, which at the time had a 9 hole course at Råsunda. Quite soon he became one of the better players in the club and in 1928 he was elected into the Club Greens Committee. At that time the club had moved to Lidingö and the members were playing on Swedens first 18 hole course. But the landowner – the town of Lidingö – put some pressure on the club and wanted the club to buy the land. According to the clubs board the purchase price was to high and there were other disadvantages with the site that led to decision to start to look for a new site and build a new course. 

(Stockholms Golfklubb 1904-1954)

Rafael Sundblom had during the winters gone cross country skiing on an area called Kevinge just 10 kilometres north of Stockholm city centre. He had appreciated the sites gentle contours and by studying the soil closer found a large quantity of sand and almost free of clay. He had a meeting with the landowner in November 1929 and a suggestion for a purchase was put forward to the board in December 1929. In April the next year the deal was decided and Rafael Sundblom was elected onto a special committee to proceed with economical side of the agreement. A special company was established by the club to finance the takeover and Sundblom was elected managing director.(Svensk Golf no 3/1954)

Beside the financial arrangements the club also proceeded with the building of the new course. Sundblom was appointed by the club to be in charge also in this matter.

The first layout for an eighteen hole course at Kevinge was made by Jochum Beck –Friis but was soon rejected and J Nicholson from Hawtree and Taylor was called upon. But the board was not satisfied with the suggestions so more experts came to the site. A German architect , Emil Schultz , who at the time worked with B von Limburger made a plan and also J.S.F Morrison, an associate of H. Colt visited the site and presented a plan. But the committee were not satisfied so they started to make their own plans and Sundblom had a big influence. Finally  “suggestion “ nr 12 was approved by the board and work stated on the new course. 

We may assume that the final routing was a compromise of all the different suggestions and Sundblom probably was the man behind the mix. Sundblom went over to England to negotiate with contactors and seed merchants. During these business related negotiations, Sundblom had the opportunity to visit and study the classical courses of the United Kingdom. Finally the contract to build the course went to Carter & Co and Fred Smith and George Maywood came over to Stockholm. ( G Maywood stayed as the greenkeeper up to 1938 ).

In the autumn of 1932 the course was open for the members and the initial game was played between Edward, the Prince of Wales and the Swedish Crown Prince, Gustav VI Adolf.

(Stockholms Golfklubb 1904-1954)

Sundblom became the clubs secretary 1933 and stayed in that office up to 1951. He was also the clubs treasurer from 1947 to his death in 1958. The importance that Rafael Sundblom played for Stockholms Golf Club is without question but his involvement in the creation of the golf course at Kevinge also meant the start of a new career, as golf course architect. The coming years saw Rafael Sundblom becoming more and more involved with golf design and it is safe to say that he became the first modern golf course architect in Sweden.

12.1 Rafael Sundblom – The golf course architect

In 1934 Sundblom was contacted by Halmstads Golf Club to investigate the possibility to build an eighteen hole course at Tylösand, a seaside resort just on the outskirt of Halmstad. Golf had been played in Halmstad in the late 1920s on premises belonging to the military and only officers was allowed to use the course. To extend the possibility for others to enjoy the game a club was formed in 1930 and in 1931 a nine hole course was laid out by the golf professional from Båstad Golf Club, Douglas Brasier (1906-1991). Brasier became in his own right a prominent golf course architect in Sweden. He is credited with over twenty courses throughout the country. On some projects he and Sundblom cooperated.

The course was appreciated by the members but it was believed to a bit short, only measuring 3,960 meters for eighteen holes. And the fact that the course was on military grounds, golf sometimes was interfered by military exercises. When the managing director for the resort at Tylösand expressed ambitions to create a golf course, the club responded positively to a move.( Halmstad Golfklubb, 1930-1955)

In 1935 the work began with the course and the records shows that the financing of the construction had similarities with that of  Kevinge. We can assume that Sundblom used his experience from Kevinge both as a supervisor of the construction and as a businessman. Expertise from England were called upon to determine the right seed for the course and to construct the greens and tees. In May 1938 the final survey was made and the course was open for play, with nine holes. The official opening of the course was in September together with the opening of the new clubhouse.

The conditions for a good golf course at Tylösand was extremely good with sandy soils and alternate vegetation. Even if the course is not a links course the proximity to the sea creates a dimension similar to links golf. The layout design by Sundblom was received with high appreciation from the clubs members and throughout the Swedish golf community. 
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Illustration no 7

The drive from the second hole at Tylösand
( Picture from a competition magazine Länsförsäkringar Open, date unknown)

The course was extended to 27 holes in 1967 designed by Nils Sköld and nine years later another 9 holes were added, designed by Fred Pennink (1913-1983) . Alterations has been made on both courses the last couple years by Donald Steel (b.1937). (Golflexikon,1995)

The “North Course” is a  combination of the designs of Sundblom and Sköld and have received high international acclaim. The course has hosted many national and international tournaments during the years, for instance the European Amateur Championships for Men in 1985. In 1988 the Swedish PGA Championship was played on the “North Course” with Vijay Singh as the winner.

