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Introduction
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The great Peter Thomson, the winner of five British opens and dozens of championships around the world, was Australian golf’s greatest ambassador for more than half a century. He once described this country as an ‘earthly paradise for golfers… a garden playground with fair weather, and a course in every town’.

The origins of the game here can be tracked directly back to the home of golf: Scotland. Scottish immigrants, as they did in America, brought their clubs with them on the long ocean voyage to the colonies and found areas of the new land reminiscent of home. The first known golf played in Australia was on the Ratho Estate in Bothwell, just north of Hobart in Tasmania, as early as 1822. Scotsman Alexander Reid moved his family there from Edinburgh and brought his clubs with him. Today, that estate is known as Ratho Farm and is recognised as being the home of this country’s oldest golf course.

Other Scotsmen followed, and either side of the turn of the 20th century professional and top amateur golfers such as Carnegie Clark and Dan Soutar, who had learned the game on links like the world-famous Carnoustie and St Andrews, brought their skills and knowledge to Australia. They played the game, taught the game, made clubs and designed golf courses during a period when this country was still finding its golfing feet. They are recognised now as being the founding fathers of Australian golf.

As you will discover in this book, some of Australia’s greatest courses date back to the golden age of course development during the late 1920s, when the legendary Dr Alister MacKenzie came to Australia and set perfect examples of classic course architecture, examples that still have great influence on modern course design worldwide. He left his mark on wonderful courses in Adelaide, Melbourne, Sydney and Queensland during his brief stay, and he also greatly influenced generations of like-minded designers and lovers of the game with his golfing philosophies, all of which revolve around having fun.

Selecting the courses to be featured was a lengthy and difficult process, but the underlying criterion used was that each layout must present a memorable and pleasurable golfing experience for all golfers. After all, this was MacKenzie’s underlying design. ‘The first purpose of any golf course should be to give pleasure and that to the greatest number of players, without respect to their capabilities,’ he said.

Using MacKenzie’s words as a guide, each course in this book was chosen for its world-class design, superior presentation and, most importantly, how much fun they are to play… no matter the quality of your game on the day.






Golf courses by state and territory
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Victoria

