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Burning Tree Club 

 

“Burning Tree is not merely exclusive, it is private. Its members avoid publicity as if it were a 

virus.” Although the words were written for the club’s first history in 1962, how appropriate an 

opener for our current pandemic times. 

 

Our focus this month is a course you don’t hear much about, located in Bethesda, Maryland, which 

has a great pedigree. It was designed by C.H. Alison in 1923, one of only sixteen he designed in 

America. The 1962 history also highlights one of the other features of the club: “Women 

distinguish Burning Tree by their absence.” In our current age, when membership in an all-male 

club is treated with belligerence, it is no wonder Burning Tree members are low key. 

The club takes its name from a tree that used to be behind the 13th green located in a marshy area 

from which swamp gas escaped; sometimes it seemed to smoke. Native American’s thought the 

smoke came from a burning tree. 

Those interested in seeing movie stars frolicking the fairways should visit Bel-Air or Lakeside in 

Los Angeles. If you want to see titans of Wall Street play, a foray into Deepdale or the National 

Golf Links is required. And for decades, if you wanted to see the Washington ruling elite, Burning 

Tree was the place for you, although the all-male nature of the club in our current times has killed 

this tradition. The club extends honorary membership to the President, Vice President, Chief 

Justice of the Supreme Court and the Speaker of the House, although we can say for certainty that 

Nancy Pelosi wasn’t extended a membership. 

The club’s heyday of political connectedness was in the 1940s-1970s, when large parts of the 

Washington political and military establishment played at Burning Tree. Illustrating the point 

perfectly is a picture of Arnold Palmer in the 1972 club history standing with the rest of his 



foursome, which was the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Defense and the Attorney General. It 

was a different era for sure, when the party affiliation of a member didn’t create instant animus 

toward those in the other. To illustrate the point, Richard Nixon was one of John F. Kennedy’s 

sponsors. Other members highlighted in the various club histories are former House Speaker Tip 

O’Neil, Bush 41, Eisenhower, Johnson, and Chief Justice Warren Berger. The 1972 history 

indicates that they used to hold a one day Republican v. Democrat tournament. The only modern 

era senior public servant mentioned, in the latest history, was late justice Antonin Scalia who was 

a member, and one imagines didn’t particularly care what critics thought. 

The Club has published four histories: Burning Tree Club : A History 1922-1962, a limited edition 

(D & J B46030), Burning Tree Club The Fifth Decade 1963-1972, also a limited edition (D & J 

B46060), both written by Howard Westwood. The Story of Burning Tree was an updated history 

published in 1993 (D & J B46090) and their latest is History of Burning Tree Club, Volume 4, 

1994-2010. The 2010 club history also mentions an earlier fifth history, a 23 page softcover created 

by 1928 and written by Walter Tuckerman, although it is not referenced in any of the golf 

bibliographies and we have never seen one. 

The club histories are illuminating and describe the formative years, in particular, how frustrated 

members at nearby Chevy Chase Club were stuck behind women and after an interminable wait 

decided to form an all-male club. The new club almost went under during the Great Depression 

and came within one day of being foreclosed. The original Washington Beltway loop road (1961) 

was originally designed to bisect the back nine, but a politically connected Burning Tree member 

had the road rerouted. 

One of the alleged virtues of an all-male club (I heard the same thing about Garden City Mens 

Club on Long Island) is that you can play without a shirt if you want to. The 1972 history includes 

a couple of pictures of members playing bare chested. Perhaps when it’s really hot this would seem 

like a good idea, but I can’t say I find the idea or the look appealing. 

 



The flags of distinguished members hang in the locker room, this view is from 1962 when the 

commander and chief, all the top brass in the pentagon and half the cabinet were members. 

One of the founding members, Marshall Whitlatch, didn’t like par fives, so the course was built 

with three long par fours or roughly 480 yards and no par fives. As an aside, Whitlatch published 

an early golf instructional book in 1910, titled Golf for Beginners and Others (D & J W12580.) 

The 1972 club history includes a [laughable] blurb about why the club has never admitted women 

since doing so would require the building of ladies’ tees. “Admitting women would require an 

impossible rebuilding of the clubhouse and re-designing the course where the fact to be allowed 

for.” Uh huh.  

The final club history published in 2010 is the best of the lot, it has a chapter dedicated to the 

elegant Tudor clubhouse, one on the golf course itself, another on Presidents who have played at 

the club and it is full of color pictures of the course and members. The end papers also contain a 

well put together spread of various distinguished club members through the years along with their 

respective flags that hang in the locker room. 

 

Some club members and their flags from the 2010 club history 

The locker room is one of the special parts of the club and one of its unique characteristics is to 

exhibit the flags of different political, diplomatic, and military figures who were members of the 

club. The flags represent a formidable array of power, including the Presidential flag, the Vice 

Presidents flag, flags of the CIA director, admirals and generals of all rank. The rare five-star 

general flag is present because Dwight Eisenhower and Omar Bradley were members, two of only 

five men who have ever held the rank. There is also a five-star admiral’s flag representing former 

member Chester Nimitz.  

In terms of the golf course, it remains largely as it was originally designed. Fourteen holes have 

greens that were laid out by Alison; four greens have been rebuilt over the years and three holes 

were altered when the Beltway was built. In 1953 the club retained Robert Trent Jones to assess 



the course and propose improvements. Almost all his recommendations were rejected, the club 

agreeing only to redesign the greens on holes one, five, seven and eight. This was the second time 

the club rejected suggested changes, the first being those proposed by Donald Ross in 1940. 

Personally, I am in favor of clubs setting their own rules and if they choose to have men associate 

with men only that is their choice. It sounds like a fun place to play golf with only 500 total 

members (250 resident members and 250 non-residents) with only 45 rounds played on average 

per day. Their tradition of Sunday Breakfast Foursomes sounds popular, and includes a hearty fare 

of bacon, eggs, sausage, ham, potatoes, creamed chipped beef and fried apples. As they describe 

it, you have the big breakfast and perhaps a cocktail and then play: “The feast comes first.” 

 

 

-- John Sabino 