In the 2001 november issue of the international golf magazine, Golf World, Tylösand was ranked as the second best course on the Continent of Europe. Only Valderrama in Spain was ranked higher. 

12.2 Other projects 

With the two projects at Stockholms Golf Club and Halmstad Golf Club as reference  Sundbloms reputation as a first class golf designer increased and the forthcoming years saw him more and more involved in golf course architecture. However it was not a full time occupation, he still upheld his duties a secretary and treasurer for Stockholms Golf Club and of course his private involvement as a lawyer and businessman in different projects outside golf.

But as the game got more and more popular, during the 1930s, he got several requests for new designs and alterations on existing courses. This period was really the consolidation of the game in Sweden. Up to the beginning of 1930 most courses in Sweden had been simply laid out and mostly by golf professionals from Britain who served both as teachers and greenkeepers. And there were no permanent eighteen hole course until 1927 / 1928 with the course on Lidingö. In 1930 two more followed with the opening of Falsterbo and Båstad and in 1931 the fourth course opened in Djursholm. In 1936 there were a total of 15 clubs and courses in the country and the game became more organised because of a more active Golf Federation.The promising start of an even quicker expansion of the game in the country was unfortunately put on hold during the Second World War.

In almost every new golf project up to outbreak of the Second World War, Sundblom was involved either as a designer or as a consultant. ( ref. appendix 3 ). His involvement in golf course design continued after the war but now there was more competition and in 1955 he joined forces with an civil engineer, Nils Sköld (1907 – 1983 ) to offer their services for new clients. Nils Sköld was a member of Stockholms Golf Club Greens Committee and with the cooperation with Sundblom he began a successful career as golf course architect. In the coming years Sköld designed over 90 courses in Sweden and some 10 courses on Iceland. The reason for Skölds involvement in Iceland were due to an interest from some Icelandic developers to engage Sundblom in designing an eighteen hole course. Apparently Sundblom did not go so he sent Sköld instead. ( Svensk Golf no 1/1958) 

After Sundbloms death in 1958 Sköld finished most of the projects they had been working on together. Most notable are Drottningholm Golf Club outside Stockholm and Visby Golf Club on the island of Gotland.

12.3 Drottningholms Golf Club

Drottningholms Golf Club is located near the Royal Castle , Drottningholm , today the residence of the Swedish Royal Family. The thoughts of a course on the surrounding of the castle started in the early 1930s but the King, Gustav V, did not like the idea of golf course on the premises. The King was more interested in tennis, so no golf course was built. His successor on the throne, Gustav VI Adolf, was a keen golfer, so in 1957 the thought of a golf course was considered again and Sundblom was contacted. He started to work with a routing together with Sköld but unfortunately he was not able to see the course finished. (Svensk Golf no 1 1958)

Some small adjustments to the original routing was made by the English golf course architect K.C Cotton. The grand opening of the course was in September 1959 with His Majesty The King driving off the first tee. In the October issue of Svensk Golf 1959, the reporter present wrote “ The course is a monument of Rafael Sundbloms skills as a golf course architect and there were certainly many present on this day of opening who sent him a special sense of gratitude.” ( free translation by P.Fjällman )

12.4 Visby Golf Club

The idea of a golf course on the island of Gotland was raised by Dr Erik Ekblad. Being a member of Stockholms Golf Club and secretary in the Swedish Golf Federation 1950-1952, he found the lack of golf courses on the island disturbing after his permanent move to the island.(Svensk Golf no 9/1953)

He searched the island carefully for suitable land and found a beautiful spot just outside the main town, just by the sea. His friend Sundblom was contacted and in 1953 a suggestion for a routing was published in Svensk Golf ( issue no 9 /1953 ). The intention was to design a championship course that would receive national and international acclaim and attract visiting players. The course measured 6,470 meters from the back tees and the design featured some fundamental elements of strategic or heroic design, with tee shots over water, cutting the corners, to receive a better angle into the green. The routing had similarities with the classical seaside courses with nine hole going out and nine holes coming home.
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The original routing of Rafael Sundblom for Visby Golf Club 1953
(Svensk Golf no 9 / 1953)

In 1959 the course opened for play but not with Sundblom´s routing. Changes were made and the architect who is credited for the design is Sköld. Through my research I have not been able to establish why the design was altered. The most likely reasons are restrictions from local government concerning environmental issues. We may also presume that Sundblom was involved in the new routing because he was working with Sköld up to his death in 1958.