Barwon Heads Golf Club, Barwon Heads, Victoria

Commonwealth Golf Club, Oakleigh South, Victoria

Curlewis Golf Club, Curlewis, Victoria

Kingston Heath Golf Club, Heatherton, Victoria

Lonsdale Links, Point Lonsdale, Victoria

Peninsula Kingswood Country Golf Club: North Course, Frankston, Victoria

Peninsula Kingswood Country Golf Club: South Course, Frankston, Victoria

Port Fairy Golf Links, Port Fairy, Victoria

Portsea Golf Club, Portsea, Victoria

St Andrews Beach Golf Course, Fingal, Victoria

The Dunes Golf Links, Rye, Victoria

The Metropolitan Golf Club, Oakleigh South, Victoria

The National Golf Club: Old Course, Cape Schanck, Victoria

The National Golf Club: Moonah Course, Cape Schanck, Victoria

The National Golf Club: Gunnamatta Course, Cape Schanck, Victoria

The Royal Melbourne Golf Club: West Course, Melbourne, Victoria

The Royal Melbourne Golf Club: East Course, Melbourne, Victoria

13th Beach Golf Links: Beach Course, Barwon Heads, Victoria

Victoria Golf Club, Cheltenham, Victoria

Woodlands Golf Club, Mordialloc, Victoria

Yarra Yarra Golf Club, Bentleigh East, Victoria





New South Wales

Bonnie Doon Golf Club, Pagewood, New South Wales

Bonville Golf Resort, Bonville, New South Wales

Concord Golf Club, Concord, New South Wales

Magenta Shores Golf & Country Club, Magenta, New South Wales

Narooma Golf Club, Narooma, New South Wales

New South Wales Golf Club, La Perouse, New South Wales

Newcastle Golf Club, Fern Bay, New South Wales

St Michael’s Golf Club, Little Bay, New South Wales

The Australian Golf Club, Kensington, New South Wales

The Lakes Golf Club, Eastlakes, New South Wales




Queensland

Brookwater Golf and Country Club, Brookwater, Queensland

Hamilton Island Golf Club, Dent Island, Queensland

Links Hope Island Golf Course, Hope Island, Queensland

Maroochy River Golf Club, Bli Bli, Queensland

Royal Queensland Golf Club, Eagle Farm, Queensland




Western Australia

Joondalup Resort, Connolly, Western Australia

Kalgoorlie Golf Course, Kalgoorlie, Western Australia

Lake Karrinyup Country Club, Karrinyup, Western Australia

Meadow Springs Golf and Country Club, Meadow Springs, Western Australia

The Cut Golf Club, Dawesville, Western Australia





South Australia

Kooyonga Golf Club, Lockleys, South Australia

Links Lady Bay Resort, Normanville, South Australia

Royal Adelaide Golf Club, Seaton, South Australia

The Grange Golf Club, Grange, South Australia




Tasmania

Barnbougle Dunes, Bridport, Tasmania

Barnbougle Lost Farm, Bridport, Tasmania

Cape Wickham Golf Links, King Island, Tasmania

Ocean Dunes, King Island, Tasmania




Australian Capital Territory

Royal Canberra Golf Club, Yarralumla, Australian Capital Territory
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THE COURSES
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The 7th hole






Barnbougle Dunes
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Bridport, Tasmania

Designers: Tom Doak and Mike Clayton, 2004

Address: Waterhouse Road, Bridport, Tasmania

Website: www.barnbougle.com.au

‘Golf courses can’t be boring. If a course is boring golfers won’t come back. To capture that sort of repeat business, you need to build golf holes that are seared into people’s memories, and Barnbougle has those in spades.’

These are the wise words of Tom Doak, one of the world’s best golf-course architects and Barnbougle Dunes’ co-designer alongside Mike Clayton. More than two decades after the first shots were struck here, much of Barnbougle’s ongoing success can be attributed to the golfers who visit time and time again to test themselves across this wonderful stretch of Tasmanian coastline. For some of these golfers it is not so much a visit but a pilgrimage, having travelled from far-off corners of the globe to the bottom of the world to play this golfing diamond, which puts Barnbougle in the elite company of only a few destination courses on the planet with that kind of incredible pulling power.

Entrusted to build a world-class layout on raw and exciting links land, Doak and Clayton created a layout so good that it was ranked among Australia’s best courses within weeks of opening in 2004, and the little seaside village of Bridport was thrust onto the international golfing map. Doak and Clayton’s finished product has lived up to all expectations: it is simply a brilliant layout. Its success and popularity from day one paved the way for more world-class golf-course development in Tasmania and ultimately led to the creation of the adjoining Lost Farm course and, later, the King Island layouts at Cape Wickham and Ocean Dunes.
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The 15th hole



It is no stretch to describe Barnbougle Dunes as Australian golf’s Field of Dreams: ‘Build it and they will come’ has proven to be the case for the course that was an absolute game-changer for both golf-course architecture and public golf in this country. Doak and Clayton built a raft of holes that are not only some of the best in the country but are equal to anything to be found overseas. The diminutive par-3 7th hole, for example, proves you don’t need to have a 450 metre par-4 to scare golfers. In fact, a par-3 that is often no more than a flick with a wedge can be absolutely terrifying.

A round at Barnbougle Dunes opens with a strong par-5 and par-4 combination. The first of the holes that will really sear into your memory is the 271 metre par-4 4th, which is known as ‘Homestead’ as the ruins of the original Barnbougle homestead lie beneath the huge dunes on this hole. The prevailing wind is into your face here, but long hitters might be coerced into blasting a drive over a massive blowout bunker on the right edge of the fairway in a bid to find the punchbowl green. It is a huge risk – with a 220-plus metre carry required to clear the cavernous pit – but the reward is a possible eagle or an almost certain birdie if your drive clears the sand.

The 4th green lies at the western end of the course and the routing makes a hairpin turn here to wind back to the clubhouse from the 5th tee onwards, with each fairway occupying a narrow corridor between the large dunes. These corridors rise and fall with the natural lie of the dunes land, creating a real test for each player’s shot-making ability. Generally, most days you will play the opening quartet of holes into the wind and gain some respite with the wind behind you for four of the next five holes.

The one exception to this flow of eastbound holes is the short par-3 7th. When Doak and Clayton laid out the routing of the course it was a piece of Clayton genius that led to the creation of arguably Barnbougle’s most famous hole, known as ‘Tom’s Little Devil’. Clayton suggested instead of following the flow of holes running east towards the clubhouse, the wee 7th hole should turn and play to the west with the ocean on the right and the prevailing wind into your face.

Doak rates this 112 metre wonder as one of the best holes he’s ever designed – and why wouldn’t he? Depending on the wind of the day, you could find the heart of the green here with a pitching wedge, or a club much longer such as a 4- or 5-iron might be required to ensure your second shot on the hole is with a putter in your hands.

The course turns back to the east again as you trek through the dunes to the next tee and, having just played the shortest hole at Barnbougle, it’s time to tackle the spectacular and challenging 8th hole, which is the longest par-4 on the layout at 446 metres.

You have a few quick decisions to make as you stand on the tee looking ahead to the massive expanse of short grass beyond the tall dunes that line the entry to the manicured fairway. There are two distinct playing lines: a narrow corridor of fairway that rolls out across a ridge to the left and sits above a wider, more receptive stretch of fairway to the right. Thick fescue rough covers the steep side slope, separating the two fairways. A drive finding the narrow fairway to the left will reward the player with a shorter route to the green, which is elevated beyond three huge blowout bunkers and a steep slope covered in fescue rough.

During construction, Doak and Clayton were concerned the front nine was too narrow in the valleys between the sand dunes, particularly for golf on windy days, but they need not have worried. While the front nine has the dramatic landscape of massive dunes lining most holes, the back nine covers more expansive undulations and the fairways and greens are easily more affected by the movement of the land they are laid upon. Good examples of this can be seen with the greens on the short par-4 12th and the 188 metre par-3 13th hole.

A common thread of all excellent golf courses is they ask questions on nearly every shot you face during a round. A great course will not dictate the terms of how a hole must be played. A great course, and the great holes within, always give you more than one option to get from tee to green and have a shot at making a birdie. And, just like the aforementioned 4th hole, that’s what you get on the 254 metre 12th hole, which is aptly called ‘Temptation’. In the right conditions there will be many players who will be tempted to pull the driver from their bag and have a lash at reaching the putting surface from the tee. It is, however, a tee shot requiring plenty of good fortune to go together with your skill as there are dozens of bumps and hollows to traverse before reaching the tiny green that lies on the highest ridge on the golf course.

This crumpled terrain is also what makes the 12th an exciting prospect for shorter hitters, who can bump and run a mid-iron into the green for their second shot and see their ball follow the lie of the land before settling near the flag.

On the par-3 13th, the same dramatic terrain can be found around and on the green. The violent slopes of the 13th green were created by Doak to pay homage to Dr Alister MacKenzie’s wild undulating greens at Sitwell Park in England. Doak’s Barnbougle version features dramatic humps and hollows that are seemingly an authentic extension of the surrounding ground, to create a putting surface unlike anything else you will see in Australia. The green lies in a natural amphitheatre created by huge sand dunes and features rugged bunkering in front and a massive blowout bunker through the back of the green.

Perhaps the hole you’ll remember best on the inward nine is the 321 metre par-4 15th, which plays along the edge of the Forrester River and the adjacent dune ridge. On the tee you can see the front nine of the Barnbougle Lost Farm course across the river to your right as you try to stripe a precise drive onto the right third of the fairway – between a centreline bunker and fescue rough – to leave an easier approach angle into the narrow green. Any drive to the crumpled middle or left side of the fairway will leave a semi-blind approach shot into a green with deep bunkers to the right and a steep drop-off to the left.

The fescue grass greens at Barnbougle roll at speeds that closely resemble the greens of the famed British links, which is a good thing when you consider the dramatic contouring of most of them and the wind to be experienced on the north coast of Tasmania.

‘There are three holes at Barnbougle – the 4th, 7th and 13th – that I think are among the best holes I’ve ever built,’ Doak said. ‘Anyone who has played Barnbougle knows these holes well, but in the rest of the world nobody really knows much about Barnbougle and when you’re discussing great holes nobody thinks to bring them up.’