Another interesting fact, which emphasise the connection to Stockholms Golf Club, is that another nine holes were added to the course in the 1990s, designed by Peter Nordwall (b.1939). Nordwall had worked as member of the Greens Committee with Nils Sköld when Stockholms Golf Club made some alterations on the course in the 1960s. Today Nordwall is one of the most engaged golf course designers in Sweden.

12.5 Rafael Sundblom – His design Philosophy

There is no doubt that Sundblom was inspired by the great golf course architects from the “Golden Age “ of golf course design. He study the works of Donald Ross, Alister Mackenzie , 

Harry Colt and Herbert Fowler, to name a few. He had the opportunity to meet several British architects who came to Sweden in the 1930s such as J.S.F Morrison and Fred Hawtree. In 1946 he was the co founder of the Swedish Golf Magazine , Svensk Golf , writing articles about golf course architecture. 

In the first issue of Svensk Golf 1956 he wrote an article called “About construction of golf courses “. In this he says that “variation is the keyword in golf course design. Variations in the surface and contours creates possibility to play different kinds of shots. Straight lines should be avoided on tees and greens. The course should harmonize with the surroundings were the course is laid out.” He also emphasized on a strong defence for the greens, “ bunkers are necessary and should be tucked in close to the green to stimulate the good player to perform at his best.” 

In the article he also gives advice on the planning of the course , thoughts about the routing, sequence of the holes and the importance of a good survey of the site.

He even gives general advice concerning the seeding of the course recommending a mix of agrostis and festuca. 

Sundblom was also a visionary concerning the game. In a speech at the annual meeting of the Golf Federation in 1949 he suggested that the federation should allocate means for research concerning greenkeeping. He had the idea to establish a Greens Committee similar to the Greens Section of the USGA.(Svensk Golf no 3-4 1949)

Erik Runfelt  (1893 – 1978 ) , chief editor of Svensk Golf between 1947 – 1957 wrote in remembrance of Rafael Sundblom a list of the projects Sundblom were involved with. This inventory is the only complete written statement available on Sundbloms engagement in golf design and I feel it appropriate within this dissertation to document it again.

The article was published in Svensk Golf no 1 – February 1958

Stockholms Golf Club – Kevinge course 

Adviser on the design and during construction. 

Lidingö Golf Club

Designer of several new greens and adviser during reconstruction of the course.

Västerås Golf Club 

Designer of a new course that due to financial restrictions changed from the original layout.

Uppsala Golf Club 

Designer of a new golf course in “Old Uppsala”. Never built.

Eksjö Golf Club 

Designer of a new golf course. Troubles with the landowners meant that the course never was built, but Sundblom expressed that the site was extremely suitable for a golf course.

Hook Golf Club 

Adviser when the course was extended from 6 to 9 holes.

Mölle Golf Club 

Adviser on an extension of the course. 

Falkenbergs Golf Club 

Adviser on a new 18 hole golf course. 

Linköping Golf Club 

Designer of the original 9 holes. Adviser to D.Brasier when the course was extended to 18 holes.

Gävle Golf Club 

Designer of the original 9 holes.

Eskilstuna Golf Club 

Adviser on the first routing. D.Brasier did the final design. 

Tranås Golf Club 

Designer of the original course and adviser during construction. 

Ulricehamn Golf Club 

Designer of the original 9 holes.

Kalmar Golf Club 

Designer of the original 9 holes. 

Södertälje Golf Club 

Designer of an 18 hole course at Vasa Gård which never were constructed. Designed 9 holes on a new location.

Nyköping Golf Club 

Designer of the course. 

Östersund –Frösön Golf Club 

Adviser during construction. 

Sundsvall Golf Club 

Designer of the original 9 holes. Made suggestion for an extension to 18 holes.

Saltsjöbadens Golf Club 

Adviser on extension to 18 holes.

Djursholms Golf Club 

Adviser on the original 18 holes and adviser on the extension to 27 holes. 

Halmstad Golf Club 

Designer of the original 18 holes. Made suggestion for an extension to 27 holes.

Göteborgs Golf Club 

Adviser on some alterations on the course. 

Karlstad Golf Club 

Designer of the original course , together with N Sköld. 

Rya Golf Club 

Adviser on the extension from 9 to 12 holes. Designer of  5 new holes on the course.

Rättvik Golf Club 

Designer of the original course and adviser during construction. 

Boden Golf Club 

Made suggestion of a routing by studying photos and maps.

Billingens Golf Club 

Made suggestion of an extension from 9 to 18 holes

Österlens Golf Club 

Designer of the original course. 

Drottningholms Golf Club 

Designer of the original 18 holes, together with N Sköld. 

Also made design suggestions for new golf courses in Malmö , Landskrona , Varberg , Mariestad , Borlänge , Nacka / Ågesta 

( Not on this list is Örebro Golf Club were Sundblom designed the first 9 holes.)
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