Playing Barnbougle Dunes is an amazing experience no matter the time of year or the weather conditions of the day. No two rounds ever play the same and the exhilaration of simply playing shots on exciting land is unforgettable, which is why you will want to go back again and again.
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The 11th and 12th holes
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The 14th hole






Barnbougle Lost Farm
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Bridport, Tasmania

Designer: Bill Coore, 2010

Address: Waterhouse Road, Bridport, Tasmania

Website: www.barnbougle.com.au

When Barnbougle Dunes opened for play in 2004 it had its share of critics, who suggested it was too isolated for the golfing masses to make it a financially viable success. How wrong they were! As Barnbougle Dunes proved, if the golf course is good enough then golfers will beat a path to its 1st tee. Such was its early acclaim that owner Richard Sattler was convinced a second course needed to be added.

The 20-hole (yes, 20 holes; more about that later) Barnbougle Lost Farm opened for play in 2010 and has been consistently ranked in the top-five courses in Australia by every reputable magazine, website or golfer’s forum that turns their attention to ranking lists. Golf publications in the United States and Great Britain have found room for both Barnbougle courses in lists of the world’s finest layouts.

The opening of Lost Farm further transformed the 6-kilometre stretch of northern Tasmania coastline into a powerhouse golf destination. Designed by the esteemed American golf-course architect Bill Coore, Lost Farm was quickly hailed as being better than the original. Not everyone was convinced, though, and to this day the post-round discussion about what Barnbougle course rules the roost can drag on into the wee hours.
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The 4th hole



Coore’s aim was to make Lost Farm a different golfing experience to neighbouring Barnbougle Dunes, and he succeeded on every level. ‘They are different,’ Coore told me. ‘You can’t believe how different the land is for two courses so geographically close to each other. What we have hopefully done is build a course [that] complements the first course. That’s what we’ve tried to achieve. If some people prefer Lost Farm and others prefer Barnbougle Dunes, then that means both must have something right.’

Yes, they are very different. But which one is better? ‘It’s Barnbougle tradition to play both courses, sit in the Lost Farm clubhouse, eat pizza and debate which course is Simon and which is Garfunkel. It shouldn’t be surprising how often Lost Farm comes out on top,’ wrote Top-100 Courses–ranking panellist Adrian Logue.

‘Lost Farm is a course equal in quality to its older sibling next door,’ added fellow judge Matt Mollica. ‘It has been expertly routed by Bill Coore and is wide and manageable in any wind. It presents dramatic tee shots and asks for many thrilling approaches. The variety and quality of the par-4 holes is really something.’

There was this from another panellist, Brian Walshe: ‘Lost Farm is the course I look forward to playing the most. When people talk about risk and reward course design, Lost Farm should be their poster child with a collection of both tee shots and approaches that beautifully balance the lure of a great advantage with the risk of a round-destroying triple bogey. Add in some of the cleverest greens you’ll find and it’s a course that will continually entice you back.

‘If the measure of a great course is how much you need to think your way around on every shot, then Lost Farm is as good as it gets.’

Even Mike Clayton, who collaborated with Tom Doak on the design of the original Barnbougle course, was in agreeance: ‘I think many will see it as being better than Barnbougle Dunes because it offers a greater variety of play as the holes run in different directions,’ he said. ‘Dunes follows the low land between the dunes, and this dictated that the holes head predominantly east and west. Lost Farm’s holes go to all points of the compass and when there is wind involved in a location like this it means no two rounds can ever be the same.’

Lost Farm covers a strip of coastal farmland across the Little Forester River that runs beside Barnbougle Dunes’ 15th hole that is surrounded by dramatic sand dunes that segregate the hidden paddocks from sight of the farm. Almost a century ago, marram grass was planted in the dunes to stabilise them and slow down their movement due to strong prevailing coastal winds onto the adjoining farmland.

Lost Farm derives its name from the land where stock grazed the coastal strip and would become lost among the untamed coastal land. Stockmen would frequently spend hours searching the wild, dramatic dunes in search of the missing livestock that had ventured into the dunes in search of greener grasses. Hence, the area became known as the ‘lost farm’.

The Farm opens with a quality par-5 and short par-4 before ramping up the excitement with another diminutive two-shotter at the 3rd. Played slightly uphill, the hole measures no more than 250 metres from the back markers.

Unlike Barnbougle Dunes, where many of the fairways and particularly on the front nine appear to have been squeezed into the flattest areas between the towering sand dunes, Lost Farm’s fairways weave through much wider valleys. On the 3rd the fairway is wider than a four-lane highway, but the key is hitting to the correct part of the expanse to leave the easiest approach. Here it is from the right side on a small shelf that sits several metres above the widest stretch of landing zone and presents an uncomplicated line into the angled green.

The following hole, a 110 metre par-3, is one of Lost Farm’s highlights. It resembles the famed 7th at Pebble Beach in California without the steep elevation change between tee and green. Coore’s green complex is perfectly located on a spit of land where the beach borders the hole to the right and the mouth of the Little Forester River can be seen beyond the putting surface. The first time I played this wonder I used a knockdown 5-iron into the westerly wind to cover the distance to a back pin. On the rare still days it’s no more than a wedge or 9-iron.

The hole is known as ‘Sal’s Point’ because Sally Sattler, the wife of Barnbougle developer Richard, thought it would make a great spot to build their dream home. ‘It would be a good spot, but it makes a much better golf hole,’ Sattler laughed as he happily recounted another of the dozens of stories connected with building Lost Farm.

The 5th hole is even better. Measuring nearly 400 metres from the back markers, the green is visible off in the distance sitting hard up against the riverbank. The longest drivers in the game in the right wind conditions might take dead aim at the green. In fact, Adam Scott has driven the green here by hitting a hard draw out over the river to the right of a towering dune, but the play for 99.9 per cent of the golfing population is away from the river and on a dogleg right fairway that follows a valley around the left of the high dune before rising to the green sitting among wild bunkers and dunes.

Coore really knows how to create a quality risk-and-reward short par-4, and there are three of them just on the front nine at Lost Farm. For me the most interesting of them returns you back to the clubhouse. It’s a straight 306 metre journey from tee to green, but there are two distinct playing lines from the tee as the fairway is split: a high narrow strip of short grass to the right, and a wider rolling fairway low and to the left. While the high right side requires a drive of great accuracy, it will leave a better view of the putting surface. The more conservative line to the left, conversely, offers a slightly obscured view of the flag and, therefore, a harder approach shot.

Now for the story behind Lost Farm’s 20 holes.

Sattler spent many hours walking the property with Coore working out green and tee sites. ‘Bill told me there were 20 good holes out there and I should choose the best 18,’ Sattler said. ‘I told him he was the expert, and he should choose. In the end we kept all 20.’ It’s a unique aspect about Lost Farm with the two additional holes, 13a and 18a, both being par-3s.

Actually, the par-3s are a real strength of Coore’s fine Lost Farm creation. Arguably the best of them is the 160-metre 15th, which offers the final ocean view of the round. The tee is perched just above the beach, and you play down to a massive green that lies wedged between thigh-high fescue-covered dunes to the right and a 30 metre–high dune to the left. The top of this dune is home to Lost Farm’s superb restaurant.

Lost Farm was constructed at a time that is increasingly being referred to as Australia’s golden age of course design, and it continues to be one of the flagship courses to emerge from that era. It is challenging, but above all it is fun. I suspect Lost Farm is the layout where most golfers, from scratch players to high handicappers, have the most fun. There are so many ways to play each hole, which is a tribute to the creative genius of the design.


[image: Image]
[image: ]

The 15th hole
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The 6th hole






Barwon Heads Golf Club
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Barwon Heads, Victoria

Designers: Victor East, 1921; Neil Crafter and Paul Mogford (Golf Strategies), 2005 and ongoing

Address: Golf Links Road, BARWON Heads, Victoria

Website: www.barwonheads.golf

From the moment you pull up out the front of the clubhouse of the Barwon Heads Golf Club, it feels like you have travelled back in time to a more gentile era for the game. The old-world charm is not only present in the architecture of the clubhouse and pro shop, but you will also find the course is certainly from another age: an age when course designers worked more with the land than against it.

Barwon Heads, located on the Bellarine Peninsula about 90 minutes’ drive from the Melbourne CBD via Geelong, has been one of the best layouts in Victoria since opening for play in 1922. Accordingly, it has been able to lure some of golf’s great players during the past century to test their game, even when it wasn’t so easy to reach the seaside village from the city.

The great Ivo Whitton was a member of Barwon Heads throughout the time he accrued five Australian Open and two national amateur titles. Fellow member Alex Russell also won the Open in 1924, two years before he become a course design associate of the world-renowned Dr Alister MacKenzie and went on to assist in the creation of Royal Melbourne’s world-famous West and East courses.

The Barwon Heads club was founded in 1907, but it wasn’t until 1920 that the land where the course lies today was purchased and a design from the-then Royal Melbourne professional Victor East was approved. In more recent times, the course design team of Neil Crafter and Paul Mogford has renovated some of Barwon Heads’ holes and the course is now better than it has ever been.

Barwon Heads is the kind of course you enjoy more and more with every round you play there, when you begin to understand its nuances and realise how good the strategy of the design really is. The layout, which measures a meagre 5,856 metres from the championship tees, continues to hold its own against the technological advances in golf equipment and remains as challenging today as it was when Victor East laid out his creation.

Most would describe Barwon Heads as a links course, but the majority of the holes are more reminiscent of those found across Port Phillip Bay in the Melbourne Sandbelt. In truth it is only the 3rd, 4th, 5th and 6th holes that really fit the links course billing. These holes, across a narrow road from the historical clubhouse, are brilliant, while the holes from the 7th alongside the clubhouse to the 18th are flanked more by dense tea tree and the occasional cypress pine.

The 1st hole sets the scene for the round by being deceptively simple. Standing on the elevated tee next to the pro shop, you can see the straightaway path to the green of the 299 metre par-4 that funnels into a dip before climbing to a wide-open green perched atop a hill – and the hole’s bunkers are hardly imposing. It appears such an uncomplicated test, as many of Barwon Heads’ holes do, but it plays far tougher than the initial impression implies.

The contours are natural as the course weaves between the chains of seaside dunes. The only seemingly contrived point is the steep step dividing the 4th green, which is forgivable because the 165 metre par-3 is so much fun to take on regardless of whether the flag is on the higher back half or the lower front tier.

Barwon Heads’ five short holes are all gems. The downhill 2nd is long at 207 metres from the back tees, but the hole encourages a bouncing approach into the gently sloping green. The aforementioned 4th has two different personalities depending on which half of the green the hole is cut, while the 8th is a 168 metre excursion across sandy wasteland to a green that’s larger than it appears from the tee. The 159 metre 17th sits somewhat obliquely to the tee and prevailing breeze, so it requires a well-shaped iron shot to avoid the bunkers guarding both sides of the large green.


[image: Image]
[image: ]

The 3rd and 5th holes



Fine par-3s all of them; however, few in golf are as ingenious as the 13th hole. The most memorable hole on the inward nine is also the shortest to be found at Barwon Heads. The 130 metre 13th is widely regarded as one the finest par-3s in Australia due to the simplicity of its design. The tee is perched high atop a sand dune, and here you are totally exposed to the elements. On a still day the green can easily be reached with a short iron, but when the prevailing wind starts to roar a fairway wood might be needed to reach the putting surface below. Making par here should be easy: there are no bunkers or watery hazards and the tea tree is some distance left of the green, but the combination of wind, elevation and poor club selection sees more bogies than birdies scored here.

Two front nine par-4s also show off Barwon Heads’ wares. The 7th, where all drives travel over the road linking the club to the beach, rolls downhill to a landing area that eventually turns into scrub before a second shot to a green framed at the rear by the course’s seaside scrub. Likewise, the fairway of the 400 metre 9th is split in two, but only a huge tee shot will run into strife. The approach is played from raised ground to an unassuming green with an open entrance and plenty of leeway to the right. For the hardest-rated hole on the course it doesn’t seem overly arduous, yet add some wind to the mix and it undoubtedly shows its teeth.

Unsurprisingly, the layout is ever reliable for being presented in immaculate year-round condition. The greens are ideally firm under foot and roll at a good pace – no easy task for a seaside layout – and are proof poa annua greens provide true putting surfaces when well maintained.
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The 8th hole






Bonnie Doon Golf Club
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Pagewood, New South Wales

Designers: Lance Giddings and Eric Apperly, 1937; Prosper Ellis, 1951; Ross Watson, 1995–2003; Geoff Ogilvy, Mike Clayton, Mike Cocking and Ashley Mead (OCCM), 2011–19

Address: Banks Avenue, Pagewood, New South Wales

Website: www.bdgc.com.au

Change has remained a constant and close companion for Bonnie Doon Golf Club: the fluid layout that shares what little sandy soil Sydney has available for golf has undergone two extensive redesigns across nearly 17 of the past 30 years. Bonnie Doon’s patience when it comes to change is to be commended. The worst of the headache is well past and its members may already have started forgetting the inconvenience the most recent three-stage renovation caused, but they have come out the other side with a far more superior, appealing and complete golf course.

The now 126-year-old club began as a 12-hole layout in the suburb of Tempe in the late 1890s before transitioning after a decade to an 18-hole course at nearby Arncliffe. That second home proved prescient in the club’s history. First, the course was established on a grazing property with the name Bonnie Doon, which members voted to retain as the club’s new title. It had previously been known as Marrickville Golf Club, not to be confused with the current club of the same name along the Cooks River.

Second, the new parcel of land offered both a history lesson and a vision of the future. The Bonnie Doon property was included in Captain Cook’s original charter of Botany Bay, yet after World War II the expansion of the aircraft facilities at Mascot consumed 13 of the 18 holes. This necessitated another move, this time to its present site at Pagewood.

Blessed with gentle undulation and naturally sandy soil, the course is sliced in two by Heffron Road, which has to be crossed twice in a round. Fortunately, that’s a minor inconvenience as the road is not overly busy and the holes on the southern paddock furthest from the clubhouse offer several round highlights. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the ever-changing Bonnie Doon course boasted numerous architectural fingerprints throughout its time, which brought it to a point of requiring a full-scale overhaul.

The design firm formerly headed by Geoff Ogilvy and Mike Clayton devised a master plan for Bonnie Doon that included a multifaceted rebuild of the course. Their work encompassed four stages that began in 2011 and went through to completion in 2019. Many holes in the previous routing kept their position with modifications, while others are new entities. Land that was a former tip on the western side of the property was acquired to accommodate the new 14th and 15th holes plus the practice fairway.

The course now has a more open look and feel, which exposes the site’s natural assets more flamboyantly and reveals its natural beauty, and the little touches were not omitted. For instance, the new teeing grounds are generally large and flow to the fairways in a classically simple style that says to golfers the tee markers could be plonked anywhere along the cut grass.

Bonnie Doon’s greens crafted by OCCM feature far more contour but are also ideally firmer and faster. The dramatic movement allows imaginative pitchers and putters to use their talents frequently, especially to the more beguiling hole locations. The genius of this approach to the green architecture becomes evident when you realise parts of the target area can be more penal than the more visually intimidating hazards nearby. ‘Bonnie Doon is a short, “sporty” course and so much of its defence against the power of the modern low marker will be in the greens,’ Clayton wrote in his master-plan submission to the club. ‘And there will be a number of short par-4s where good players instinctively know they should make birdies, but they will extract more than their fair share of bogeys from those who take an unwise choice or hit a poor shot.’

The course is changeable in numerous ways. Some might tackle the holes around the turn in a strong southerly and wonder why the downwind 9th is a par-5 and the 10th a par-4 in the other direction. Given the city’s two most common winds are direct opposites it’s wise to instead think of the two holes as a combined par-9, as just 17 metres separate their back-tee distances. One day the 9th might feel more like the par-4 and the 10th the par-5; the next it might be the other way around. At other times the two holes could be par-4.5s.
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The 11th hole



The 9th and 10th holes, with their interchangeable personalities, form a powerful midpoint to a round. Both feature well-bunkered fairways with ample room away from the sand. The rumpled 9th green is open to running approaches and eagle chances, while the raised 10th green asks for an aerial approach to a putting surface with lips at the sides and rear to help gather slightly hot approach shots.

The 170-metre 11th is nestled between the dunes and can be sheltered from any breezes, but it offers a testing iron shot to a target-protected sand. The 12th is another excellent short par-4 with bunkers in the driving zone that can be carried by long hitters and a passage between them that’s the perfect width to entice a running drive past the sand.

The 14th and 15 holes, constructed across the old rubbish tip site, might just be the best on the course. The par-5 14th begins next to the practice fairway, which is out of bounds and squarely in play, and trundles along to a horseshoe-shaped green that’s high on the left and low on the right. Left-side flags create the opportunity to feed balls close via a raised edge with contours on that side of a green with several strong shapes. The 15th is a cheeky little uphill par-3 with three distinct pockets within a green that can help or repel any iron shot. Both these greens can yield putts that are near impossible, especially from the high sections to holes cut on the lower regions. Both are equal parts maniacal, intriguing and fun.
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